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For Shalin, the sun to my moon






PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE ROCK AND A HARD PLACE


Second Age of Storms, 51st Summer, Day 20

The pteropter came shrieking out of the hot blue sky like mana lightning, hell-bent on ruining Jin’s day. Time didn’t do her the courtesy of slowing down. One second she was roaring down the wasteland highway on her magebike, and the next, a demented flying beast had its claws in her shoulder. Right down to the bone, like the leather was nothing.

Jin yelped and twisted, which was exactly the wrong thing to do. The handlebars jerked. The bike shuddered beneath her. Wings flapped in her face as she fought to regain control. Then the front wheel hit a rock or a pothole or some stupid shit like that, and the next thing Jin knew, she was sailing through the air.

She hit the ground headfirst, flipped a couple of times, and finally skidded to a rest on her side. Not dead was her first hazy thought. Then: That depends. What about the bike?

She didn’t dare look. Instead she lay there, battered and breathless, imagining the worst: a shredded, smoking heap of metal in a pool of bright blue mana. A scrapped magebike in the middle of the wastes was a death sentence.

First things first: Were her bones broken? Was her skull intact? Could she move?

Thank Rasvel for her bonehelm, carved from a saurian’s skull and tougher than steel. She’d rattled her head around good, but she could still think and she wasn’t seeing double. Her throat itched for a mana-cig. Good sign, probably. She confirmed her limbs were working by reaching into her breast pocket for a pack, only to find it empty. Right—she was trying to quit.

Finally she made herself look. Relief made her dizzy. The magebike was all right; it lay on its side in the dust, still bike shaped, smoking slightly. The sight lent Jin the strength to push herself upright, then to her feet. Goddamn, her shoulder hurt.

Jin glared at the reason she’d crashed. The pteropter was thrashing weakly on the ground next to the magebike. Just a little one, small enough to fit in her bonehelm. Jin limped closer and it screeched, reedy and thin. One of its four leathery wings dragged in the dirt, white bone poking through a mess of violet saurian blood. Beady eyes glared from the triangular head, above a beak lined with sharp teeth.

“Don’t look at me.” Jin heaved her bike upright and braced the kickstand on the cracked, pitted surface of the highway. “I was minding my own business. You’re the one who tried to kill me.”

The pteropter made a miserable keening sound and fell silent. Jin snuck a glance. The little saurian wasn’t dead; its three unhurt wings were twitching, like it wanted to take flight. Clearly that wasn’t going to happen.

Jin looked back in the direction she’d come. Air shimmered above the highway, hot and dry. Gravelly sand undulated and heaved as far as the eye could see, an infinite expanse broken only by the skyward-reaching teeth of a rock outcropping or the lone many-armed figure of a cactus. The wasteland wasn’t featureless and flat the way city dwellers described, but even Jin had to admit there wasn’t much out here to look at.

Except that.

Above the western horizon churned the crackling fog of a mana storm. Kerina Sol, her starting point, would have already closed its dome in preparation. Gales of wind and blasts of lightning would batter the city’s shield, testing the limits of the shieldcasters who closed ranks to keep it raised. Jin could imagine the faint blue hum of the shield even if she couldn’t see it from this distance. Everyone in the city would be safe from the storm so long as the shieldcasters held; only outriders like Jin were in trouble.

Likely the little pteropter wouldn’t survive once the storm came this way. Even if it did, the wasteland sun would bake it to death—if its own kind didn’t peck it apart first.

“Not my problem.” Jin took off her helm and checked it for cracks. The bone hadn’t even chipped. She hesitated, grinding her teeth, and the pteropter had the nerve to let loose a sad chirp that tugged at her heartstrings. “I said, not my… Ugh.”

It was her problem, the way sick cats and kids in rags had always been her problem. The wasteland was meant to be her guilt-free zone, a lawless desert where the only person Jin had to worry about was herself.

Not fair.

What could she even do to help, anyway? She didn’t have anywhere to pack an injured pteropter. Jin glanced at her tank satchel and saddlebags, which were stuffed with expensive—and, for the most part, illegal—goods, including one love letter signed in swooping royal cursive and sealed with rose-scented wax. Prince Kadrin probably wouldn’t appreciate pteropter bloodstains on his latest romantic missive.

That left her bonehelm. Fuck.

Jin knelt beside the pteropter and held out her hand, slow and careful. You are an idiot, she reminded herself. It’s a miracle you’ve survived this long. The pteropter eyed her hand and clacked its toothy beak. Jin winced in anticipation.

“Easy, now—ow, ouch, goddamn fuck—”

She lifted the pteropter—its beak clamped down on her gloved palm—and stuffed it into the helm. Then she tore off her jacket and wrapped it hastily around the helm, fashioning a bulky sling. Finally she hung the cursed parcel on her handlebars and stepped back, panting.

The parcel shrieked. A sharp beak poked out from one of the orbital openings on the bonehelm and emitted a scratchy hiss. Jin massaged her shoulder.

“I’m gonna call you Screech.”

She straddled her magebike, worked her hands over the textured grips, and inhaled, long and slow. Power rose from the dwindling store of mana in her blood, a simmer in her veins. It pooled in her hands until the heat grew almost unbearable—then a spark crackled between her fingers and danced over her knuckles.

Jin braced herself for the magebike’s familiar roar, the blissful rumble of the engine between her knees. Nothing happened. Trapped in Jin’s helm, the pteropter let out another screech.

“No,” Jin said. “No, no, no.”

She burned more mana. Sparks flew. Her hands grew hot and slippery, but the magebike made no sound.

Jin swore, hopped off the bike, and scanned the exposed machinery under the engine block. The crash must have knocked something loose. Where had that smoke come from?

“Oh Rasvel, not the engine. Please not the engine.”

Jin pressed her forehead against the warm leather saddle and breathed in, then out. Her throat ached for the cool smoke of a mana-cig. She kept them stashed in her saddlebags now, too far to reach for one on a whim.

The sky darkened. Out west, the mana storm had barreled over Kerina Sol without breaking stride and was bearing down on her position. Bolts of blue and violet lightning stabbed down through boiling black clouds; a clap of furious thunder followed each flash. Closer together now. Much too close.

Makela’s grasping fingers, she’d wasted too much time on the pteropter. If she didn’t get her bike going, she was toast.

Sweating, she bent over the engine. Jin was no mechanic, just a sparkrider, and she didn’t fully understand the bike’s internals. No one did, except the artificers who put the bikes together and kept them running. It was all based on Road Builder technology, science lost to the ages and rediscovered in bits and pieces by scavengers combing the wastes for old ruins.

Mana went in the magebike’s fuel tank and sparks went down the ignition line; that was the extent of Jin’s comprehension. The tank was still one-third full, and the ignition line was intact. So what now?

A distant roar caught her attention. Not the oncoming mana storm, and certainly not the magebike under her grease-stained hands. Jin tossed sweaty black hair out of her face and glanced north. Her blood froze.

Out in the haze rode a half-dozen bikes, shiny and chrome under the darkening sun. Tattered standards flew above the procession; bonehelms gleamed in the last remnants of daylight.

Wasteland raiders. Just her fucking luck.

They’d be on her in minutes. But what were they doing? Raiders went storm chasing, not storm fleeing. Sucking up the mana that pooled in a storm’s wake was a tenuous way to survive in the wasteland; riding along a storm front was a good way to die. Sure, they were sparkriders like Jin, so they might survive a few minutes in the storm—longer than anybody without the Talent. But there was just no goddamn reason.

Jin bent back to the engine and racked her limited knowledge of its workings. Sparks went down the copper wire connecting the grip to a metal box under the engine, which she’d heard mechanics call the mana regulator. Jin touched the regulator, and part of the metal shell came off in her hand, jagged and sharp.

Oh. That was probably it.

Shit. A busted mana regulator was one of the few things on her bike she knew how to replace, if she had the part. But out here in the wastes, still most of a day’s ride from her destination, she was fucked. Unless…

She could bypass the regulator. Send a spark straight down the intake. It was a stupid thing to do, just like riding without a helm. Even odds that the magebike would either cough back to life or blow to pieces and scramble Jin all over the highway like an egg.

What other options did she have? Sit here, let the raiders skin her and strip her bike for parts? Limping into the storm was probably a more merciful end.

“This is all your fault,” Jin growled at the pteropter dangling from her magebike’s handlebars. It warbled back, then tucked its beak under an uninjured wing and… went to sleep. How? How?

Jin swung her leg over her bike again. If she was going to die, at least she would die in a magebike engine explosion, which was honestly a pretty badass way to go. Her mother’s face flashed through her head, and Jin winced. Eomma would never forgive her for dying out here in the wastes without leaving a husband or wife or even a hush-hush lover to grieve. Organizing Jin’s poorly attended funeral was probably Eomma’s worst nightmare.

The thought made Jin’s throat itch for that mana-cig again. She reached awkwardly under the engine block for the intake. Bending over brought her to eye level with the leather satchel strapped to the fuel tank, and her heart skipped a beat.

The crash had damaged more than just the mana regulator. Something sharp had sliced open the satchel. Jin was looking at torn leather and empty space where a jewel-encrusted scroll tube should have been safely ensconced.

“Shit.”

When it came to cargo, Jin had three rules: no drugs, no poisons, no explosives. Those rules were her mother’s condition for taking any of the coin Jin made as a courier. They’d probably cost Jin thousands of mun over her career, which was frustrating, but she knew Eomma had her reasons. So Jin stuck to questionably legal but harmless goods: imported produce, herbal remedies and aphrodisiacs, the latest in sartorial fashions, and, on one memorable occasion, a live prizefighter rooster. It all added up to a decent but unreliable income stream.

The letter in that scroll tube was worth more than the rest of her cargo combined. Prince Kadrin and his stupid letters were the only reason Eomma had a bakery and Jin had a paid-off magebike. He was by far her best client.

Raiders roared in from the north. Mana lightning raged in the west. Jin hopped off her magebike yet again and scoured the road, heart hammering in her chest. The ancient highway was riddled with enough cracks to hide a legion of scroll tubes. The sunlight was fading fast. Jin’s breath came in short, desperate gasps.

There—a ruby glint under the failing sun. The tube was wedged into a deep crack, covered in dust and sporting a dent in its gold-embossed cap. Jin yanked it free, cringing as tiny gems popped off and went pinging over the asphalt. Oh well, they were Talentcrafted anyway. Kadrin could have someone replace them with the wave of a hand.

Jin could smell the storm now: a nose-hair-sizzling chemical tang. The raiders were gaining on her, too. Indigo smoke boiled from magebike exhausts as the riders’ eyes glowed hot orange, pulsing with the wax and wane of their Talent. Shit, Jin could see their eyes now—that wasn’t good at all.

Jin had a perfect track record of never having come face-to-face with a wasteland raider, thank you very much. And fuck if she was breaking that streak today.

She stuffed the scroll tube down her jacket and leaped onto her magebike. “Time to go!” she announced to the sleeping saurian swinging from her handlebars.

She thought about muttering a quick prayer to Rasvel before she shot sparks down her intake and blew herself into little Jin-flavored bits, but decided against it. Better if the Giver of Blessings didn’t watch her screw up. Jin had no intention of waking up Talentless in the next life.

Power rushed to her fingertips. The engine coughed and roared to life—and more importantly, didn’t explode.

“Fuck yes!”

She’d been born to be a sparkrider. She’d known it ever since she crested a dune for the first time and went sailing through the air on wings of steel and smoke. Her body and her bike were one, her home was the highway, and all that other sentimental crap.

She’d never had to tear ass on a magebike to escape a mana storm and a howling gang of raiders, though. At least, not at the same time.

Jin kicked off and fed the engine. It responded at once with a satisfying snarl and charged forward. She threw a glance over her shoulder just as the lead raider hopped the highway shoulder, swerved, and skidded to a squealing halt.

Jin’s heart leaped. The raiders weren’t going to chase her. They must have thought she’d make easy prey, stranded on the highway, but a sparkrider on the run was a different beast. Especially a courier, light and swift, unburdened by a knight’s steel and shield.

The lead raider took off her helm. Dirty-blonde hair stuck up in spikes from a tanned face that was already too distant for Jin to make out her features. The raider raised her hands.

Baffled, Jin kept stealing glances back even as she sped away. The other raiders peeled off into the wasteland, shrinking to little dots as the mana storm boiled closer. Jin still had no clue why they’d ventured so near the storm front; clearly they weren’t eager to face lightning. But the blonde raider stayed put, straddling her magebike and staring after Jin.

What was she doing? Rolling thunder and shrieking wind eclipsed all other sound; the sky bled blue to black. The storm was almost upon the raider.

Jin kept going. The last time she glanced back—right before the storm bore down on the faraway shape of magebike and rider—the nape of her neck prickled fiercely. Somehow, despite the distance, she knew the woman was smiling.

A tiny voice in Jin’s head asked, Don’t I know you?

Darkness and crackling blue lightning closed over the raider, stealing her from sight. Jin swallowed down a lump of fear and confusion. She muttered a few choice curses, her voice drowned by the roar of her engine. Then she shrugged and rode hard for Kerina Rut.





Second Age of Storms, 48th Spring

Dear Princess Yi-Nereen,

I don’t know if you remember me. My name is Kadrin, and I hail from Kerina Sol. Ten years ago, my father was sent as a diplomatic envoy to your city, Kerina Rut. I only remember bits and pieces of the crossing; I was nine years old and rode in a knight’s sidecar. But I recall very well the year we spent in Kerina Rut, especially the friend I made there: the daughter of the Shield Lord, our host, who did so much to make us feel at home.

After all this time, I have finally worked up the courage to write her. Do you remember me half as fondly as I remember you? My father’s time in Kerina Rut was shorter than planned, and our sudden departure must have taken you by surprise. I hope you will accept my long overdue apology and farewell.

I shall end this letter now, in case I am a stranger to you after all. But if you do recall the boy who collected colorful beetles and taught you to wish on falling stars, it would bring me no greater pleasure than to receive your reply.

Please take care,

Prince Kadrin, Third Heir to the House of Steel Heavens






CHAPTER TWO THE PRINCESS IN HER TOWER


Second Age of Storms, 51st Summer, Day 20

The shield of Kerina Rut rose like a flickering bubble over the walled city, translucent blue and visible from miles away. Jin sped toward it with the storm licking at her heels and thickening the air with dust. Ordinarily she’d have ridden out of the storm’s way, waited for it to pass over Kerina Rut before circling back. But for once in her life, she wanted to burrow behind the safety of a Wall.

The raider she’d seen was dead now, had to be. Lost to the storm. And Jin hadn’t known her. Didn’t know any raiders. So why was her heart still rattling against her ribs like she’d seen a ghost?

The guards posted above the western gate spotted her well before Jin skidded to a stop below. Sheets of corrugated metal rose up before her, twelve spans high with no visible entrance. At the top, where the shimmering blue edge of the shield met the metal ramparts, two bearded faces stared down at Jin.

“Open the gate!” she shouted, but the approaching storm drowned her voice.

After an eternity, one of the faces withdrew. Metal groaned and shrieked as the Wall split apart in front of Jin, two panels unfurling just wide enough to admit her and her magebike. Jin sighed in relief and walked her bike inside. The Wall sealed itself shut behind her with another earsplitting screech, enveloping her in darkness.

She waited. Behind her came the muffled howl of the approaching storm. Flanked by sheets of metal, she felt like a rat stuck in a drainpipe. Were the guards debating whether to grant her passage into the city? She never faced obstacles like this when the gate was open. Couriers were the lifeblood of trade between the kerinas, and all but the rookie guards were smart enough to pretend they hadn’t peeked into her saddlebags after she pressed a couple of mun into their palms.

A thin blue crack split the dark before her and swelled as the Wall peeled open. Jin tensed. The little pteropter in her dangling helm chirped.

“Shh,” she said. Then she made herself yawn, opening the back of her throat: one of the techniques she’d practiced to make her voice sound lower, more masculine.

The guard who had opened the gate stood in the widening gap, palm raised and eyes burning silver. Not all the city guards were metalcrafters, but there had to be at least one manning the gate. Colorful plumes waved from his crested helm; he bore a lance upright against his shoulder. Jin eyed the iron loops hanging from his belt. She knew from experience how quickly a metalcrafter could liquefy a pair of cuffs and slap them on her wrists.

The glow faded from the guard’s eyes as the discordant shriek of metal died away. “It’s a holy day, Courier,” he said sternly. “Make no trouble.”

Jin didn’t know why the guards of Kerina Rut constantly assumed she was there to make trouble. Perhaps they were naturally suspicious of her for being a courier instead of a knight. The sparktalent she’d been born with had put both options on the table. Knights served the kerinas and the High Houses that ruled over them; couriers kept their own counsel and traded the comforts of a home base for a life on the road.

For Jin, the choice had been easy.

She resisted the urge to adjust the headscarf she wore, to make sure it was covering all but her eyes. “Understood,” she said in a husky tenor.

She’d perfected the voice over the years, as well as all the other minutiae that went into her male courier disguise. It was troublesome—she couldn’t risk more than a few words at a time—but well worth it. In Kerina Rut, a woman of Talent was something between a priceless jewel and a caged bird, and Jin didn’t care to be either.

The guard’s eyes raked over her body, made androgynous by layers of concealing fabric and leather. He nodded.

“Welcome to Kerina Rut, Courier.”



Two hours later, Jin sat on a bench in the central courtyard of the Tower of Arrested Stars, feeding Screech a handful of giblets. The pteropter snapped viciously at the meat, devouring lump after lump in jerky gulps. Jin found herself smiling, then yelped as a sharp tooth caught her thumb.

Giggles floated across the courtyard. A couple of Tower handmaidens were dawdling at the foot of the stairs, watching her. One of them, a young woman with dimples and plaited hair, had brought Jin the meat. Jin hadn’t the faintest idea what was so fascinating about the sight of a courier feeding organs to a saurian, but she wished they’d go away. If only she could wait for Yi-Nereen somewhere private.

An ornate metal staircase spiraled around the courtyard’s rim, leading up to the Tower’s spire—into the dizzying heights beyond the kerina’s dome. During storms, the Tower’s spire pierced the shield and was exposed directly to mana lightning. Somehow, through another process Jin didn’t understand, the shieldcasters of the Tower were able to harvest the lightning and use it to enhance their Talent. No other city in the wasteland had managed to replicate the feat; it was the reason Kerina Rut survived still, despite its so-called population crisis: rapidly dwindling numbers of Talented children, halved with every generation.

Every kerina had been touched by the population crisis in one way or another, but Jin happened to know that the shieldcasters of Kerina Rut had been hit particularly hard. She guessed there were fewer than a hundred remaining in the city, and they all lived in the Tower, under the watchful eye of the Shield Lord. None were watched more closely than the Shield Lord’s eldest daughter, Yi-Nereen.

Looking up at the distant blue sky far above the courtyard made Jin’s stomach lurch with vertigo. The whispering of the women nearby didn’t help. She closed her eyes and dragged in a deep breath. After three years of letter deliveries, she was used to the sense of unease that permeated every minute she spent in Kerina Rut—but if it weren’t for Kadrin and Yi-Nereen, she’d rather avoid the city entirely.

“Courier Jin?”

Jin opened her eyes. Before her stood a tall man dressed in dark robes, his hair in a long tail flowing down his back. His large hands were folded over his sword-cane’s handle, a scorpion’s tail cast in silver.

“Teul-Kim,” Jin said gruffly, rising from the bench.

Yi-Nereen’s bodyguard looked her calmly up and down. Jin’s skin prickled in apprehension. She was sure her disguise had never fooled Teul-Kim, though his loyalty to the princess had been sufficient to guard her secret.

“Her Highness will see you now. Leave your belongings here, please.”

Jin glanced at her satchel and saddlebags, which lay scattered around the bench. She’d left her magebike at a garage on the way to the Tower, though it made her nervous that she didn’t yet have the mun to pay for its retrieval. “I’ll take this,” she said, tucking Screech’s helm under her arm. The saurian cooed; it sounded much more agreeable with a full stomach, never mind the broken wing.

Teul-Kim raised an eyebrow but didn’t object. He led Jin up the spiral steps encircling the Tower while she did her utmost not to look down. The Tower stood on a rocky island in the heart of the mana spring, like a forbidding guardian overlooking the kerina. Jin could have gazed down upon the entire city, still dancing in the brightly colored throes of holy day festivities—but she’d rather not, thanks. Her guts were already in knots just thinking about the drop.

The smell of fragrant incense and the soft sound of a harp enveloped Jin as she stepped into Yi-Nereen’s bower. She should have been prepared, but somehow she never was. It was like stepping into the perfumed lair of an ethereal creature. It never failed to steal Jin’s breath away.

Yi-Nereen rose from a heap of cushions as Teul-Kim announced Jin’s arrival. She was tall, almost of a height with her bodyguard. A saurian-bone corset outlined her waist, and her skirts and sleeves were a profusion of translucent, gauzy black fabric. More bones—small ones, the teeth and finger bones of young pteropters—studded her glossy hair. Her eyes were light brown and outlined in striking black galena.

“You may go, Teul-Kim,” she said.

Jin blinked. Teul-Kim had always been present during her audiences with Yi-Nereen. She had the vague awareness that it was illegal under the kerina’s laws for her to be alone with the princess, at least while disguised as a man—though Yi-Nereen had known her identity as a woman from the start. Had something changed? But Teul-Kim bowed and left the parlor without comment, as did the handmaiden who had been quietly playing the harp in the corner.

This was the first time Jin had ever been completely alone with Yi-Nereen. She stared at the floor near her feet; it was cool marble, white with swirls of gray and amber. Even though she wasn’t looking at Yi-Nereen anymore, the princess’s image was still imprinted on her vision, a blazing silhouette. She could hardly—

“Courier Jin,” Yi-Nereen said softly. “Are you hurt?”

Jin risked a glance. Yi-Nereen was bent over something beside her bed of cushions, her shawl of black lace floating around her like a misty shadow. She straightened, revealing a small basin in one hand and a cloth in the other.

“That really isn’t necessary, Highness.” Jin’s heart thumped in her chest.

“Hold still,” Yi-Nereen said, drawing alarmingly close. Rosewater and sandalwood perfume drifted over Jin as Yi-Nereen dabbed delicately at a cut on her cheek. Jin closed her eyes, willing herself not to move or say anything stupid. Part of her was convinced this was a dream.

In the helm under Jin’s arm, Screech shifted and shrieked.

The hand on Jin’s face froze. The air crackled with energy. Power moved through her like a feverish chill, and she opened her eyes to see Yi-Nereen’s face only inches from her own, eyes blazing electric blue. A shield had bloomed around them like an iridescent bubble, just large enough to contain the two of them.

“It’s only a saurian!” Jin tilted the helm for Yi-Nereen to see. “A little one. Sorry—I should have said something—”

Yi-Nereen blinked. The blue faded from her eyes, and the shield wavered and vanished. Jin shivered as the heat of Yi-Nereen’s power left her. It was a peculiar sensation, cold and hollow. But she had little time to ponder it, because the next thing Yi-Nereen did was faint. Right into Jin’s arms.

Jin dropped the helm. It went rolling across the floor, prompting further shrieks of outrage from Screech. She strained to stay upright, caught off-balance by Yi-Nereen’s deadweight. Fuck, but the princess was a lot heavier than she looked.

“Help,” Jin said. Then, louder: “Teul-Kim! Help!”

Several minutes later, Jin was seated uncomfortably on a wicker stool as Yi-Nereen’s handmaidens fussed over their mistress, dabbing her brow with a cool cloth. Teul-Kim stood in a corner, arms crossed. He occasionally flashed Jin the same flat stare he’d given her as he lifted an unconscious Yi-Nereen from her arms: as if this were all her fault.

“Don’t worry over me,” Yi-Nereen kept insisting. Jin restrained a smile at the reversal in their positions. “I’m only tired from the storm. I should have known better than to summon another shield so soon.”

A butler entered the room, carrying a large basin. Jin sat up, her skin humming. She knew what was in the basin before she saw it: glowing mana, part sloshing liquid and part heavy smoke. Her throat itched with the same longing she often felt for a mana-cig, but stronger. Her head pounded with a dull ache, a sure sign her reserves were running low. The basin moved past her toward Yi-Nereen, where the butler set it on an end table beside the princess.

“Thank you.” Yi-Nereen waved her handmaidens away. “Leave us, please.”

Teul-Kim was the last to leave, his stare lingering on Jin.

Jin fumbled for the jewel-encrusted scroll tube she’d stuck down the front of her jacket and said, “I have Prince Kadrin’s letter for you, Highness.”

Yi-Nereen’s heavy-lidded gaze rested on the scroll tube. For a moment Jin thought she saw sadness in the princess’s eyes, but then a faint smile graced her lips. “In a moment. You look parched. Will you join me?”

She gestured toward the basin. Jin couldn’t help but raise her eyebrows. It was odd enough to see mana brought into the bower like iced fruit on a platter; Jin had only ever refilled her reservoir at the spring, like ordinary people.

“I’m not sure if I should…”

“There’s plenty here for the both of us.”

Jin was powerless to resist. She shuffled closer to the princess, hesitated a second longer, then stripped off her gloves and plunged her hands into the basin. Cold smoke licked around her fingers, a pulsing current that felt like immersing her hands in something living. Out of habit, Jin closed her eyes.

She realized too late that when Yi-Nereen had said There’s plenty here for the both of us, she’d meant at the same time. The princess’s hands settled over hers, warm and light. Usually, infusing mana drenched every sense—like smoking a hundred mana-cigs at once, like diving into water so cold it numbed instead of hurt. But for the first time, Jin found herself too distracted to notice.

Drops of mana splashed to the floor and sizzled into vapor as Jin withdrew her hands. “I don’t need much,” she lied. Then, stealing another glance at Yi-Nereen’s face, she added, “You certainly need it more than I do.”

That wasn’t a lie. While Jin had been lazing around in the courtyard, feeding giblets to a saurian, Yi-Nereen had been on the Wall with her fellow shieldcasters, holding back the might of the storm from destroying the entire city. It was no wonder she’d fainted. There were dark hollows under her eyes, and her lips were cracked.

Jin’s Talent had given her choices—courier or knight—but Yi-Nereen had never had such a luxury. There was only one path ordained for a shieldcaster, no matter which kerina they were born to: a lifetime of service in the Shield Corps.

Jin could take the rest of what she needed from the spring. As intoxicating as it was to be in Yi-Nereen’s presence, she couldn’t stay much longer. She had other deliveries to make.

Yi-Nereen’s gaze had found the (mostly) jewel-encrusted scroll tube again. “When you’re ready, I would very much like to hear from Kadrin.”

The first time she’d delivered one of the prince’s letters, Jin had discovered one of Kerina Rut’s more backward laws: Talented women weren’t permitted to read their own correspondence. The loophole, apparently, was to have them read aloud by a man. There was a certain barbaric simplicity to it that Jin couldn’t help but appreciate; as long as the city upheld this single law, there was no need to enshrine the dozens of others that would prevent Talented women from starting businesses, organizing meetings, or gaining their independence from men, the High Houses, and the temple in any tangible way whatsoever.

All of this boiled down to putting Jin in the awkward position of acting as literal mouthpiece for Prince Kadrin’s love letters—and worst of all, over time she’d come to like it. Now the prospect of reading them to Yi-Nereen kept her up at night out of equal parts dread and anticipation.

Jin unscrewed the tube’s gilded cap and shook out the rolled parchment. Yi-Nereen watched, her face alight with a look of breathless excitement that made Jin flush. It should be illegal to look at someone like that. She remembered suddenly they were alone, and her stomach turned over. She glanced hastily down at the letter.

“Dearest Reena.”

She summoned her memories of the Sol-blood prince: his genial smile, his voice, the excitable way he moved his hands when he spoke. She willed away her self-consciousness, her fumbling awkwardness, and let herself believe she was Kadrin. For a little while, she could pretend the spellbound look in Yi-Nereen’s eyes was meant for her.

“… Most days, Reena, it doesn’t trouble me to be Talentless. Everyone around me struggles with that more than I do. The royals of Kerina Sol may crow about equality and acceptance, but it’s an open secret they think a Talentless prince is a tragedy. I don’t agree with that. I see it as an opportunity. For the refugees who come to our city, fleeing places where they’re treated like dirt—for the ones who don’t make it here, the ones who die in the wasteland trying to reach somewhere they can just live, never mind grow wealthy and powerful—a man in my position owes it to them to prove he can thrive without Talent. It’s the only way anything will change.

“But there are nights when I do mourn it. Nights when I wish I were a sparkrider like our dear friend, who uses her Talent to carry my words to your ears and yours to mine.”

Yi-Nereen’s eyes were closed as she drank in the sound of Jin’s voice. For the space of a heartbeat, Jin wondered if Yi-Nereen could even picture Kadrin’s face after twelve years apart. Perhaps her imagination showed her Jin instead.

Focus, she told herself. Keep reading.

“I don’t care to make flowers bloom with a thought or mold glass into beautiful shapes. All I want is the ability to cross the wastes and see you with my own eyes. But alas, it isn’t so. I must rely on Jin. Which isn’t so bad—I trust her, and more importantly, I like her. But there’s so much out there I want to see. I keep hoping someday we will, together.

“Take care, Reena. I look forward to your reply.”

Jin carefully folded the parchment and placed it on the end table beside the empty mana basin. She would burn the letter to ashes before she left, like always, so no one would discover it in Yi-Nereen’s possession. It was unfair—she knew Kadrin kept every single one of the princess’s letters and reread them often—but necessary, since the things Yi-Nereen and Kadrin wrote to each other didn’t always abide by royal protocol.

Yi-Nereen sat still with her hands in her lap and her head tilted to the side, as if to catch the echo of Jin’s last words. Jin resisted the urge to stare at her, to savor the opportunity to study her face, and glanced around the room.

“Um, Highness? I don’t see any ink or parchment. Should I come back later for your reply?”

Yi-Nereen opened her eyes. Tears brimmed on her lashes. “No reply,” she whispered. “Not this time. Not ever again.”

Jin’s gut clenched. “What? Why not?”

Thoughts spilled through her mind in a chaotic rush. Kadrin would be heartbroken. Yi-Nereen must be in some kind of trouble. And what about Jin’s income? She felt a little stab of guilt at that last thought.

“I’m engaged to be married.”

“Married?” Jin blinked and asked, stupidly, “To who?”

It was a sign of Yi-Nereen’s flawless manners that she didn’t react to Jin’s idiocy beyond a faint smile. “My family doesn’t know Prince Kadrin and I exchange letters. They believe I’m in correspondence with his sister, Princess Eliesen. You see, Jin…” Yi-Nereen’s smile grew cold. “In Kerina Rut, I may not speak to a man before I’m married, but I may tell a woman I love her. I may write her silly poetry and spend time with her as a man does with his wife. As long as it stops on the day my husband claims me.”

Jin nodded, her cheeks flaming with treacherous thoughts. “I—I’ve heard it’s like that here.”

“My father has chosen a match for me. Not a prince of the High Houses, but the son of a wealthy family. They will pay an enormous bride price for a woman strong in the Talent. Like many others in the city, their bloodline is failing.” Yi-Nereen gazed at her trembling hands. “I am the most powerful shieldcaster in Kerina Rut. I can only imagine the price my father demanded.”

Jin thought of Prince Kadrin, of his frown that appeared so rarely—when he saw a servant struggling with too many plates, or a cat toying with a wounded bird. The way his face lit up when he saw her. Not because of her, of course, but because of what she brought him: a new message from the woman he loved. She’d never see that smile again if Yi-Nereen stopped sending him letters.

Her breath caught. Jin would never see Yi-Nereen again, either.

“Is there anything I can do?”

To Jin’s surprise, Yi-Nereen nodded, as if she’d been preparing for the question since Jin arrived.

“Yes,” she said. “I want you to help me escape.”





Second Age of Storms, 48th Spring

Dear Prince Kadrin,

Of course I remember you. How could I forget? The year you and your family spent in Kerina Rut is the only time in my life I can recall with joy.

Rasvel’s mercy, what am I saying? Courier, have you already written that down? Please discard the letter and start again.

Ahem.

Dear Prince Kadrin, Third Heir to the House of Steel Heavens:

I regret to inform you that although I do recall your visit to Kerina Rut with a certain measure of fondness, I cannot exchange any further correspondence with you. It would be indecorous for a woman in my position. As fervently as I may wish for different circumstances, they are as they are. I hope you understand.

I do accept your apology, and I hope it is not too forward of me to mention that my greatest concern following your sudden departure was not for your goodbyes or explanations, but for your health. I was alarmed to hear of your illness, and it brings me great comfort to know you recovered.

Please refrain from sending any reply.

Regretfully yours,

Princess Yi-Nereen, First Daughter of the Tower of Arrested Stars






CHAPTER THREE THE MAN BY THE SPRING


Second Age of Storms, 51st Summer, Day 20

“Escape,” Jin repeated. “From your betrothed?”

Yi-Nereen swept a hand toward the lavishly decorated chamber, her wrist trailing black lace studded with seed pearls. “From the Tower. From Kerina Rut. From all of this.” Her voice lowered. “From a future as an invisible woman. I can stomach my duty on the Wall, protecting my people. But I won’t give up my body twice over to continue a bloodline.”

Jin was silent for a moment. The magnitude of Yi-Nereen’s proposal—all the enormous risk it posed to both of them—was dawning on her. “It might not be so simple.”

“And if I stay?” Yi-Nereen stood, drawing herself up to her full and impressive height. “If my first and second child are both Talentless, the priests will declare my womb cursed. My brothers and uncles will be honor bound to take my life. My children will be branded and cast out into the wastes to die.”

“Oh,” Jin said faintly. She felt sick to her stomach.

Somehow it’s even worse than Kerina Tez.

She’d fled Kerina Tez four years ago with her mother. By now the city was half in its grave, buried by storms and riots. Was Kerina Rut headed the same way?

“If they are Talented, the cycle continues. My daughters will be used as broodmares, and my sons will be taught to control their sisters.” Yi-Nereen’s eyes darkened and flashed. “That is the sickness at the heart of Kerina Rut, Courier Jin. My city is rotting from the inside. I cannot save it—if I stay, I can only become its victim, its tool.”

Jin swallowed. Holy Rasvel, the princess was beautiful when she stood like that, veiled in black and gleaming with anger. But Jin couldn’t afford to go slack-jawed right now. She needed all her wits about her.

“You think Prince Kadrin can help you?”

“This isn’t about Kadrin.” Yi-Nereen’s voice was still hard, but her expression softened as she said the name. “I will accept refuge with his family, if he invites it. Otherwise, there is Rasvel’s Sanctuary. Kerina Sol’s priests interpret the Giver’s will very differently from ours. They do not turn away refugees.”

“I know,” Jin said. “I was one of those refugees.”

She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. If Yi-Nereen’s face had gentled at the mention of Kadrin, it was kitten soft now.

“Oh,” the princess said. Was that pity in her voice? Jin looked away. “But you are sparktalented, and Tez-blood, and… I assumed.”

Jin could hear Yi-Nereen’s confusion echoing behind each word. Why would Jin, a Talented woman, have needed to avail herself of Rasvel’s Sanctuary? She would have had an automatic position among the Knights of Tez. She could have lived a life nearly as luxurious as Yi-Nereen’s. All Jin would have had to do was cut off ties with every Talentless in her life. Including Eomma… and Falka.

Yi-Nereen was still looking at her, wringing her hands. Jin could not recall ever being irritated by the princess before, but now she was. She didn’t need anyone’s sympathy. She had her magebike, her Talent, and eyes firmly fixed on the horizon. Not mired in the past.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Do you have a plan?”

Yi-Nereen nodded. “Everything is arranged—except for transportation. That’s where I need your help.” She hesitated, as if she knew Jin wasn’t going to like what she had to say next. “It must be tonight.”

Jin stared at her. “Why?”

“This is my last day of freedom.” Yi-Nereen smiled faintly. “It is good you arrived today, Courier. I feared you would not.”

I almost didn’t. If she hadn’t run afoul of Screech and the raiders, if she’d ridden out of the storm’s path and spent the night in the wastes, Jin wouldn’t have made it in time. Then what would Yi-Nereen have done? Jin didn’t want to consider the possibilities. Her heart was thumping with rising panic, and she felt light-headed.

She stood up. “My bike needs to be repaired before I can leave. I don’t have the coin to pay a—”

Yi-Nereen withdrew a silk pouch from her sleeve and held it out. “I wouldn’t ask for your help without offering anything in return.”

Jin shivered under the princess’s dark, intense gaze. She took the pouch and stared at it without opening it. From the weight in her hands, she guessed it was more than enough mun to pay for a new mana regulator. “I can’t take this yet.” She thrust the pouch back at Yi-Nereen. “I need time to think.”

Helping Yi-Nereen would make her a fugitive, a criminal under the laws of Kerina Rut like her father. She was used to operating on the gray side of the law, but that was just that: gray. Not stark black and white, like kidnapping a princess. She’d never be able to do business in Kerina Rut again.

Scratch that—if she ever came within a mile of Kerina Rut, the Knight Legion would run her down.

“Keep it,” Yi-Nereen said. “I know what I’m asking of you, and that it isn’t fair.” Her voice trembled with what Jin could swear was genuine remorse. “But I have no choice. If you’ll help me, meet me at the spring tonight, beneath my grandfather’s statue. If not…” She bit her lip, standing up straighter. “Safe travels, Courier.”

Jin understood the princess’s words for the dismissal they were. She bowed stiffly, the pouch clutched against her chest, and took her leave.



Back at the garage where she’d stashed her bike, Jin found a boy with braided hair and crescents tattooed on his cheekbones cleaning a drive chain. She lingered behind him, caught off guard by a sudden memory. As a fatherless child, she’d learned her trade at the knee of a hoary gunrunner named Lorne. Lorne’s workshop in Kerina Tez had been much grimier than this one, filled to the brim with spare parts from bikes a decade older than Jin, but she’d spent many an afternoon there, watching him work and handing him tools. Until she’d left.

The boy jumped as Jin dropped the silk pouch on the table beside him.

“Need a regulator replaced,” she said. “Today. Will your master artificer do it?”

“I’ll ask.” The boy rolled his shoulders and stood up, glancing down the row of bikes parked along the side of the garage. “Which one’s yours?”

Jin pointed. “The hauler over there.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “Is that a Vann?”

Jin was under too much stress to smile, though the boy’s mistake was a flattering one. Not even knights rode original Vann magebikes anymore. The Tez-blood artificer known as Tibius Vann—the man who’d built the first magebike—had vanished some thirty years ago, though fortunately he’d left his schematics behind. Artificers from every kerina had been swift to copy his designs, some more faithfully than others. Most of the Vanns had long since been stripped down for parts. Jin liked to pretend she’d bought her magebike out of fondness for its classic style, but really it had been the cheapest hauler she could find.

“I’ll be back to pick it up later. Can I leave something else with you?”

The boy picked up the silk pouch and hefted it in his palm. “Sure. Keep it safe for you, no problem.”

“Thanks.” Jin set her bonehelm down on the table. Screech opened his beak wide in a warbling yawn. “Don’t let him out.”

“Is that—a pteropter?”

“Actually, yes.”

The boy gawked at her, then turned on his heel. “Uh, wait here a minute, sir.”

He disappeared through the swinging door to the back room, leaving the pouch behind on the table. Jin idly plucked at the pouch’s neck and glanced inside. Her stomach dropped. She’d thought the pouch full of small change, one- or four-mun coins; she’d been wrong. Swallowing hard, she tipped the contents into her palm. Hundred-mun coins, every last one, adding up to a sum so inconceivable Jin had to whisper it to herself over and over, like a prayer. Nine hundred mun.

She felt sick to her stomach. Yi-Nereen had let her walk out of the Tower with a small fortune in her hands and no guarantee of coming back. Somehow she’d known the weight of Jin’s guilt would be stronger than any vow she could have sworn.

As the backroom door swung open, Jin hastily stuffed all but one coin back into the pouch and slid the pouch into her breast pocket. The extra coin she slipped into the palm of her glove. The boy came trotting toward her, carrying a small wire cage.

“Used to keep a hen,” he said. “Cat got her.”

Together he and Jin wrangled Screech into the cage. By the time they were finished, the boy was sucking on a freshly bleeding thumb.

“Wicked little beast, eh? How’d you catch it?”

Jin rubbed her shoulder. “He attacked me.”

“That how it broke the wing?” The boy crouched on the floor beside the cage, keeping his distance. “A saurian don’t heal like a normal beast. Won’t starve to death, even if it don’t eat. And their meat is right sour, too—just as bad as a cactus. Bizarre little things.”

Bizarre indeed. Jin sighed. She was an idiot to think of keeping the creature, but the boy’s words stirred a grudging kinship in her. Don’t heal like a normal beast—fuck, she could have described herself in those exact words not too long ago. She’d been a wreck after leaving Kerina Tez. Both times.

“I’ll clean out your helm for you, Courier, sir. Wouldn’t want to crack your skull on the way home.” The boy grinned at Jin, showing off the gaps in his teeth.

She teased the hundred-mun coin out of her glove and tossed it to him. “Many thanks.”

She left the garage and the boy behind, feeling curiously adrift, as if Screech’s weight had been anchoring her to earth. Above her stretched clear white sky, stained blue in places where the heavens leaked through the clouds. It was a hot afternoon, and Kerina Rut buzzed like wasps on a plate of fruit. Jin sweated under her headscarf as she made her way toward the mana spring.

She could leave Kerina Rut tonight, alone, instead of rendezvousing with Yi-Nereen. But of course she wasn’t going to. Three years before, she’d agreed to carry Kadrin’s letters and become his mouthpiece, his courier. Now the whole affair was coming to its conclusion, and just as it had begun, Jin was the only way it could finish. She had to bring the two lovers together.

Never mind that she was painfully infatuated with both of them.



Long ago, a passing storm had ignited the land where Kerina Rut now stood, opening a fissure a half-mile wide: a wound in the wastes, from which mana gushed forth like blood. Jin stood at the edge of that old wound now, gazing upon the mana spring. Storms were deadly, but they also brought life. Cities could thrive only on the banks of mana springs, where mana flowed in an endless stream to sustain the Talented who lived there.

Every part of life in a kerina depended on Talent. The function of the Shield Corps was obvious, but the other two High Talents were no less vital. Bloomweavers sang orchards to life and swelled fruit with their magic. Raincallers filled aquifers and bathhouses and sewers. Even the Low Talents were necessary for all the luxuries of civilization: metalcrafters patrolled the streets, worked the smithies, and kept the Wall in good repair, while stoneshapers built houses and windmills and granaries.

In a way, even Jin served the kerinas with her sparktalent, though not as directly as a knight would have. Kerinas had different specialties and varying ratios of Talent, so their imports and exports were varied as well; it was Jin’s job to facilitate communication and trade between the kerinas. The only people who didn’t serve the common good—at least, according to the temple edicts—were Talentless and criminals, most of whom wound up exiled.

Exiles became raiders, or they became dead.

Jin shook away the memory of the blonde raider opening her arms to the storm. What had happened to her? It still made no sense.

The shore of the spring bulged outward in a promontory. No one stopped Jin as she walked to the cliff’s edge and took hold of the winch attached to a line stretching down into the mana’s depths; as far as Kerina Rut was concerned, the spring was an endless resource. She pulled up a bucket of blue, half liquid and half mist. After rolling up her sleeves, she plunged in her arms without ceremony and closed her eyes as the mana’s chill crept into her flesh—this time without the warmth of a princess’s hands to distract her.

The pain in her shoulder eased. That was one of the many reasons Jin counted herself lucky to be Talented; she would always heal faster than a Talentless, thanks to the rejuvenating power of mana. It couldn’t quite mend a broken bone, but it could close a cut faster than stitches.

After, she sent the bucket rattling back down the line and retreated to a nearby gazebo to recover. Infusing always left her dazed, mana-drunk, as the power spread through her veins. No replacement for getting properly shit-faced, of course—Jin’s tab at the Kerina Sol watering hole could attest to that—but at least it soothed her craving for a mana-cig, an expensive habit she was better off giving up.

A man stood in the gazebo, arms clasped behind his back, looking at a wall papered with notices. Jin glanced curiously over his shoulder. Some of the notices were for courier work, but most were something else entirely.

Missing posters. Sketched faces of men and women stared back at her from the wall. Sparkriders, all of them, knights and couriers both. There had to be a dozen faces.

Jin blinked as unease pierced the mana fogging her brain. She sat down on the low bench wrapped around the inside of the gazebo and reached into her breast pocket. Her fingers bumped against the silk pouch. Not the pack of mana-cigs she’d been instinctively looking for—thoughtless habit, she wasn’t even craving one right now.

“Need a spark?”

Jin glanced up. The man who’d been looking at the posters had turned. He was slim and whip sharp, his black hair pulled back from an aquiline face and bound into a tail.

“Thanks, but no need.” She took her empty hand out of her pocket and gave him a considering look, up and down. A sparkrider, given his offer. Was he a knight? Eomma had drilled it into her head as a child to avoid the Legion, and Jin hadn’t forgotten her lessons. But this stranger seemed too lean and fine, like he’d buckle under the weight of full plate.

“All those missing sparkriders,” she said, gesturing toward the posters. “What do you think happened?”

“Raiders, most likely.” The stranger put a hand under his bone-plated vest and took out a pack of mana-cigs. He lit one with a lazy twitch of his fingers, eyes flaring orange. “They’ve been more active lately. You’re a courier, aren’t you? You have the look.”

Jin nodded, eyeing his cig. “Yes.”

The stranger smiled faintly, then turned his back to her. His outfit was ostensibly the sort a courier would wear, all leather and saurian bone, but it was impeccably tailored and far too clean for him to have spent time in the wastes.

“Take care when you head back out there. What’s your next stop?”

Jin hesitated. She was about to make herself an outlaw; if the man was a knight, she’d better not tell him she was headed to Kerina Sol to avail herself and a certain princess of Rasvel’s Sanctuary.

“Kerina Lav.”

“I have a friend there,” the man said, still studying the posters. “A jeweler in the Quarter Market, name of Rex. He’s partial to Kerina Rut plums. Always willing to pay a good sum for a fresh picking.”

“Thanks.” It was a good tip, the kind a fellow courier might share out of wasteland camaraderie. But Jin’s hackles were up anyway, for reasons she couldn’t put her finger on. Her growing sense of disquiet was a sign the mana fog was dissipating. In a minute or two she’d be ready to leave.

Jin didn’t feel like waiting a minute or two. She stood, swaying slightly. The man turned to her, and for a brief moment Jin thought she saw a flash of color in his eyes—not orange, but something else. She blinked, and the stranger was smiling at her with eyes that were an ordinary dark brown, like her own.

“Safe travels, Courier,” he said.

“Likewise,” Jin said, though she was sure now he was no courier.

She left the gazebo at a leisurely pace, but paranoia pulled her into a side alley to wait. She was about to chastise herself for being foolish when the stranger went strolling past, whistling tunelessly. Though he didn’t look left or right, Jin shivered as he walked by. She was certain, somehow, he’d known she was there.

The missing posters swam in her memory. Now that was paranoia.

Jin shook herself, stepped out of the alley, and watched the stranger’s back as he ambled out of sight. He wore no weapon—unusual for a knight. But if he wasn’t a knight or a courier, what was he? A sparkrider who’d squandered his Talent on some other profession?

Never mind. She had bigger things to worry about. Now she was fully infused, free to leave Kerina Rut as soon as the artificer finished with her bike. But of course she’d already made her decision. She was going to meet Yi-Nereen at the spring tonight and help her escape.

Hopefully it wouldn’t be the last mistake she ever made.
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