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    [bookmark: Scene_C] 

     

    Ethel Everton was the best egg thief on the Isle of Wings.  

    At least, that's what she told herself as she struggled up the limbs of a brittle-bark tree. She had done this routine hundreds of times, but the weight of her egg basket[bookmark: _Hlk6994023]—heavy with eggs from the morning hunt—pulled her down, and the bark beneath her palms and feet crumbled like chalk. Tingling fear threaded up her spine. A fall would mean broken eggs and broken limbs.  

    But if she was successful, it would mean another day or two of meals for her and her brother. 

    Ethel glared up at the great canopy of the tree, eyeing the tujo nest—a lopsided bundle of sticks wedged into the crook where two branches diverged. Only a little bit further. 

    Náyade give me the strength of wings, she prayed, as she hauled herself up the last few feet. Bird wings, she added hastily, realizing the goddess might think she meant butterfly wings. Not that the isle goddess usually answered her prayers, or that she would particularly like to help Ethel steal more bird eggs, but it was worth a try. A bit of good luck was all she needed. 

    Ethel sucked air through her teeth as she peered into the nest. Tucked in among twining grasses and soft feathers were five eggs nearly the size of her hand. Perfect.  

    She reached a hand in. 

    Squawk! Squawk-Squawk-SQUAWK! 

    The tujo dove out of nowhere, a racket of fury and beating wings and ear-ringing cries. Ethel's hands slipped along the branch, but her grasping feet stopped her from falling. She cursed as the tujo grabbed hold of her extended arm, ripping into the glamour spell she had so painstakingly weaved against her skin to blend into the tree. It must have caught the motion of her arm while she climbed and decided it a threat. She swatted at the bird, and when it fluttered away, she grabbed one egg and tucked it into her basket. 

    Again she warded off the diving tujo, maneuvering a second egg in her basket. Only three left to collect. She reached forward, waiting for the jab of the tujo's curved beak on her skin, but instead the bird scrabbled at her head, pulling at hair and nearly piercing her eye.  

    As her skin burned with scratches, Ethel let out an enraged shout, hoping that it would scare the bird away, but tujos didn't scare so easily. After flailing an arm over her head, she was able to give herself enough time to grab another egg, and another. A beak pecked at her skull, rattling her thoughts as she reached for the last egg. 

    A giggle rose from beneath her. Startled, Ethel slipped an inch along the branch before getting ahold of herself.  

    It was that silly girl, Cat. Another egg thief come to watch her fall from the tree and destroy almost a day's worth of eggs. 

    I will not fall, Ethel chided herself. Doubt wouldn't help her focus and certainly wouldn't impress Cat. Not that she wanted to impress Cat. 

    Ethel huffed a breath of air and decided to ignore the annoying presence of the girl who stood below. She placed the last egg into her basket and latched it closed. The tujo's screeches deafened her right ear, and Ethel finally got hold of it—a feathery ball of hot rage—and tossed it away from her, hoping for enough time to clamber safely down the tree. 

    She made her way over the branch limb and halfway down the trunk, but the last few feet slid out from under her. Ethel's heels slammed into the ground, and she had just enough time to swivel the egg-basket in front of her before her bum followed.  

    Grimacing as pain jolted up her back, Ethel peered down into her egg-basket. Not a single one broken. Thank Náyade. 

    "You're about as graceful as a broken-legged goat," Cat said. Her small, slim shadow fell across Ethel as she stood over her. "You should've just killed that stupid tujo." 

    Ethel clutched her basket and stood, glaring at the girl. "It would be very foolish to kill the thing that might feed me tomorrow." Which Cat would know if she actually worked for her food like Ethel did. Instead, Cat was the fifteen-year-old daughter of a wealthy perfume artisan and treated egg-thievery like a game. 

    But she couldn't help noting, with dismay, how Cat's own two egg baskets strained at the shoulder straps, evidently heavy with eggs. Despite her lack of glamour spells, Cat's body showed no damage from enraged birds or thorny trees. Ethel sucked in an irritated breath, preparing herself for the argument she knew would come, and started marching south. "What do you want, Cat?" she threw over her shoulder. 

    Even with her short legs, Cat somehow had no issue catching up. "Where are you going?" 

    "To Taragona." Warily, she slung her egg basket onto the shoulder farthest from Cat. One could never be too careful around the sly girl. 

    "Not to sell my eggs, I hope?" A dazzling blue gaze shone out from beneath blond locks—a look of haughty challenge that only someone as childishly pretentious as Cat could muster. 

    Ethel rolled her eyes, and spoke with an authority that came naturally to her, being several years older than the girl. "We've had this discussion, Cat. The eggs aren't yours unless you are the one that collected them. Got it?" 

    "In case you forgot, this is my territory." Cat stuck an indignant nose up at Ethel. "So those eggs belong to me." 

    Ethel sighed and wheeled to face the girl, who stood approximately two hand-spans beneath her. "There are no territories, Cat. That was something you made up, without an agreement with anyone, including myself. The island is too small to have territories, anyways. There aren't enough trees, nor enough birds visiting." Ethel eyed Cat's baskets, heat creeping up her face. "Why do you care what I take? It's not like we're really competing. How many eggs did you get?" 

    Cat didn't take the bait. "I can enforce my territory, you know." 

    Ethel snorted and started walking again. 

    "I have brothers," Cat continued. "They'll mess you up if I tell them what you've done." 

    "Not if I turn them into frogs first," Ethel quipped. Poor little Cat knew nothing about wizardry, which meant that she secretly feared it. 

    Cat's thin, big-eyed face pinched in worry before she realized Ethel watched her. The girl pulled on a fake smile. "It doesn't matter. You sell what little you have. It'll never be as much as mine. Everyone knows I'm the best egg thief on the island." With that, she cut ahead of Ethel, dirty bare feet smacking the smooth-stoned surface of the trail. 

    As the girl sauntered away, Ethel imagined how satisfying it would be to yank a handful of those bouncy blond curls. 

    She knew she would be better off ignoring Cat's childish arrogance, but something about the girl always got under her skin. Cat was constantly popping up out of nowhere—usually when Ethel was struggling to get at a nest—and dropping a few not-so-subtle threats. Not that Ethel really felt threatened by the girl. Cat was just a child, after all, and only required a smart bit of caution to be around. 

    Ethel checked her eggs again, just to make sure Cat hadn't needled her basket to puncture her eggs. Maybe Cat was the best egg thief on the island, but her skill was largely due to her small size. 

    Ethel stood tall for a girl, with strong arms and legs. She had been stealing eggs since she could climb, providing her family with food before the drought, but now she stole eggs only for her little brother, Darren. Before the drought that had hit the island quietly and without warning, things had been different for them. Their father would work in the jipsom fields while they slept, collecting night-blooming jipsom blossoms for the perfume artisans, while their mother had worked tirelessly to keep their little home in order. But then the drought came and the jipsom field dried up. Their father disappeared without a word of explanation, and their mother took up drinking and a desperate interest in ugly, hard-looking men. They lost the house, which had been rented from an estate owner, and their mother seemed to forget about them, lost in a vaporous stupor and sleeping in strangers’ homes. Now, Ethel and Darren lived in a dilapidated shanty in a crumbling part of the city, surviving off of what Ethel made from selling eggs. 

    And from whatever Darren happened to steal from the wealthy.  

    Ethel shook her head and slung the egg basket more comfortably along her back. He was probably stealing at that very moment, grabbing up priceless items from people who would make him suffer dearly should they catch him. A foolish thing to do, but he never listened to her reprimands. He thought himself too old to take orders from her, even though he was two years younger than she. And even though Ethel herself was practically an adult—nearly twenty years old—she knew that she would never stop chastising her little brother for doing foolish things. 

    Ethel took her time smoothing out her hair and assessing the damage on her arms as she walked. She rubbed at the spells, sweeping them away like cobwebs, until she looked a bit more presentable. Appearance was everything—or most everything—when one tried to sell goods. The flat, wide River Narona had shrunk to a small ribbon of water, threading from the northeast of the island down to the harbor before spilling out into Skye Lake. Although it hadn’t rained in over a year, the river was still fed by a few small natural springs where cold water seeped from the land. Ethel walked across the dried riverbed, cupping the clear water and sluicing it over face and arms, rubbing it over the back of her neck to wash away the day’s sweat and dust.  

    Eventually, the edge of Taragona, the harbor city, crept up around her. Abandoned farmhouses dotted the landscape, which was sculpted by hard gray rocks and sparse sedges that crackled with each step. Since the drought had begun, this part of the island had turned sterile. Most of the islanders had moved to the harbor or occupied small settlements along the few smooth shores of the Isle of Wings.  

    Taragona rose up from the rocky ground like a weed field. Shanties, stalls, storehouses, and hastily-built homes churned up next to the gates of wealthy merchant estates.  

    Merchants were the only ones who remained rich, along with a few skilled artisans and nobility visiting from Ekesia. Fishermen did well, too, and anyone with enough perseverance to nourish trees with water brought from wells or the shore. Fish and firewood were necessities, especially during the harsh winters that ravaged the Isle of Wings. Meat was now a luxury, along with a thousand other things that most people needed. Things that only the merchants could provide since the last Rain Mage had died in a storm and drought fell upon them. For most, leaving the island wasn’t an option. The cost of taking passage on one of the ships—nearly all owned by the same wealthy merchant Ethel sold eggs to—had tripled since the drought.  

    Ethel dug into the streets of the harbor, accustomed to the constant cool wind from Skye Lake that swept the stench of human waste and poverty inland. The air carried the rich scent of a distant storm, one of many that crashed and rumbled over the lake but never touched the Isle of Wings. Her thirsty skin drank in the moisture, and she breathed deep. She headed toward her favorite client, a powerful merchant whose cook always paid the best for her eggs. Tujos had larger eggs than most other birds nesting on the island, so she should be able to get a better price for those ones. Spring was by far the best time to sell eggs because that was when the island’s bird began nesting, and because there was great desire for eggs among her clients, since the chickens bought by those who could afford them had been eaten or stolen by the poor, if they hadn’t been killed off by the frigid winter.  

    The River Narona began to stink of human waste as Ethel moved deeper into Taragona. She veered away from it, following alleyways stacked on either side by homes and shops. Threading through the heart of the city, she cradled her basket of eggs over her belly as she pressed through the crowds, jostled and nudged by the river of people going about their day’s business. At the center of the city, the movement slowed and split at the foot of a temple. Stone steps went up to the tiled floor of the temple, an open structure with four columns supporting a slated roof. The creamy yellow tiles shone brightest around the well, where water splashed as a young girl and a wrinkled, hunched man filled their wooden pails to take home. Potted plants burgeoned near the edges, carefully tended by those who praised the isle goddess, Náyade. Butterflies, Náyade’s messengers, flitted along the open blossoms and around the small tables set with fruits and shallow dishes of water for their sipping. Ethel’s eyes latched to the greenery, to the flashes of brilliant butterfly wings, and then swept back to the crowd as she steered toward the harbor. 

    She passed a dozen galleys tied to their docks. Long storehouses bustled with porters loading and unloading goods to be shipped to the mainland of Ekesia, and stacks of crates towered along the docks, each placed by a giant wooden crane. Although some of the goods were from local artisans, much of it, Ethel had heard, came from merchants who had traveled to another country—the Orion Mountains to the north, or even as far south as Zari—and who had brought the goods with them to the island. The Isle of Wings was a natural stopping point between the mountains and the ports of Ekesia, if one could navigate through treacherous storms and the eastern straights. Three different countries braced the bowl of the lake, and the waters were dark, deep, and temperamental. Ethel had heard that out on the water, the weather could change from clear skies to turbulent clouds in the time it took to go to the privy. So, the merchants would take refuge and rest on the island for a few weeks or months, try to sell as much as they could, then move on to the next port. 

    Ethel darted through the clamor of sweaty workers and cut her way down to a trail leading to a tiny peninsula. The piece of land was more rock than soil, a gray pile of stones burgeoning up from the cobalt blue of Skye Lake. Atop the stones, several small buildings of a merchant’s estate hunched around an enormous tower. Bleak stone walls were scored with dark windows, shut against the constant lake wind. The tower itself was crowned by a hoard of pyres kept burning after sundown: a beacon to warn incoming ships of the many straights scattered just beyond the harbor shore. 

    Ethel made her way to the peninsula, familiar with the twisting, steep path, and cautious of the edges that dropped off into the churning water. Waves curled from the knife of the wind, and the sky bulked with a storm that would never reach the Isle of Wings. Nearly two years had passed since the land had felt rain. Some thought the island had been cursed, an angry strike of punishment from the island goddess for the murder of the island’s Rain Mage, who had been killed in a storm caused by the fury of his youngest daughter. According to rumor, the girl had been left behind while her older sister and parents traveled toward the mainland on business. Ethel herself had been among the crowds who had gathered to wish them well, and had seen the girl’s tears. She remembered the strange wind tearing through the harbor as the ship sailed away, and the deep gray clouds that had gathered in the distance. Nearly a week passed by the time she heard the news on the streets: the Rain Mage had died in a sudden storm and never made it to Ekesia. The words had sent a chill through her. How could a storm have killed the Rain Mage, someone who could control the very air?  

    Since the Rain Mage’s death, clouds came and went over the lake, but nothing other than dry wind ever reached the island. 

    At first, Ethel had spent many nights praying to Náyade to forgive the Rain Mage’s youngest daughter; after all, it was said she was untrained and couldn’t control her effect on the weather. If she really had caused the storm as some believed, she likely felt remorse for it. But as the drought continued for months, and then a year had passed, Ethel’s requests fell silent. Life became about survival and little else.  

    The storm that Ethel glanced at moved southeast, heading for Ekesia. Far to the north, where water carved the island to cliffs, she glimpsed the white streak of an Ikari diving for fish and shivered. Thank the goddess [bookmark: _Hlk4421101]Náyade that the massive, mean birds never ventured inland. 

    A pristine iron archway twisted over the path ahead: the entrance to Xetsa Kone's estate. The beacon tower loomed up from the far side of the estate, impossibly large and hiding only Náyade knew how many treasures from afar. Miss Kone was the richest merchant on the isle, and although her estate was a bit intimidating, Ethel had found the cook there to be a reliable buyer of her eggs. 

    To feed the merchant's many pet snakes, Ethel mused. At least, that was what one kitchen scullion had told her. She might not believe it, except that rumors spread rampant through Taragona about Miss Kone's love for her serpents, some muttering that the woman preferred to bed her snakes rather than any man. 

    A bored-looking guard stood beneath the archway, the edge of his knee-length tunic flapping in the wind and twisting around the scabbard of his sword. Ethel didn’t recognize him, but thought little of it since the merchant seemed to hire an innumerable amount of guards that she could never keep track of. He held out a hand when Ethel approached. “Name your business,” he said. 

    “I have business with the cook. My name is Ethel Everton.” 

    “And what sort of business with the cook?” The guard’s gaze flicked over her, assessing her appearance, as if poking at a murky bowl of pottage to see whether it had anything good to offer. 

    Ethel glared at him, chest rising and falling with indignation. “Eggs, if you must know.” 

    The guard sighed and nodded at her to follow. “Very well. Come with me.” 

    He led her over the small courtyard and to the left, where a squat kitchen sat with windows cracked open. The warm scent of fresh bread flew on the cool breeze and dove straight down to Ethel’s hollow belly.  

    The guard moved back a few steps, waiting to escort her back to the arched entrance. Ethel gave a curt knock on the door. A moment later, the door slit open and a red-haired girl peered out. 

    "I need to speak with Renning," Ethel told the girl. 

    "Name?" 

    "Ethel Everton." 

    A slight nod, and the door shut, buffeting her with a whiff of bread and… Ethel’s stomach rolled. Gutted fish. Someone shouted inside, and a few moments later, the bulk of a man she didn’t recognize filled the doorway. 

    "Yes, what is it?" Flour smeared his apron and speckled his bald, sun-browned head, and something reddish (looking suspiciously like the aforementioned fish innards) snaked along his cheek. 

    Ethel cleared her throat. "I was expecting Renning."  

    "Renning is gone," he said with a shrug, as if he spoke of no more than a missing spoon.  

    "I usually do business with him,” Ethel stated, curbing frustration from her voice. Rudeness wouldn't get her anywhere with her business. “Do you know when he'll be back?" 

    The man's dark eyes narrowed. "He won't be. Pissed someone off. Someone important," he said meaningfully. Xetsa Kone, Ethel realized. "Found him floating in the water,” he added, nodding his head past the kitchen, where the rocks tumbled down into the crashing waves. “You'll have to deal with me now. Name's Jeb." 

    He didn't offer a hand of greeting, so Ethel brought her basket between them. "I have eggs, sir. Six are tujo eggs." 

    Jeb gestured for her to give him the basket. His brows rose. "Big ones." He seemed to be mulling something over and gave a decisive nod. "Five nits for the bunch." 

    Ethel felt a pulse of anger. Renning never would have offered such an insufficient sum. "Five nits for each." 

    Jeb lifted his brows. "Two for each." 

    "Four." Ethel pursed her lips. 

    "Three for each, that's as high as I'll go." 

    Ethel persisted, thinking of the sweet-breads and dried meat she'd be able to purchase. "Three for the smaller ones, four each for the tujos." 

    Jeb whistled through his teeth but nodded. "Deal."  

    It was more than she had hoped for. The promise of smoked pork and honeyed buns filled her mind, and her stomach rumbled with hunger. Today, she and Darren wouldn't have to worry about going hungry.  

    Ethel grinned as Jeb fished into his apron for the coins and counted them out into her open hands. Thirty-five nits in total, almost a full quat. Ethel stuck the nits in her pockets, and while Jeb took the eggs inside, put the rest in her shoes, because pickpockets abounded in Taragona. She winced when Jeb shouted at someone in a booming voice. Definitely nothing like quiet Renning. 

    A moment later, he brought the empty basket back out. 

    "More tomorrow?" Ethel asked. 

    "No." 

    Her heart thumped in panic. This kitchen had always been her best client, by far. Without it, she'd be starving more days than not. "The day after?" 

    "Maybe. Listen." Jeb's voice dropped, and he brought his wide face close to hers. His breath smelled of strong spice and milk. "There's another task for you. Special request from Kone herself." 

    The merchant. Ethel swallowed, unsure if she should be excited or afraid. "More eggs?" 

    "No. Just one. One large one." 

    Her skin prickled in anticipation. "Wens? Yoris? Cuckoos?" Those birds were larger, too, and more of a challenge. She may even sustain a real injury, but it would be worth the price she'd get in return for such a valuable egg. 

    Jeb shook his head with a jerk. "Ikari." 

    Ethel's heart dropped into her stomach. Jeb's eyes held hers, hard as marble. 

    "No." 

    Jeb licked his lips. "She'll pay you thirty quats." 

    Thirty quats! She'd practically be rich. A new home, enough food for the rest of the year, and she wouldn’t have to scrounge for new employment once nesting season was over for the birds. That was all well and good, assuming she actually survived to enjoy any of it. But she'd have better luck surviving by begging on the streets. 

    Ethel shook her head, which was beginning to feel far too light. "I can't—" 

    "Fifty quats, then," Jeb put in. He rubbed his hands together. "It's vital that she gets the egg, intact. She knows that you are the best." 

    Irritated, Ethel opened her mouth to deny it. Cat is better, she wanted to argue. Go ask her. But Jeb's gaze shone with greedy desperation. What was he getting out of this? 

    "Why does she want it?" Ethel heard herself ask. Not that it was any of her business, and Jeb knew it. 

    He sneered, the red-brown stuff on his face slithering toward his chin. "I hope you realize that you can't say no. Not to Kone. Not unless you want to end up like Renning." 

    Ethel's hands went clammy. Beyond the clatter of the kitchen, she could hear the constant sigh of the lake’s waves pummeling the steep shoreline. Had the merchant thrown him off the edge of the peninsula, or compelled him with her powers to go over on his own? She repressed a shudder. I won't go out like that. Still, if she wouldn’t be going out the merchant’s way, she might be going out the Ikari’s way, and that was a death far more gruesome.  

    Ethel straightened her shoulders. “Killing me wouldn’t very well get her the egg, would it?” 

    Jeb’s sneer didn’t falter. “Listen. She knows about your brother. Darren, is it?” 

    Ethel’s mouth suddenly felt parched. 

    Jeb nodded and raised his brows. “She knows about him, knows he’s a thief. She’s heard plenty of complaints from fellow merchants who’ve wanted to take action. Right the wrongs done to them by a street rat.”  

    Ethel opened her mouth to spit a retort, but Jeb’s fat finger waggled at her in warning. 

    “She has spies, those shapeshifters,” he continued. “Probably watching your place now.” He leaned in close, his gaze solemn and laughing at the same time. “She’ll do anything to get what she wants.” 

    Ethel scowled at him, thinking of her brother alone in their shack of a home. “You’re despicable.” 

    Jeb grinned and lifted his hands. “I’m just her messenger. We’re all pieces to be moved. You’d best not forget it.” 

    Fear curled in the pit of her stomach. Her fingers gripped the handle of her basket as she considered her choices. Get the Ikari egg and maybe die. Don’t get the Ikari egg, and Darren gets imprisoned, or worse. Really, it wasn’t much of a choice at all. She let out a stream of air and hardened her voice with a confidence she didn’t quite feel. "Sixty quats. I won't risk my life for any less." 

    Jeb hesitated, disappointment and relief battling over his hairless face, then gave a sharp nod. "Deal. By tomorrow morning. Same time." 

    The door snapped closed. 

    Ethel sagged, feeling cold. Should she have asked for more? She shook her head. It hardly mattered. She'd be lucky to get in and out of the cliffs alive, much less with an unbroken egg. If she happened to succeed, she could always demand a higher price before handing it over.  

    Something rustled in the shrubbery nearby, and Ethel peered into the scraggly branches bent in rows next to the kitchen. She glimpsed movement from the corner of her eye. When she looked, nothing was there beyond the guard, who looked listlessly out at the water, as his finger tapped an impatient rhythm onto his sword hilt.  

    Stiffly, Ethel turned from the kitchen and headed back along the steep path that wound down into the harbor. Her skin tingled and her face burned. Is it shock? Ethel wondered. Panic at being told I may be dead by tomorrow? She shuddered, forcing her mind to focus on the task at hand. 

    She'd spend some of her money first, on enough food to give her strength and endurance. She'd have to save some of the nits for supplies, too—ropes and a well-made basket. Afterword, she'd work on the spells of disguise so that the Ikari wouldn't see her. 

    Or so that they'd be less likely to see her. It would be foolish to underestimate the creatures' intelligence, which some said was even sharper than that of a human's. Ethel wasn't sure what she really believed about the Ikari, but she didn't want to take any chances. The glamour spell would have to be carefully done so that she would look like no more than the stone and sparse grasses forming the northern cliffs of the island. 

    The spell would be easy, really, compared to the rest of the task: finding an unoccupied Ikari nest that had at least one egg, climbing down the cliffside to it, placing the egg in a basket, and climbing back up the cliff with the basket intact.  

    All without getting eaten. 

     

     

    The streets grew rocky as she turned away from the shores and crept inland, winding up into layers of small, squat shacks and dilapidated hovels made of old pieces of boats found washed ashore. Her own home, an off-kilter and somewhat wobbly wooden shanty, stood just as wrecked and sad and lonely as the rest of them. But at least she had Darren. 

    Arms burdened with her purchases, she nudged open the door with a bare foot and ducked inside. Dim candlelight filled the snug space, and she glimpsed Darren lounging on his cot as she went to her corner of the room. 

    "Back so soon?" Darren quipped.  

    "I had good luck with a tujo nest," Ethel said, setting her goods out on her own grimy cot. A good length of rope, a lidded basket, leather strips for her toes and fingers, apples, and some strips of dried meat. 

    "Anything for me?"  

    Ethel peered over her shoulder as Darren's wiry frame draped over the side of his cot, hand extended expectantly. She snorted. 

    "For all the help you've given me? This place is a mess." Ethel glared around at the space, particularly the dirt and rubbish he had tracked in on his newfound—or newly stolen—boots. 

    Darren shrugged. "This place is always a mess." He sat up, something shiny dangling in his hands. "And anyways, I did get you something." 

    But Ethel shook her head, ignoring the expensive-looking jewelry in his hands, and focused instead on his face. A purplish-blue bruise had started forming on the corner of his mouth, and a wide cut matted with blood scored his temple. Ethel sighed and went to him, turning his face so she could see the wounds better in the weak candlelight.  

    "Who did you piss off today?" she asked in resignation, heading to a small water basin to cleanse her tujo-inflicted wounds. 

    Darren sneered. "Well, there was this man, the one who owns the clam stand—" 

    "The burly fellow from Ekesia? The one with all the piercings and the deadly-looking dog?" 

    Darren grinned. "Turns out the dog's a nice little thing, wouldn't even growl when I scratched his arse." 

    Ethel raised a brow as she patted her wounds dry. 

    "Well, the clam seller accused me of pilfering off his stash, but I—" 

    "Did you? Pilfer his stash?" 

    "Of course I didn't," Darren exclaimed, his lips beginning to turn into a wry grin. "But he thought I did and went to search my pockets, but I got away, and then two of his friends who happened to be getting sozzled at the inn leapt to his defense and came after me. Two big guys, even bigger than the clam seller." Pride eased into his tone, and Ethel gave him her usual look of not-so-amused skepticism.  

    "So, you mean a scrawny guy and a slender woman came after you?" 

    Darren flashed a grin and shrugged. "It was hard to see them, honestly. I was too busy throwing punches." 

    Ethel motioned to the jewelry Darren held. "And you had time to steal a necklace, I see." 

    "I happened upon it on the street. You'd be surprised at how bright gems shine from the ground." 

    Ethel rolled her eyes and returned to her bed, grabbing a bit of dried meat and an apple and tossing them at her brother. He lazed back in his cot as he chewed, his eyes tracking the necklace as it dangled and swayed from his fingers. 

    Ethel sat down and worked the leather strips around her toes, tying each strip snug against her skin. "Did you look for work at all today?" she asked Darren. She tried to keep the chiding tone out of her voice to avoid sparking a fight between them, but his childish need to provoke street fights and steal useless items irritated her to no end. 

    "I did try the east side," Darren drawled as he chewed. "But the shopkeepers all knew me." 

    Ethel winced as she cinched a knot too tight. "You mean they remembered when you stole from them." 

    Darren shrugged. 

    Ethel rubbed her toe and retied the knot a bit looser. "You know, I'm not always going to be around to help you out." 

    "Sure you will," Darren said through bites of apple. "Annoying sisters are hard to get rid of. And anyways, I'm perfectly able to provide for myself. I had a good meal of clams for dinner today, and I got this nice little gift for you." He held up the necklace in the candlelight and waggled his brows at her.  

    "What good is that necklace going to do me? Someone will probably recognize it if I try to sell it." 

    Darren mocked a look of hurt. "You'd sell my gift?" 

    Ethel finished binding her toes and started on her fingers. "I have to go north today," she said, hoping her change in subject might sober her brother some. "A client requested that I get a certain type of egg." 

    "What, a golden one?" 

    Ethel hesitated. "An Ikari egg." 

    Darren sat up, necklace forgotten. "Really? Who would want one of those?" 

    "Xetsa Kone." 

    Darren's gaze dropped to the floor, amusement gone. "How much will she pay for it?" 

    Ethel took a fortifying breath. "Sixty quats is what we agreed on." 

    Darren huffed out a breath, his brow creasing. "That's worth it, right? I mean, you could demand more—" 

    "It's worth it," Ethel conceded. "We'd be well-off for a good long while. Maybe I could even get serious about magic—" 

    Darren snorted. "Serious about street wizardry? Come on, Ethel, that's a joke and you know it." 

    Ethel could feel her face heating. "There are street wizards who make a decent living off their spell work. Insulating spells are in high demand in the winter—" 

    "And you still don't know the spell for that one, or for any of the others you always say are popular." 

    "I'll learn," Ethel stated, finishing up the last leather knot with a quick jerk of her fingers. She had learned several spells just by watching other wizards in the harbor, and she was fairly confident she could pick up the two-handed insulation spell if she had more time, which she would, if she could get the money promised from this Ikari egg. Assuming she lived. 

    Ethel swallowed, watching her brother, unsure if he really understood the gravity of what she was about to do. He was hard to read sometimes, with his mask of flippant bravado, but she could see the shadow of fear moving just beneath the surface. What would happen to him if she didn’t make it? He’ll survive on his own. He would have to find a way. "Anyways," Ethel continued, lightening her tone as she packed the remaining apples and dried meat in her basket. "I need to leave now if I'm to have the egg here by morning. Try to stay out of trouble." 

    "I'll try, but can't make any promises," Darren said, giving her a lopsided grin. "Here." He got up and held out the necklace for her. "For g—good luck." 

    If it wasn’t for the way his words caught in his throat, she might have refused. The slight metal chain pooled into the palm of her hand, slithering out between her fingers as the weight of it shifted. The pendant was a delicate pair of butterfly wings rimmed in clear blue stones—a symbolic representation of Náyade, the isle goddess. It was beautiful and exquisite, and somehow reminded her of their mother—the way she had been before the drought hit the isle.  

    Her mother had been pretty, with a simple beauty that lit up from the inside, and she had always encouraged them to pray to Náyade. She had even nurtured a little garden plot outside their home to provide nectar for the butterflies, and would spend hours with them as children, watching the different colors flash as the butterflies' wings opened and closed. 

    Ethel rubbed the pendant between her fingers. "It reminds me of…" 

    "Mother, right?" said Darren. 

    Ethel gave him a sad smile. "From before." 

    He nodded. "From before. Try to stay alive out there." 

    "I'll try, but I can't make any promises," said Ethel, mimicking his own words. 

    He flashed her a grin, and Ethel threw her arms around his neck, wishing she could keep every tall, lithe inch of him within the safety of her embrace. He wrapped his own arms around her, the fierceness of his grip full of the words he didn’t say. Then she left, pulling the necklace on so that the pendent rested cool and still against her pounding heart. 

     

     

    The sun had peaked and was already on its descent as Ethel picked her way to the northern cliffs of the Isle of Wings. No trails existed along the barren rocks of the north, only scattered trees, bent and mangled over time by the constant wind and thinly scattered soil in which they grew. Grasses churned up from cracks and crevices, dead and dry from months without water, and patches of green lichens that might have once softened the hard angles of stone now crumbled underfoot.  

    Measly cover, Ethel observed, searching the sky for signs of Ikari. The cliffs lay out of sight far ahead of her, but she caught a glint of white wings tilting in the wind. 

    Somewhere behind her, a stick cracked. Ethel whipped around, her mind filling with visions of an Ikari stalking toward her. But nothing stirred on the exposed bedrock, and everything stood where it had before. 

    Shaking her head, Ethel flexed her hands and got to work on the spells. She bent fingers and wrists, commanding magic from the air to twine and lock together. Hands flicked and danced to form glamour spells, and the air took on the vision she intended: legs and torso became rock, clothes grew into sparse shrubbery and sprouting gray sedges, hair into a mat of brittle lichen. A simple one-handed glamour spell morphed each arm into a twisted dead tree limb, her fingers into fragile twigs. A few more quick spells and the glamours were bound to skin and clothes. 

    Finished, she looked over her work, pride tempered by fear. She had no idea if the Ikari could see through spells, or whether they would be fooled into believing that her moving form was just some rock and plant matter. 

    Ethel took a fortifying breath and clambered over the remaining boulders and exposed bedrock separating her from the Ikari. 

    In the early evening glow, death rode on brilliant wings. They flashed orange and white and orange again, searing the deep blue of Skye Lake with the sun’s reflection. Dozens of Ikari dipped and tilted below her, their screams shivering out over the water as their winged shadows dwarfed the waves. Every so often, one of the Ikari swooped low over the water, thrusting talons just beneath the surface before rising, white wings heaving against the wind as a silvery fish thrashed in its grip. 

    Ethel swallowed as she crept near the cliff's edge. The cliff wall spanned in either direction, and jagged rocks protruded from its striated surface to form the great shelves and crevices the Ikari used for their nests. She spotted several Ikari below her, a long way down and still farther to go before the tide of water met the hard face of the rock. She fingered her rope, hoping it was enough. 

    She searched along the edge of the cliff, being sure to move slowly and carefully lest she catch unwanted attention. Not too far below, she spotted a shadowed crevice cut into the rock, and watched until she glimpsed an Ikari beak curving out of darkness. A moment later, the Ikari pulled out of sight again.  

    She sent a wordless plea to Náyade that the Ikari would fly before nightfall. She must get her egg before darkness settled if she were to make it back to the harbor by morning. 

    Finally, the Ikari below her clawed to the edge of its crevice. A fiery crest topped its head, and a black mask wrapped its eyes before diving in two strips down its white back, meeting again at the broad tail. The Ikari flexed its wings—a span three times the length of a horse—and hunched forward as it leapt over the crashing waves.  

    Ethel wasted no time in securing her rope to a small boulder and knotting the basket to her hips. Leather strips still tight around fingers and toes, she lowered herself over the cliff’s edge.  

    The rope burned her palms and feet as she clung to it, inching her way down its endless length. She couldn't afford to look behind her, where dozens of Ikari wheeled in search of their day's last meal, but neither could she look down, where her rope eventually ended and vast space stood between it and the foaming crests below. Gasping for air, Ethel moved hands and feet along the rope, grimacing as rock cut into her fingers and toes. So much for the leather strips, she thought bitterly. But if she could make it, if she could just get this egg without dying, almost any injury would be worth it. 

    The crevice she aimed for loomed closer, and in moments she hung directly next to it. She gripped her rope with her hands, preparing to swing her foot around the edge of the opening. 

    The air around her changed, and the soft brush of a feather against her glamoured arm made her freeze as the Ikari swung into the cave-like opening next to her. 

    Sweat poured from her, making her palms slick. Her nostrils flared as she sucked in air, trying not to make too much noise.  

    Náyade, Náyade, she pleaded. I can't hold on much longer. Arms burning, she moved her head just enough to see into the cliff opening.  

    Five huge eggs clustered beneath the female Ikari. The bird peered down at them, perhaps waiting for one to crack open, or perhaps just counting them, if the Ikari could indeed count as rumors suggested. The bird used her beak to nudge one egg closer to the center of the pile, then lifted her head to peer outside. 

    Ethel gasped and pulled herself back. The Ikari released a scream and rushed to the opening, beak agape and wings half-open. Blood roared in Ethel's ears as she stared into one of the Ikari's enormous yellow eyes. 

    MOVE! her mind screamed at her, but her muscles were paralyzed under that unblinking, inhuman stare. The bird would snap her head clean off, then probably fetch her cold dead body from the waves below.  

    But a moment later, the Ikari calmed and stretched her wings, plummeting away from the cliff.  

    Ethel gulped air and cursed in a low, steady stream as she kicked a leg out and curled it into the rock opening. She found purchase for her fingers and toes and released the rope. She edged down onto the floor of the crevice, which sloped at a slight angle toward the opening. Steady now on her feet, she spared a glance outside. The Ikari flocked before the setting sun, diving into the waves and rising with their glittering, flopping fish. How long would this Ikari take to catch something, if indeed that was why she flew off? 

    Brushing away her doubts, she moved toward the nest, unlatching the basket tied to her side. She'd steal just one, latch her basket closed, and get back to her rope. 

    The eggs basked in the gentle glow of the sun, their surfaces smooth and speckled with gray. Ethel crouched over them, hesitating only a moment before scooping one up. Heavy and sturdy, the egg weighed many times more than a tujo egg, and was thrice the size.  

    She bent her arm to lower the egg into her basket. 

    Shadow poured into the space around her, snuffing out sunlight and strangling Ethel's breath. Don't panic, a small part of her mind said, and she watched, dazed, as the massive Ikari filled the opening of the cave. A giant squelkin, ink-black, writhed in one fisted talon. Twice the length of Ethel and armed with a gaping mouth of sharp teeth, the squelkin was a hand-eater at best and a man-eater at worst. Fishermen feared them above all else but the Ikari, and only hunted them because of the delicate flavor of their tentacles.  

    Before Ethel could even think to move away from the strong, slick black arms, the Ikari’s beak gripped the toothy mouth of the squelkin and twisted. Black fluid oozed from the opening as the squelkin died. 

    The Ikari’s yellow eyes pointed at her. Biting back a scream, Ethel quickly lowered the egg to the ground. 

    Its eyes followed the egg, and Ethel sank against the wall of the cave, shaking as she retreated deeper into the darkness, hoping that her spells held so that she would appear as little more than rock and stick to the creature.  

    Set along the curving ground, the egg rolled toward the opening, and the Ikari screamed. 

    Ethel flinched, forcing herself not to move to cover her ears. The Ikari used its beak to catch the egg before it rolled away, delicately moving the egg back to its original position among the others. She set to inspecting all the eggs, emitting soft whistles as she did so, and settled her belly down over them before digging her beak into the squelkin’s black flesh. 

    Ethel let out a silent breath of air, not daring to move. Her stomach grew queasy as the Ikari tore the squelkin apart, ripping tentacles into dangling pieces, working her way around the sharp teeth and inky fluid that smelled of spoiled fish.  

    A delicate eater for such a menacing creature.  

    Ethel’s stomach felt as heavy as the stone pressing around her. Appetite gone, she tried to focus on a way out. The back of the cave had no openings she could see, and she wouldn’t risk moving past the Ikari toward the opening, as the Ikari would certainly see or hear her. She didn’t want to end up like that squelkin. 

    She was stuck there until morning, when the Ikari would rise again to hunt. She wouldn’t get the egg to Xetsa’s on time, but she figured it was better to be late than to never show up at all. 

    Soundlessly, she curled into the farthest corner and stared as dusk ripened, and the bulky outline of the Ikari faded into the moonless black of night. 

     

     

    Ethel's bones ached as the weak light of dawn filtered into the cavern. Her bum had grown numb hours before, and stiffness had long settled into back and limbs. The Ikari seemed to have no such pain as it stood, ruffled its feathers, and crooned over its eggs. 

    All night, Ethel had kept reminding herself of the sixty quats she had been promised for one of the Ikari eggs. It's worth it, she kept telling herself, and by dawn she still believed it. 

    Almost. A part of her was sure the Ikari would never leave her nest again, and she would be stuck there forever, her spells fading and her body growing too weary until she became a husk of who she was, decaying into the rocks until one of the Ikari chicks discovered her remains. 

    But eventually, the sky brightened and the Ikari lifted its wings to cast out over the water. 

    Ethel released a pent-up sigh and flexed her limbs.  

    "Thank Náyade," she said, buoyed by the sound of her own voice in the captive space. 

    Without hesitation, she grabbed an egg and stuffed it into her basket, avoiding the inky remains of the squelkin while latching the strong wicker tight. She looked back at the remaining eggs. Should she try to take one more? She could make a carrier out of her shirt… 

    No, that would be too risky. Climbing back up the cliff would be challenging enough with one egg. She should feel lucky that she had been able to make it this far. Lucky that the Ikari hadn't sensed her presence next to its nest, lucky that she hadn't fallen from the cliff. 

    Yet. 

    Her spells were badly faded from her long night sitting against the cave wall, but she didn't have time to recast them. Ethel scanned the air outside of the cave, assessing. No Ikari flew very close by, but a few rode the current of air out over the waters, hunting. Now was her chance. 

    She reached for the rope hanging just outside the cave and gave it a tug. Still secure. With the extra weight of the Ikari egg, she wouldn't be able to climb back up the rope in the same way she had shimmied down it; she'd have to find foot and handholds in the rock. Ethel tied the rope snug around her waist to form a life-line in case she fell, and reached fingers and toes out over the face of the cliff. 

    Gaps in the stone crumbled from the pressure of her fingers but held steady as she made her way up. Hair rose on the back of her neck at the presence of the Ikari flying behind her, and their occasional screams caused fear to slice up her spine. The basket sat heavy and awkward at her side, occasionally catching on the rock for a heart-wrenching moment before coming loose.  

    Halfway back to the cliff top, the Ikari female returned to her nest. Ethel froze as the creature clambered into the cave below her, a fish dripping from her black beak. 

    Would she notice the missing egg? Ethel grabbed another handhold and hauled herself up, not waiting to find out. 

    A screech ripped from the cave. Ethel's heart leapt to her throat as the Ikari's giant head whipped out of the crevice opening. She held still, barely breathing, as angry citrine eyes scanned the water below and the cliffs above. 

    Please don't see me. Please don't see me. Ethel's fingers ached from her weight, which seemed to double with each passing moment. Pain flared through her toes and fired up her legs, making her tremble. 

    The Ikari's eyes found her, and its shriek of triumph was deafening.  

    Ethel's heart pounded as the Ikari left its ledge. With a surge, Ethel’s limbs began stretching and reaching and pulling up, every muscle chanting move, move, move, even as her mind sank into the silent panicked hush of something that knows it’s hunted by death. 

    She seemed to grow lighter, to move faster and faster. The skin on her back buzzed with the sensation that it might be ripped open at any moment, and this propelled her to climb faster. 

    Her hand slipped. She grabbed for the rope, pulling hard at it to maintain her balance. A few more feet and she cleared the top. 

    She scooted on hands and knees away from the edge, craning her head around to see where the Ikari had gone. No Ikari flew nearby, but she could feel eyes on her, watching and waiting. 

    Cursing, Ethel untied the rope, picked herself up and ran, heading for the nearest tree that might provide a bit of cover. 

    An Ikari's cry barreled into her back, and as she looked over her shoulder, her toe jammed against a rock. 

    She spilled over the ground, arms extended to protect the basket as she rolled. Pain lanced into her arms and up her shoulders as she landed, and her knee met stone with a crack. 

    Through the blinding pain from her knee, she glimpsed the basket at her side snap open, the latch broken from the fall. The egg rolled away from her, spiraling wildly with its momentum. 

    Something darted out from behind a boulder, and Ethel saw the bronze form of a great cat, its tail swinging side-to-side as it trotted to the egg.  

    "No! You get away—" 

    A blast of air from above warned Ethel in time to duck and roll away as the Ikari landed. Gleaming talons dug into the stone, crumbling it like dirt. Wings spread out over her, sharp and colorless against the infinite sky, and the Ikari's eyes pinned her to the rock below, oblivious of the cat standing thirty feet away. 

    There was no time to panic, no time to scream as its beak dove down. Pain exploded over her leg as the beak gripped her there and twisted, splintering bone and tearing open flesh. Ethel writhed and rolled onto her belly, clawing along the ground as the beak rose back up, blood running down its curved point to splatter the stone with crimson. 

    The air above her shifted again, and the heavy weight of the Ikari's foot hovered just above her, threatening to squish her into the ground like an insect. Talons caged her on all sides. 

    Ethel tried to get up, but her wrecked leg was useless, a limp and ragged thing weighing her down. The bird watched her, its gaze intense and sharp as a knife blade, perhaps wondering where its egg had gone. She gripped a talon to pull herself up a few inches, and through the noise of her own jagged breath, she heard a soft chuckle. 

    A girl stood some distance away, where the Ikari egg had gone. But the egg was in the girl's hands, not on the ground, and the Ikari didn’t seem to notice or care about the girl. She has your damn egg, Ethel wanted to shout at it, but the words left her mind before made their way to her mouth. She squinted, and realized she recognized the girl.  

    "Cat," Ethel gasped. She struggled to get up, but her head spun, and her vision darkened. Her mind worked slowly. "You're a shapeshifter." The talons around her vibrated and shifted, tightening their hold. The point of one of them began to dig into her side, and she pushed at it with both hands, her arms shaking with the effort. 

    "Good job, Ethel. You catch on fast," the girl said mockingly. "Why do you think they call me Cat?" 

    You stalked me here, Ethel wanted to say, but her mouth wouldn't work. 

    "Aww," drawled the girl. "It looks like you're trying to speak. Let me guess, you want to know why? Because I can, dummy. It was easy enough following you here, certainly well worth the sixty quats I'll get for this egg.” The Ikari shrieked, making Cat flinch. Ethel looked up, her body slow, and saw that the Ikari still watched her, as if trying to understand what it saw. Were the glamours confusing it? Making her more puzzle than prey? Perhaps if Ethel hadn’t looked so interesting, then the Ikari would realize Cat had the egg and would forget all about her… Cat’s voice brought her attention back to the girl, who had started walking backward, toward a scraggly copse of trees. “And you shouldn't concern yourself with chasing after me. I don't think you're going to make it out of this one. So, thanks for the egg." 

    With that, the girl turned and walked away. 

    Ethel gripped the Ikari's talon, willing her fury to propel her up. “She has your egg,” Ethel tried to say, but the words slurred together. She realized how silly it was to try to speak to the bird, as if it could understand her language, and instead pointed a hand through the talons in the direction Cat had gone. 

    As if thinking she tried to escape, the Ikari screeched and pressed its talons closer, its face huge and furious above her as it wrestled her body from the stone. They rose into the air. The bird careened out over the edge of the cliff, its grip loosening for just long enough that Ethel slipped between the smooth claws, sliding down until something caught and held her by the neck. 

    Strangled, she grasped the thing and tugged it out from her chin, clinging to it with all the strength she could muster. Looking up, she saw that the thing had caught on one of the Ikari's talons, and was now the only thing that kept her from plummeting into the waves below.  

    Darren's stupid stolen necklace.  

    Had she not been hanging from a talon-caught necklace, she might have laughed. The slender chain felt so fragile in her fist, and the butterfly pendant glittered in the light of the rising sun. 

    By your delicate wings I fly, Ethel mused to Náyade, her thoughts fuzzy as blood leaked from her shattered leg. The lake spanned out under her, growing smaller as the Ikari rose higher and higher. She wondered fleetingly where the Ikari was headed with its prize, but the thought slipped away as quick as it came. Pure cold air smoothed over her body, a balm to numb her pains, and the steady buffet of wings beat around her. Was that how death's heartbeat sounded? The whole of the world shrank beneath her as she swung, the cliffs forming a chiseled wall enclosing the north of the isle, and the azure of the sky embracing the cobalt lake. Was this Náyade's gift? A gift of flight? Maybe an apology for not saving her after all? 

    A small smile tugged at her trembling lips. Her vision fuzzed. The chain snapped. 

    The fall was long, the wind stinging, snatching the breath from her throat. Darren, I love you, brother. 

    Thoughts ceased when her body hit the water, and she sank down to the frigid depths of the lake. 

     

     

    Darren chewed the rough edge of a reed as he watched the young woman bend over a sample of speckled animal fur. 

    Under the warmth of the midday sun, the girl's massive blond mane seemed to shine white, framing a tanned and slender face. Although small in stature, she seemed lithe and well-muscled, an oddity against the richness of her dress. Most of the rich young ladies he saw were pale and thin-looking, no doubt from spending so much time indoors.  

    He cast a searching gaze over her until he saw the bulge in the side of her tunic. For the first time in days, he gave a tiny smile. He pulled away from the mussel stand and ambled toward her across the harbor street. After his sister, Ethel, hadn't returned two days ago, he had found that his appetite for street fighting and thieving had drained. His grief for his sister had burned into him a need for change, and that was what he aimed to do. But for some reason, this little challenge beckoned him. 

    The girl reached a calloused hand out to stroke the jaguarundi fur. 

    "A good choice," Darren commented from behind her. 

    The girl flinched, not bothering to look over her shoulder, but he didn't miss the way her wistful smile turned hard. She ignored him and touched another fur instead. 

    Darren crept closer. "The snake skin might suit you best," said Darren, motioning to the smooth jade skin draped over a pedestal. "Surely, the color would set off your hair." 

    In a flash, the girl whipped around, and a slender knife pointed at Darren's throat. 

    "What do you want?" the girl asked through gritted teeth. The merchant standing opposite the girl glanced warily at the knife and turned away, clearly meaning to avoid conflict. 

    Perfect. 

    "You know," Darren drawled, hoping his ease would relax her some, "I've fought a lot of girls on these streets, but none of them were half as pretty as you." 

    The girl snorted, clearly unimpressed, but Darren didn't miss the slight blush flushing her cheeks. 

    Darren pulled the reed from his mouth and used it to point at the snake skin. "Well, what do you think?" 

    A look of disgust crinkled her features. "Absolutely not." She dropped her hand and tucked the knife away, turning her attention back to the sumptuous furs.  

    Darren leaned against the wooden side of the stand and crossed his arms. "Too expensive for your tastes?"  

    Her delicate mouth twisted upward, amused. "Not at all," she said, her tone tinted with conceit. "I detest snakes. And anything else that crawls on the ground." She lifted clear blue eyes to assess him, her defensiveness giving way to open interest. "My name's Cat." 

    "Ah," said Darren. "So you like cats?" He threw his gaze over the furs, pretending intense deliberation. His side brushed against hers as he leaned in. "How about the Ikari skin?" 

    The white-feathered skin was surely priceless, but Cat's breath caught as if she very well could purchase it, and her eyes took on a curiously triumphant glow. She reached out to touch it. 

    A burly man jostled into her, bumping her into Darren. 

    "Watch it!" the girl yelled, throwing a curse at him as the drunken man threw up his hands in defense and continued on his way. 

    Darren angled himself in front of the girl, glaring at the man's back for Cat's benefit. "Lazy drunk," he said. 

    The girl had turned back to the stand, and as she did so, Darren scooted away, disappearing into the milling crowd of the harbor. 

    He stole around a corner and down an alleyway. The drunk man waited for him in the shadows.  

    "Did you get it?" he said with slurred speech. He had worked with the man on several occasions, instructing him to wait for Darren’s signal before having a “run-in” with their target. And today was the last day they would work together. 

    Darren pulled the girl's money sack from his breeches and took a look inside. He gave a low whistle. "That girl was a fool. There's a good fifty quat in here. Who carries around that kind of coin?" 

    The drunk man grunted. "Someone who isn't afraid of a thief." 

    "You think she’s a thief, too?" Darren shook his head. "She didn't even suspect anything. It was easy." Darren didn't bother hiding his confidence as he removed half the coins from the sack. 

    The drunk man laughed low in his throat. "Not a thief, then. But she is a shapeshifter." 

    Darren paused, then hurriedly handed the drunk man his half of the coins. "My thanks." 

    "Best cover your tracks well, as she'll come sniffing for you."  

    "Not before I'm gone," Darren stated. He tucked his coins into several different locations—boots, waistband, and the hidden pockets of his loose, knee-length tunic—and left the man slowly counting out his coins.  

    He made his way to the docks and spotted a galley preparing for departure. The shipmaster had already been paid handsomely to stow him in with the cargo—the only option for him to leave the island, as the cost to be a regular passenger was far beyond what he could ever afford. When Darren flashed a handful of quats, the shipmaster agreed to leave the dock before its scheduled time. 

    Darren eased against the rigging as it slid away from the isle. His remaining coins were carefully hidden in his clothes, but he felt that something was missing.  

    Ethel.  

    Surely, she was dead, eaten by an Ikari on that foolish mission she had accepted. He had trekked to the cliffs to look for her, and had found a bit of dried blood smeared on the rocks, but nothing more. He should've stopped her, should've offered to help— 

    He shook his head, halting thoughts that had circled his mind hundreds of times in the last days. 

    It is done. She is gone, he repeated to himself. The words almost made him feel better. She would want you to go. Maybe she wouldn't want him to leave home, but she would want him to be happy, and happiness was something he knew he would never find on the drought-ridden isle, where his only place was the streets and his only occupation thievery.  

    She would want something better for me. 

    And he turned away from the Isle of Wings and looked east, knowing better things lay ahead for him, and he would make every day count for her. 

    I will never forget you, Ethel. 
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    ISLE OF WINGS (Excerpt) 

     

    Chapter 1 

    Roana 

     

    She had forgotten to leave Nan a note. 

    A little message would have sufficed, one on a blue-winged skipper—sorry Nan, for leaving—or a longer one on a spangled tiger moth—I had to leave. Everyone here blames me for my parent's deaths. For Pia's death. Something terrible happened to me and I can't stay— 

    But somehow, she had forgotten to leave a message, and now, huddled in a tiny wooden crate waiting to leave for the mainland, she finally remembered and could do nothing about it. 

    Roana bit her lip until it smarted, breath catching in the warm and cloistered air of the container. It was too late to go back now. She had spent her meager savings to pay the crate-maker, had bargained with a street rat to pose as a merchant and deliver her to the trading galley, and had made arrangements with the captain to deliver "baskets." That had cost her two dozen frogs, caught fresh the night before in the lagoon, and a sack of squaroot dug in secret from her family garden. She had labored and planned for months to get to this moment, and would ruin any chance of escape from the island if she made changes. Nan would just have to accept her disappearance and— 

    Boots shuffled around her, and suddenly her crate was hefted upward by the porters who loaded goods onto the ships. For a few breathless moments she teetered on the edge of a void, clumsily hauled by men's arms, and gasped as the crate jolted down. A flush of blue paint appeared between the crate slats. Finally, she was aboard the trading galley. Tension eased slightly from her cramped shoulders. 

    "That's one hell of a crate of baskets," one of the porters remarked in Ikish, the language of Ekesia that was spoken commonly on the Isle of Wings. 

    Another man snorted, and Roana caught a glimpse of well-oiled boots and baggy trousers. "Smugglers abound," he said with a heavy Zarian accent, his vowels wide and loose. "Who knows what goods have been hidden in there?" 

    Roana barely dared to breathe. 

    "Quite a risk smuggling anything aboard Xetsa's ships," muttered the first man thoughtfully. 

    "Unless Xetsa knows about it already. Chances are, she does." 

    "Do you think Lorne is in on it?" 

    The Zarian chortled. "Lorne is only in one thing at the moment." 

    "Oh, you mean his water girl?" 

    A pair of boots came close to the crate, twisted as the Zarian man sat down on it. Roana cringed when the wood creaked with the weight of him inches above her head. 

    The Zarian spoke just above her. "I don't think she'll be working for him much longer." 

    The first man's voice was filled with irony as he said, "That might work in Lorne's favor. He'll be free to do what he wishes once she's out of his employ." 

    "You mean Xetsa's employ," the Zarian pointed out, fingers tapping against the wood. He smelled of sweat and dirt and— 

    She covered her nose, trying not to gag on what could only be gas from a partially digested meal of—what was that, broccoli? Fish? 
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