
        
            
                
            
        

    





Description 1   



To my dad, who now soars far beyond all earthly cares



Though she be but little, she is fierce.
A Midsummer Night’s Dream
BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE





LIGHTNING AT MIDNIGHT
Five years ago
Mommy puts her finger to her lips. “As quiet as a mouse, Nargis. Do you understand? As quiet as a mouse.”
I nod and hold out my small hand. “There’s room under the bed for both of us, Mommy.”
Mommy is kneeling, her long, straight black hair brushing the mud-packed floor as she helps me hide. She smiles, but her eyes are afraid. I want to cry.
She sees the tears welling and brushes my cheeks. Her fingers are thin but strong, and her skin is rough but warm. “Shh. Shh. Remember what I said?”
“As quiet as a mouse,” I whisper. I curl up under the bed, clutching my crutch against my chest. My fingertips find the grooves of Daddy’s carvings. I usually feel stronger when I have my crutch, but not now. I feel small and weak. Like a mouse.
There’s a creaking from the roof of our small hut, a scratching upon the dried-out palm fronds that Daddy and Baba put up last spring. Is someone up there?
Then… the flapping. Those crisp fronds rustle, just like they do when the desert wind picks up. But there’s no wind tonight. Where’s the storm coming from?
Daddy’s outside. He’s talking to someone. I don’t know who. The only person who really comes to visit us is that greedy Pandit, and this doesn’t sound like him. Pandit grunts like a pig when he speaks. This voice is hard, like metal. I don’t like it. I nestle my crutch closer.
Mommy gives my hand one last squeeze. I don’t want to let go, ever. I start to pull. She can hide here too.
But Mommy slips her fingers free and stands.
I watch from under the bed as she brushes the dust from her threadbare sari, as if she wants to look her best, and then she looks around the hut. It’s just one room, really, but with a curtain at the far end for Baba when he’s here. The hut smells of sweet flowers and bitter herbs. Plant pots and jars crowd the shelves, and sprigs dangle from the rafters over our big block of a table. The shovel, pick, and Daddy’s other farming tools are all neatly lined up beside the door.
It’s as if she’s checking that everything is in place, or she just wants to remember it.
She hesitates, picks up a knife from the table, then opens the door and goes out to join Daddy.
Daddy is shouting. He tries never to get angry. Bad things happen when he’s angry.
The roof shakes. The candle flames begin to dance. I can see the tiny fire spirits, the ifreets, panicking.
The ground trembles, and cracks blossom on the plaster.
The wind suddenly howls and the door slams open, swinging angrily on its leather hinges.
I blink as the sand gets blown inside. I can see Daddy, yelling at someone I can’t see, while Mommy tries to pull Daddy toward our hut.
I want to yell, tell them to come hide here, with me. But I have to be as quiet as a—
The door crashes shut so hard that plaster falls off the wall.
I hear a shriek. It’s as hard and as cruel as nails scratching slate.
Then Mommy screams.
I’ve never heard her make a sound like that. It’s the sound you might make when your world ends.
She stops. Just like that.
The silence is more horrible than her scream.
The wind drops to an empty, hollow moan. The candles flicker, and die.
Everything is still, except for my heart.
The door creaks open, just a bit.
Mommy lies upon the ground. Daddy lies beside her. I know they’ll never get back up.
I want to scream. I want to cry. But I have to be as quiet as a mouse.
Then, just before my heart breaks, I see a flash of white against the darkness.
I see lightning at midnight.








CHAPTER 1
My kite was something special. Swifter than a falcon, stronger than an eagle, and more beautiful than a kingfisher, it ruled the sky. It was more than a kite; it was a sky-fighter. A patang.
The sun had only just come up, and the desert shimmered with heat. I sat as comfortably as I could manage, in the shade of the rustling leaves of our great old banyan tree, beside my parents’ shrine of piled stones. Sat amongst my paint pots, brushes, and other materials, job finally done. I turned my patang slowly, savoring how the low sunlight shone through the multicolored tissue paper to cast a rainbow blanket over my lap.
The fiery red swirls gave it rage. It wouldn’t back down from its opponent, willing to take on anyone, anytime.
Next I’d painted blocks of gray for the earth, for power. A sky-fighter, a patang, must be strong.
I’d added blue meandering lines. Water was precious, but everyone knew that.
Finally, of course, wind. Soft brushstrokes of white for the wind. It was life itself, breath, laughter, secret whispers.
All it needed was a name, but that wasn’t up to me. I’d give it to—
There was a clatter from the hut. A banging, then a cry.
I put my kite down against the tree trunk. “Baba? What’s going on?”
“I can’t find my pants!”
“Try on top of your head!”
“Oye!” he cried, exasperated. “I’ll have none of your cheek, young lady! I am your grandfather and deserve respect! I need to— Ah. Never mind!”
It wasn’t the first time Baba had woken up, grabbed the nearest strip of cloth, and wound it around his head, thinking it was his turban.
The hut door crashed open, and Baba hopped out, tying up his pants while his turban dangled loosely around his bald head. “Stop dawdling, Nargis! Help me! What are you doing… Oh.” He picked up my kite and cast his expert eye over it. He pushed it in from the sides, testing the flexibility of the bamboo frame, letting it spring back into shape, peering close for any tears in the tissue paper. “Marvelous, a real patang. Got a name for it?”
“You know I only build them, Baba.”
“Of course, of course.” Baba scratched his chin as he gazed north. “The wind’s been blowing down from the Eyries all week. Perfect for kite season. Did you see the storm last night?”
“I saw a shooting star. Fell right out of the clouds.”
“You make a wish?” he asked as he struggled with his turban. “What’s wrong with this cloth?”
“Nothing. It’s your head that’s all out of shape.”
Baba grinned, exposing his few remaining teeth. “It’s my brain. Still expanding with all my deep thoughts! Anyway, did you? Make a wish?”
“Of course.”
“For what?” he asked.
“The usual. Rain.”
Baba snorted. “Rain? Here? Carry on wishing, girl.”
I squinted to get a better look at him. He had his medicine bag dangling from his bony shoulder. “You off somewhere?”
“Lalpani,” he said, rewrapping his turban around his head. “Pandit’s peach tree’s sick.”
“Our peach tree. He stole it from us. From Dad.”
“Nargis…”
“Look around you, Baba. Look where we live.”
“It’s easier for everyone if we live outside of Lalpani. We’ve got all we need here, haven’t we?”
I gazed around our small farm sullenly. The mud-brick hut was so old, it sagged, and the palm fronds covering the roof needed replacing. I was constantly sweeping sand from the herb garden. The low stone wall did nothing to prevent the wind from blowing sand in from the desert that surrounded us. Before dawn I’d filled the gullies that fed our small vegetable patch, lifting bucket after bucket from the well, but the morning sun had already dried them out. The tomatoes were tiny, and the yellow patch of mustard was weed infested. “We deserve much more.”
He sighed. “One day you’ll have everything, I promise. No more patchwork shalwar kameezes. It’ll be saris of gold silk, and you’ll wear ruby earrings instead of those tin ones.”
“I like the noise these make.” I shook my head and let the earrings jangle.
Anyway, I didn’t want rubies. I wanted diamonds.
Diamonds that fell from the sky.
Rain.
I closed my eyes and turned my face upward, imagining the raindrops pummeling my skin, soaking me down to my bones.
Baba shook the dust off his sandals. “Why don’t you give your hair a quick brush? You always look as if… Hold on.” He narrowed his gaze suspiciously. “What’s that you’ve got wrapped round your head?”
“This? This is just for keeping my hair out of my eyes.”
“You must think I’ve got fungus for brains.” Baba grabbed the loose end and tugged it off. Hard.
“Ow, Baba!”
He waved the long twine object in front of my face. “A sling? How many times must we do this? I’m trying to make a respectable young lady out of you, Nargis!”
“Respectable, Baba? We’ll never be respectable!” I snatched the sling off him and wrapped it back in place, giving it an extra knot. “You wouldn’t recognize respectable even if it grew out of your big hairy ears! Which reminds me, they need trimming! Shall I get the clippers?”
“I like them hairy. And what do you need a sling for? It’d better not be for the birds! You know the law about harming birds! The Patels got fined a sack of rice when their cat killed a sparrow! A sparrow!”
“I use it to scare the birds off our garden, that’s all. Otherwise they’d eat all the seeds. I promise I miss. Or you could stand out there all day. That might work.”
“Why would I… Oh. A scarecrow. I see. That’s what you think of your venerable grandfather, is it?” His lower lip trembled as he wiped away nonexistent tears. “Oye, what did I do to deserve such a grandchild?”
“I’m just following your example, Baba.”
“So it’s my fault?” He smoothed out his bushy eyebrows. “I thought I heard singing earlier.”
“ ‘Mom’s Song,’ while I was watering the plants.” I gazed at the empty sky. Not a wisp of cloud. “One day it’ll work.”
He smiled at the memory. “Your mother had a voice sweeter than any nightingale! Can’t say the same about your father. Sounded as if he had a frog dying in his throat.”
“Then it’s good I inherited my voice from… Ribbit. Ribbit.” I coughed dramatically. “Sorry. It’s that frog again.”
Normally Baba would have laughed. Instead he chewed his mustache. He only did that when he was worried. He’d been doing it a lot lately.
“I’ll come along,” I continued. “Someone wants this patang.” I rolled to my side and picked up my crutch.
What’s it for, Daddy?
For you to find your way, Nargis.
It had been six years since the accident. I could barely remember it, but my right leg reminded me every day, from when I woke till when I settled into bed. Dad had known I’d need the crutch forever and had designed it cleverly, with a sleeve over the main wooden shaft that could be extended as I grew, and the handle doubling as a peg to hold it in place. I adjusted the new padding I’d stitched around the armpit piece and blew the dust out of the carvings decorating the wood.
Dad had loved carving. My shelf was still cluttered with wooden toys, my favorite a bird with flapping wings. The door, the frame around it, even the legs of the bed were decorated with swirls and mysterious patterns. I wrapped one finger at a time around the crutch handle and settled it under my left armpit. “Ready.”
“Good, good,” Baba replied vaguely, all the while chewing his mustache.
“It’ll be fine, Baba.”
He sighed. “It wasn’t fine last time.”
He’d been asked to heal one of the villagers’ fields, just a tiny patch of ground that was more stones than soil but had grown enough wheat to keep a family going. We still didn’t know what had gone wrong. The entire field had withered, right before our eyes, leaving Baba sick for a week, unable to eat or drink, his already scrawny frame turning skeletal. I’d tried every herb in the garden, but nothing had worked. I’d been terrified. I couldn’t let it happen again.
“I’ll do it,” I said.
“Huh?” Baba replied. “Do what?”
“Let me sing to Pandit’s peach tree. My song’s stronger than ever. The spirits are starting to listen.”
Baba screwed up his eyes until they’d almost disappeared into his wrinkles. “Every time?”
“Yes. Mostly. More often than not.”
“Mostly is when it’s most dangerous, Nargis.”
I tried one last time to persuade him. “What’s the point of being able to command the elements if I never get the chance to do it? That dhal I cooked last night? I got the fire spirits working overtime! They were just wanting to sleep in the embers, but I gave them a few lines, and they were jumping everywhere.” I put my hand over my head. “This high!”
“ ‘Command,’ Nargis? We don’t command the elemental spirits. That’s not what spirit singing is about. A song is to delight, to charm. To touch hearts. The spirits of the earth, of the air, fire, and water only offer their help if we ask nicely. Never, ever try to command a spirit.”
I picked up the patang, dangling it from the crook of my little finger. Making it suddenly didn’t feel that special anymore. “I suppose.”
He smiled kindly, but it didn’t soften my disappointment. “Don’t be too much in a rush. Bad things happen when you rush. One day you’ll be as great as your father. Greater. A song will come, and it’ll change everything.” He gave the tips of his mustache a sharp twist. “Now let’s go be marvelous.”

The ground I wanted—needed—was flat, straight, and solid. The ground I had was anything but. My crutch constantly sank into the sand, each dip forcing another hiss from between my clenched teeth. It was only a mile between our small farm and Lalpani, but it was a long mile, with the worst saved till last, the great sandbank wall littered with broken bricks and half-buried rubble that surrounded the village, which I cursed every step of the way up and swore at every step of the way down.
Lalpani wasn’t big. Some scattered fields and twenty or so mud-brick huts, with a well and a dried-out river nearby. Cattle sat in the shade, too listless to flick away the flies that swarmed around their rumps, and mangy dogs panted in the heat. Not much came through here except the wind. Hot and parched by the long journey down from the Eyries and across the desert, that wind was alive today.
Every kite was a shard of bright, bold color against the blistering sky, with some painted with images of birds, butterflies, and—of course—garudas.
The winged warriors ruled us, taking our food as taxes and giving nothing in return. I didn’t understand why we, the Earthbound, admired them. Maybe it made serving them easier.
Kites darted and danced over the entire village, their paper bodies rustling loudly. Kids crowded every roof, eyes on the sky, directing their kites with deft tugs of their twine, cheering when they won, shrieking when they lost.
Sky fighting was a serious business.
The adults were busy, as usual. Repairing their huts, tending their animals, preparing meals on open fires, weaving carpets out of palm fronds. You worked, or you starved. I knew everyone, had helped most of them one way or another, but upon entering Lalpani, I didn’t even earn a smile.
Even after all this time, they were afraid. Moms pulled their children closer as we approached. A few touched their protective amulets and muttered prayers under their breath. I shuffled along, looking ahead and not at the scowls. “After all the times we’ve helped them, it doesn’t matter. I’m still just a witch.”
Baba shook his head. “A spirit singer. They just don’t understand.”
“We heal nature, Baba, and they still despise us. Why? They should be greeting us with garlands instead of this… hate. Doesn’t it bother you?”
Baba kicked a stone out of the way. “Since when did you care about the opinions of others?”
More often than I liked to admit.
“Ignore them,” said Baba, pointing ahead. “That’s why we’re here.”
The trees ahead looked like spindly old folk, frozen in a dance. As you got closer, they slowly revealed that their crooked limbs were branches laden with gem-like fruits, their leaves trembling in the hot breeze while sparrows, starlings, and blackbirds darted through the speckled shade. The true treasure of Lalpani.
Some villages, not many, might have a couple of date palms growing. Vaalipur had a papaya tree. Just the one, but it attracted merchants from a hundred miles away to trade.
Lalpani had an orchard.
Orange trees gently swayed as if dancing to a tune only they could hear. A gnarly mango stood with bowed branches weighed down by rich pickings. There were cherry trees and a few stout banana trees, while elegantly tall palm trees cast their leafy shade over goats nibbling at broken coconut husks. Gullies, almost as empty as ours, ran in neat rows and were fed by two shadoofs standing idle at either end.
We should have been rich, everyone here living in a palace from the wealth growing on those trees, but the orchard and every fruit was owned by one person. Pandit.
He waited in the shade of a silk parasol, drinking lassi from a frosted glass. He’d had his hair done in a fine, bright green-and-blue crest, more than six inches tall—it would have looked even taller if it hadn’t been drooping. The dye streamed turquoise down his otherwise shaven scalp and into the folds of his fleshy neck. The thousands of feathers on his ankle-length cloak shimmered in the sunlight. The brilliant blue of the kingfisher, the vivid green of parakeets, the scarlet of toucans, countless more that must have been imported from far, far away.
A peacock. Someone who mimicked the ways of the garudas. It was a joke, really. Birds that can’t fly. But maybe the joke was on us. Pandit owned the orchard, making him the richest man in the village. Peacocks might be useless, but they were proud.
“Namaste, Pandit Sahib,” said Baba, palms pressed together. “I’d touch your feet, but I’m not sure I’d be able to get up afterward. It’s these old bones, you see.”
I wiggled the toes of my crooked right foot. “I can’t kneel. So sorry.”
“Can’t, or won’t?” Pandit sneered. “Just get a move on. My orchard is dying as you flap your mouth.”
“Your orchard?” I scowled at his ridiculous dye-stained face. “My dad planted every one of those seeds. His song created the orchard. Every single apricot, mango, orange, and peach over there is ours. You stole it from us.”
Pandit’s eyes darkened. “Payment for your debts. You know the law.”
“Talon Law, you mean.”
“What other law is there?” Pandit replied. “You spoil her. She needs to be reminded of who she is.”
“Oh, Nargis knows exactly who she is,” said Baba. Then he cleared his throat. “It’s good you called me. I can feel the peach tree’s pain from here. I’ll have her ripening in no time. Peaches fit for Alamut.”
“Just get on with it,” Pandit snapped.
Baba nudged me along, and we entered the orchard. There wasn’t much water trickling along the gullies feeding the trees, and it was scummy with yellow froth and smelled foul. I wrinkled my nose. “The water’s contaminated. That’s why the peach tree’s sick.”
Baba frowned. “Soon it won’t just be the peach tree. Everyone uses the well.”
Year by year the water level got lower and lower, and the water got more and more polluted. It didn’t rain here, hadn’t in centuries, and the underground rivers were finally drying up. How long before Lalpani became another abandoned village, slowly disappearing under the sands?
“Oye, Nargis!”
Arjuna darted through the trees and skidded to a halt in front of us, grinning. He stared at the kite. “Now, that’s the best one yet.”
I looked him up and down. “You look ridiculous.”
“And namaste to you too.” He turned his head from side to side, proudly displaying his own dyed crest, emerald green with yellow streaks. His cloak only came down to his waist, the feathers made up of wrinkled paper and limp cloth. Pandit didn’t allow his servants real feathers. “I think I look amazing. Enough about fashion, a subject you know nothing about,” said Arjuna, reaching for the patang. “Let’s have a closer look.”
I blocked him with my crutch. “Keep your sticky fingers off. Where are the mangoes you promised me?”
“Mangoes?” he replied vaguely, his attention focused on the patang.
“Six of your ripest. That was the deal.”
“Six?” he cried. “But I thought we were friends!”
I swung the patang back and forth. “You want me to make it ten?”
“Six, then. Give it here.”
I handed it over, and Arjuna whistled softly as he tested the frame. “I would have paid ten.”
Baba gestured over his shoulder. “Get going. The wind’s perfect today.”
I shook my head. “I’d better stay with you, Baba. Just in case.”
“I don’t need a nanny, Nargis. Now go.”
I was just trying to help, but you needed to be confident when summoning the elemental spirits. Me standing over him was only going to undermine him. Baba gave his mustache tip an extra twist. “It’ll be fine.” Then he headed off to the peach tree.
“We’ll fly it up on the wall,” said Arjuna, practically skipping.
I groaned. He wanted me to march all the way back up? “That ridiculous wall? They should have knocked it down years ago.”
“That wall is to protect the village, Nargis.”
“How? Our enemies come down from the sky.”
Arjuna sighed. “Garudas aren’t our enemies.”
“No, they’re our masters, which is worse.”
“Have you ever seen a garuda up close?” he asked. “I have. I’m not talking about the Raptor Lords caste, but once we had a kingfisher garuda visit on business. Gave Pandit one of his feathers as a gift. They’re not so different from us, not really. Apart from the wings, of course.”
“That’s a pretty big difference. And what about their claws? Their beaks?”
“Only a few have beaks. Most have faces just like ours,” Arjuna answered. We’d bickered about garudas for years, and it never got anywhere. “Another well’s run dry. Pandit had Hassan dig until he hit rock. Nothing.”
“Baba will find you some water. Oh, before I forget.” I pulled a small paper packet from my sash and handed it to him. “Give this to Bina. Tell her to mix it with her chai before bed. Only a pinch. It’s Baba’s dream root, and it’s a lot stronger than the sawdust the others sell. Too much, and she’ll sleep through the whole week.”
Arjuna nodded as he tucked it away, then turned his attention back to the orchard. “How long do you think it’ll take?”
“You can’t rush this. Bad things happen.”
“Lalpani needs those peaches. I’ve got—”
“Arjuna! Where are those tools you promised me?” It was Hassan, the cow herder. “The shed’s not going to build itself.”
“Where’s that bucket of milk you promised me?” said Arjuna. “Tomorrow, Hassan!”
“Tools?” I asked. “Where did you get those from, or shouldn’t I ask?”
He winked. I shouldn’t ask.
The baker gave him a naan fresh from the oven. After hesitating for a moment, the baker handed me one. Lakshmi waved Arjuna to her door and slipped him a letter she wanted delivered, and a rupee to make sure no one knew to whom.
Arjuna was handsome, charming, and friendly, everything I wasn’t. Why we were friends was a mystery to the whole of Lalpani. We were the same age, give or take a few months, and had known each other for years, pretty much since soon after he’d started serving Pandit, after Arjuna’s parents had sold him into service. Ten years for a few sacks of grain. That’s why Pandit was so rich. Desperate people make desperate bargains, so Pandit made sure he paid as little as possible for as much as possible.
But Arjuna hadn’t let that stop him. Poor peasant servant that he was, everyone loved him.
Almost everyone.
Krish waited for us in the middle of the street, along with brutish Angad. He twirled his kite on his finger. “Why aren’t you working, Arjuna? The latrines need cleaning.”
Krish was Pandit’s one and only son, and everyone knew that one day he’d be in charge of everything. It didn’t matter if Arjuna did all the work. Krish collected all the profit.
All that joy, all that confidence, just evaporated. Arjuna lowered his gaze. “Your father gave me the day off. It’s the beginning of the rainy season. Everyone flies kites this week.”
Krish searched the sky. “Rainy season? Where are the clouds, then?”
I stepped up between them. “The wind’s blowing from the mountains. That’s when the rains used to come.”
Krish smirked. “Ah, Monsoon. She’s just a fairy tale.”
“She was real,” I said. “But the garudas killed her.”
Krish laughed as he turned to Angad. “That’s Nargis for you. Everything’s the garudas’ fault. She stubs her toe, blames a garuda. Can’t find her crutch, a garuda swooped down in the middle of the night and stole it.” Then he turned his attention back to Arjuna, and the kite. “That kite’s way too nice for a peasant like you. Give it to me. Now.”
I’d spent days making that kite, for Arjuna. Krish was not going to have it. I stuck my crutch out at Krish’s chest. “It’s mine.”
Krish paused, and frowned. “Everyone knows you don’t fly.”
“Everyone’s wrong,” I said. I gazed at his bat-winged patang and snorted. “Now get lost before I tear that rag of yours to shreds.”
“You really think you can take on Rakshasa? The Demon?” Krish snarled.
“Of course.”
The snarl became a smirk. “You’re on, witch.”
I raised my crutch. Krish flinched. Then he narrowed his gaze. “Go on, I dare you. Hit me and see what happens.”
My arm was trembling with the urge to do exactly that, but nothing good would come out of it. He wasn’t the only one who called me a witch, but he was the only one who’d say it to my face.
I lowered my crutch, screwing the tip solidly into the ground.
They strode off. Then Arjuna turned to me and sighed. “That was close.”
“There’s a better way of teaching Krish some respect,” I said. “By ripping his patang out of the sky.”
“And how are you going to do that?”
“How do you think?” Kites crowded the sky, everyone playing and fighting. It was a good wind. “I’m going to cheat.”








CHAPTER 2
Nargis against Krish!
The witch against the heir of Lalpani!
We soon had an audience. The other kids still had one eye on their own flying, the other on the action developing here. The grown-ups continued with their chores… slowly. They wanted to see this too.
No one took on Krish. If they did, they knew it was best to lose. Everyone lived by certain rules here in Lalpani.
But I didn’t live in Lalpani.
Krish had climbed onto the roof of his house—three stories high and the tallest building in the village—and began unreeling his demon patang.
Arjuna watched him work, with an expert eye. “Just keep it simple. Loop your twine around his three or four times, tug and release, tug and release until you cut through his string and let the wind carry off Krish’s demon.”
“Loop. Tug and release. Got it.”
“Don’t let him get too high above you. Keep the twine taut, but not too much. Loose between the fingers. Take it slow, but be quick about it.”
“None of that makes any sense at all, Arj.”
“You should get up onto a roof too. Easier to catch the currents.”
We were in the center of the village, in the open square. I put down my crutch, then set to work, knotting the twine to the frame and giving it a sharp tug. “I’ll fight from down here.”
Arjuna didn’t push it. He knew how I felt about heights.
He held my kite gently, moving farther back as I unreeled, ten feet, fifteen, then twenty. Even from the ground the kite was catching wind and rising.
“It needs a name!” he shouted.
I looked over at Krish, and the name came straight to me. “Troublemaker?”
Arjuna chuckled and launched Troublemaker into the air.
It spun wildly, out of control. It was alive. The wind breathed life into the quivering tissue-paper chest and bamboo bones. If I didn’t get control fast, then the fight was already over. Troublemaker tried to break free, frustrated at being tethered to the earth. It almost crashed straight into a wall before, with a sharp tug, I sent it upward.
Arjuna raced up beside me. “Don’t fight it! Let it guide you!”
Troublemaker crashed through a cluster of other kites. I was flying like a one-winged garuda, trailing havoc behind me.
“Look out!” yelled Arjuna.
Rakshasa, the huge demon kite, dived in, looping its own twine around mine. If I was caught, then it was over before it had even begun.
I pulled hard. Troublemaker escaped, barely.
Arjuna huffed loudly. “You might as well just hand him your kite right now. Krish is better than you.”
“At sky fighting,” I replied.
The pazuzus, the wind spirits, were playing all around us today. I felt their touches upon my skin, through my hair, heard their laughter in the rustling of a dozen kites. They were the real troublemakers. It was easy to lose control of a wind spirit, but I only needed a small favor. I looked around. Baba was busy on the other side of the orchard.
I cleared my throat. I didn’t sing sweetly, but it wasn’t all about the sweetness. A song didn’t come from the throat; it came out of the heart.
And so I sang to the pazuzus.
“See that demon flying up in the air,
Casting its dark shadow,
Taking more than its fair share?
It needs to be taught a lesson,
It needs to be brought low!
Help me land a blow?
Come, heroic winds, lend me your might.
Don’t just drift by; join in the fight!”
Krish cried out as the spirits grabbed hold of his demon kite and pulled it so hard that the twine cut his fingers. He let go, and the pazuzus really started having their fun, throwing Rakshasa between them, carrying it in their twirling eddies. Krish stood on his roof, staring at Rakshasa as it spun furiously overhead, beyond his reach.
Rakshasa swooped over one of the open fires. The pazuzus stirred the ash and embers, and suddenly there was a cloud of burning sparks swirling around the patang.
It only took one spark to catch, and catch it did.
Rakshasa’s bat wings curled, and the bamboo frame smoked as the kite burst into flame.
The pazuzus loved that, and hurled the burning patang into the flock of kites overhead, setting the sky ablaze.
“No. No. Stop it!” I yelled.
Suddenly the sky was filled with fiery darts plummeting upon the huts.
With their dried-out, flammable thatched roofs.
Rakshasa crashed into a roof, scattering fiery ash over the wrinkled palm fronds, and smoke rose as the fronds began to burn.
“Water! Get water!” yelled Arjuna, running toward the well.
More burning kites spun uncontrollably overhead. People ran and yelled. Animals screamed and scattered in panic.
“Out of the way, Nargis!” yelled Arjuna as he hauled the first bucket out of the well. People joined him, forming a line and carrying pots, jugs, and more buckets.
I had to do something!
Another elemental spirit. That was the answer. Not wind. That would only spread the flames—
Makaras. The water spirits!
“Look,” whispered Hassan. “It’s going out.”
What was he talking about?
The burning kites puffed out like candles. The burning roof now just smoked. The other fires shrank to small, flickering flames, before simply fading into a thin stream of gray smoke.
Arjuna stood beside me. “That was amazing. You saved the village, Nargis.”
“That wasn’t me.” I turned slowly….
Baba lay collapsed on the ground a few yards away. Beside him was a basket of ripe peaches spilling out over the dust.
“Baba!” I ran. As fast as I could. Swinging out my right leg and crutch together, snapping my left as far forward as it would go, scattering stones underfoot.
But bad things happen when you rush.
My crutch caught in a crack. Just an inch or so deep, but that crack held the crutch while the rest of me swung forward and fell.
I slammed down onto the hard-baked earth. Pain exploded out from my right hip, a flare of blinding nerve shock that felt as bad as if someone had stabbed deep into my bone with a needle. I gasped as I slid over the gravel, tiny sharp stones tearing my palms, ripping my pants open at the knees.
Teeth gritted, I fought to push the agonizing waves back. For those moments there was nothing else. The pain was right here and right now. It wouldn’t be ignored.
By the time I was up, Arjuna had already reached Baba and was dribbling water through his cracked lips. Baba moaned, and a wisp of smoke seeped out of his mouth.
His skin was raw red and speckled with blisters. His eyebrows and magnificent mustache had been reduced to crispy stubble. He’d absorbed the heat into himself.
Backlash. It was the risk we all took whenever we traded with the elemental spirits. Sometimes, most times, our songs were enough. But if you wanted too much, if the spirits weren’t keen to play along, they would pour all their power straight back into you. It could have been worse; there were spirit singers who had gone up in flames.
I hugged Baba gently, careful of his burns, and felt his heart trembling within his thin chest. “Come on. Let’s get you up. We can try to—”
Pandit shoved me aside and grabbed Baba by the throat, lifting him up and shaking him furiously like a rabbit caught by a tiger.
“You stupid fool! Look what you’ve done! You almost destroyed my village!” Pandit roared.
“Let him go!” I screamed. “It’s not his fault!”
But he wasn’t listening.
Pandit slapped Baba hard across the face.
“No!” I yelled, both hands around the crutch, and I swung.
The crutch’s handle caught Pandit right across the jaw, and he went down with a thud.
The silence was terrible.
The other villagers backed off, afraid to get caught in Pandit’s rage.
Pandit spat blood, and a tooth, onto the dust. He rose to his feet slowly, muscles tense with menace.
I still gripped my crutch in my trembling hands but suddenly felt very small compared to Pandit. “It wasn’t Baba. He saved Lalpani,” I said, even though the words shook in my chest. “You can’t blame him. It was me.”
Pandit’s eyes burned. “You evil witch. You are a curse upon us all, as twisted in heart as you are in body. You have no place amongst us.”
He couldn’t mean it. He couldn’t.
Pandit straightened and inflated his chest so everyone could hear. “You are banished, forever. Ever come back, and I’ll personally feed you to the vultures.”








CHAPTER 3
A stone whacked me on the shoulder, almost knocking me down.
It was Krish, of course. He’d heard Pandit’s words. He knew what “banished” meant. He threw another. “Get out! Get out! Witch!”
Following Krish’s lead, a few other villagers picked up stones of their own.
“Leave us alone!” I yelled.
How could they be like this? How could they hate us so much, so easily?
No one came to our aid.
No one except Arjuna.
He knelt down beside Baba and helped him up. “Let’s go to the river and get you cleaned up.”
I loved him more than anything right then. “Arjuna” was the name of an ancient legendary hero, one who’d defeated monsters and demons and conquered entire kingdoms, but at that moment my Arjuna, the boy with his foolish dyed crest and peacock ways, was the greatest hero in the world.
“Get back here, servant!” bellowed Pandit, but Arjuna didn’t respond.
The villagers weren’t going to throw their stones at Arjuna.
We headed toward Rivergate, through the lingering haze of smoke and past the smoldering huts.

We made our way along the path to the river, only a few hundred yards away down a slope. I didn’t look back but felt the eyes of the villagers upon us. None followed us past Rivergate. Maybe the walls made them feel safe after all.
Baba didn’t speak, dragging one foot after the other through the dust. We had herbs back at the farm that would cool his skin and reduce the blisters, but I was worried, really worried.
We rested Baba against a dusty tree stump on the riverbank while Arjuna dipped his cloak into one of the tainted pools that collected between the rocks of the riverbed.
I shifted awkwardly, scraping the crutch over the stony ground, gripping and regripping the handle. He looked so broken. “I’m sorry, Baba. If I hadn’t called those pazuzus, none of this would have happened.”
Baba didn’t even raise his head. “We’ll manage.”
He sounded hopeless. “How?”
“We’ll go somewhere new.”
Somewhere new? Would we be treated any different there? Or would we see the same fearful stares, hear the muttered curses? Witch. Witch. Witch.
Or worse, they’d see me limping along, foot bent at the odd angle, see my crutch, and shake their heads in pity.
Poor child. She must be such a burden.
Maybe I was a burden. The one thing that made me useful, spirit singing, only led to disaster. The air smelled of ash.
Arjuna clambered back up the riverbank, his cloak damp and stained orange by the minerals that saturated the water. “It’s the best I could do.”
We laid the cloak over Baba’s back to help cool him down. Then I turned to Arjuna. “Pandit will be angry with you for helping us.”
“Why?”
“He told you to get away from us.”
Arjuna raised his eyebrows. “Did he? I didn’t hear him.”
“That’s convenient,” I said. “I don’t know how I’ll pay you back for this.”
“You still owe me a kite.”
The sun crept higher. I wasn’t just sweating from the heat. It had almost taken everything out of me to get to the riverbed. My hip throbbed, and no matter how hard I massaged my thigh, the muscles refused to unlock, threatening to go into spasm if I moved another foot.
“Let me speak to Pandit tonight,” Arjuna said. “He’ll change his mind.”
I started picking the grit from my palms. “After I almost burned down Lalpani? Never gonna happen.”
“I have some money,” said Arjuna.
“The money you’ve saved up to pay off Pandit? How many years have you still got to serve out?”
“Eight more till my parents’ debt’s all paid.” Arjuna looked back toward the village. “Then I’m free of him forever, and I’ll head off, for an adventure or two. You could be at the Rookery in a few days. They say the leaves are made of gold.”
The Rookery, the biggest city in all Bharat. The biggest, and most lawless. “And how exactly do we get there?”
Arjuna waved vaguely over his head. “Sky ship.”
“No way,” I said. “I’d rather take my chances with the desert.”
“It’s dangerous.”
“So’s hanging from a sagging bag of hot air a thousand feet off the ground.”
“You’ve never wanted to fly?” Arjuna asked.
There’s a moment, a memory really. Of a small girl in her best clothes wearing a set of wings her dad made for her for the New Year celebrations. The frame is bamboo, and the feathers are tissue paper in all the colors of the rainbow. She climbs up to the top of the banyan tree and shouts to her parents far below.
Look at me, Daddy! Look at me, Mommy! I’m a garuda now! I can—
I shook my head. “Nope.”
“Everyone wants to fly, Nargis.”
Poor Arjuna. All those feathers, and he couldn’t even get a foot off the ground. “Why do you adore the garudas so much? We’re just worms to them, and you know how birds feel about worms.”
“Garudas are winged folk. They’re not birds. They’re just like us but—”
“Better?” I teased.
“Different.”
“The garudas keep us poor and hungry, Arj. Can’t you see that? They made Bharat the wasteland it is. Once it was covered in forests. Every garden included an orchard, the fields were ripe twice a year, and the cattle were fat with green grass. Rivers wound their way across the kingdom, deep enough to swim in. And it rained. Water fell from the sky. For days and days, turning the desert green.”
“You’re talking about the great storm spirit, Monsoon. She’s a fairy tale, Nargis.”
I glowered at him. “She was real. My mom told me that the garudas destroyed her.”
“They are not our enemies, Nargis.”
“How can you say that? A garuda killed my parents.”
“Nargis…” He couldn’t meet my gaze, not wanting to argue. He was my best friend, but why didn’t he believe me about this? When it mattered so much? When it mattered more than anything else?
“They did. I know nobody wants to believe it, but it was a garuda, I heard its wings, I heard scratching on our roof, I saw its talon marks in the sand… after it had flown off. After it had killed them both.”
“But did you see it?” he asked.
“I was hiding under the bed. You know that.”
Arjuna’s expression said it all.
“Lightning at midnight,” I told him. “That’s what I saw.”
He shook his head wearily. “There was no storm that night. That’s what everyone says. It was a cold, clear night with a full moon. The sort of night when bandits go hunting. Bandits who killed your parents.”
I got up. If I stayed, we’d argue, and the day had been bad enough.
It must have been a great river, once. Now it was just sprinkled with reddish pools, water that had seeped up from below. Boulders sat embedded in the dried-out earth, stones that had been washed down from the Eyries when the river had been a raging torrent a long, long time ago. I shuffled farther along the—
Something poked out from one of the wider cracks along the riverbank wall. No, not something… someone, lying motionless and hidden within the noonday shadows.
“What’s up?” asked Arjuna as he scrabbled down the riverbank.
“There’s someone down here.” I shuffled closer and peered into the shadowy crevasse.
A boy, wedged between the rocks.
He was badly bruised and burned, his elegant silk clothes torn and bloodstained. He was so pale, I thought he was dead, but he groaned weakly.
Then I saw his feathers.
Another peacock, a human obsessed with imitating the winged folk?
But it was no cloak, and the plumage wasn’t cloth. They were real feathers and they were his, part of his wings.
The boy was a garuda.








CHAPTER 4
People thought that there was nothing more beautiful than a garuda with the sun on their wings.
The body of a human and the wings of a bird. That wasn’t right; it wasn’t natural. The feathers began on his upper chest, ranging from rust-colored to deep brown, spreading over his shoulders and blending into the wings themselves. His hands were just like mine, but his feet had three long toes with curved, shiny black talons, and a fourth toe facing back with an equally evil-looking hook. It took no imagination to feel it tearing into my flesh.
Beautiful? I thought he was monstrous.
I tugged Arjuna’s sleeve. “Leave him.” I searched the stark sky, fearful of great wings approaching from the horizon. “We do not want to get mixed up with the winged folk.”
Arjuna pulled himself free of me and crept closer, captivated by the winged boy. “Look at him. Most of his feathers are gone. He’s even lost the crest on his head.”
“Burned off. His skin’s badly singed.”
“Who’d do that to a garuda?” whispered Arjuna. “Can you imagine what the punishment would be? The Feather Fall for sure.” Arjuna rolled up his sleeves. “Help me get him up.”
This was exactly Arjuna’s problem. Being decent, being noble. Did he not get it? We wouldn’t be rewarded for saving this garuda boy. We’d be blamed for his injuries. I needed to find another way to not do the right thing. “I’d love to help, but I can’t. You can’t either. It’s the Talon Law, you see?”
Arjuna hesitated. “What are you talking about?”
I put on my most innocent face. “No human is allowed to touch a garuda without their permission. Even I know that.”
Arjuna sighed. “You’re right. Come on, Nargis.”
I stared at him, genuinely surprised. “We’re leaving? I mean, ah, what a shame. Wish we could have helped, but Talon Law is Talon Law. Too bad.”
Then… then Arjuna paused and glanced down at the garuda. “We should ask him.”
“I don’t think he’ll—”
“Namaste, Garuda Sahib. If you don’t want us to help you, just say so.” Arjuna cupped his ear. “Hear anything? No, me neither.”
When he got like this, there was no point arguing with him. “Why do you have to be so decent? Why can’t you be petty and mean-spirited like everyone else?”
“There’s decency in you too, Nargis.”
“Now you’re just being rude.”
We dragged the boy out. He was lighter than he looked, slimmer than Arjuna but threaded with lean muscle. He had a trio of blood-encrusted gashes running from collarbone to belly. Arjuna whistled softly as he saw the wounds. “He’s been in a fight, a nasty one.”
Now that I saw his face, I could see there was more human to him than monster. No beak, a normal human face except around the eyes. They were protected by a heavy brow lined not with eyebrows but with delicate golden feathers, as singed as the rest.
And then there was his jewelry. Pandit didn’t own anything half so shiny. Diamonds studded his gold armlet, and his wristband was engraved with the most delicate patterns of clouds and sunbeams. The big ring on his index finger had been sculptured as claws clutching a ruby that would have bought all of Lalpani and everyone in it.
Arjuna nudged me in the ribs. “We are not robbing him.”
“I’d be looking after his jewelry for him! For safekeeping!” I rubbed my side. “Also, ouch.”
Some friend!
We eventually got him up the steep riverbank. It wasn’t far, but I ached all the way through, and any attempts at sleep tonight promised to be entirely miserable.
“How did he get so burned?” wondered Arjuna aloud.
“Maybe he flew too close to the sun?”
“I don’t think that’s an actual thing, Nargis.”
“What sort of garuda do you think he is? One of the Common Fowl caste?”
Arjuna shook his head. “You think a pigeon garuda has talons like that? He’s one of the Raptor Lords. And not just any. He’s a black eagle.”
“Can’t be. Those feathers, the few he still has, are brown. More like a rusty orange.”
“He’s only young, Nargis. Give him a few years, and those feathers will be as black as a crow’s. Definitely a black eagle.”
I trusted Arjuna. He knew everything there was to know about garudas. But if the boy was an eagle, then that meant he was…
“By the gods, we are in so much trouble.”
“We’ll be rewarded with our weight in gold, Nargis. You just wait and see.”
“He’s a Raptor Lord, Arj. That makes him nobility.”
“He’s much more than that. He’s an eagle.” Arjuna’s eyes grew wider than his smile. “That makes him royalty.”
“Which is even worse.” Then I saw movement along the riverbank. “Baba! Look what Arjuna found!”
“I did not find him. You did.”
“I am not taking the blame for this, Arj.”
Baba shuffled up to us with Arjuna’s cloak draped over him. He still looked raw from the burns, but there was a brightness in his gaze that gave me hope he’d be okay. Baba would sort all this out. “It had better not be frogs. Leave them alone. They need… Oh. That’s no frog.”
Arjuna gazed down at the boy. “What should we do?”
Baba looked the garuda over with an expert eye. “We need to clean his wounds, properly.”
“We’re taking him home?” I moaned.
“Lie him on the cloak,” said Baba. “We’ll carry him on that.”
The decision had been made, and there was nothing I could do but complain. So I did. “Fine. But if we get blamed for this and thrown off a cloud, it’ll be all your fault.”








CHAPTER 5
It was an hour, maybe more, before I saw our banyan tree through the quivering midday haze. I was drenched, muscles throbbing with each faltering step, but I focused on the well and the cool water at the bottom of it. I was going to drink a whole bucketful, first thing.
I shoved the door open, and we stumbled into the shade of our hut. Arjuna dropped the garuda onto my bed, so I dropped onto the stool.
I gritted my teeth as waves of pain lapped up my leg, rising from my ankles, squeezing my hip and thigh with a vicious cramp. I began kneading my muscles with my thumbs while Arjuna handed me a jug of lukewarm water.
Baba shook the pink apsara petals out of a jar into his stone mortar. “First thing we need to do is clean and cover those wounds across his chest before they get infected.”
“What shall I do?” asked Arjuna.
“Go back to Lalpani. Pandit will be angry enough, and we don’t want him coming here,” I said.
Arjuna looked uncomfortable. “I should tell him, Baba.”
“You will, boy, but give me a day to patch him up. If anything goes wrong, then Pandit’s safe, because he didn’t know. The fewer people involved right now the better for us all. Understand?”
Arjuna stopped at the door. “You did the right thing, Nargis.”
“No. You did the right thing.” I glanced at the garuda, still wishing he was anywhere but here. “I’m not a good person.”
“No, you’re not.” Then he winked. “You’re the best.”
“You’re a rubbish liar, Arj,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean I forgive you for this.”
“You will. Everyone does, eventually.” He straightened his ridiculous crest and headed off.
I watched him go just past the banyan. Then I turned back to Baba as he made a mess of the mashing. I reached out for the pestle. “Let me do that. You always waste half the petals.”
He didn’t argue, handing it over gratefully. “Add some dream root. A good night’s sleep will speed up the healing.”
I nodded and picked a sprig of dream root from a hook above the table. Then I got to work, grinding the root and petals together, putting all my strength, and anger, into making the paste. And believe me, I had a lot of anger.
That Pandit! Those villagers! Complete fungus-brains! Every single one of them! Without us, without Baba’s spirit song, their precious orchard would wither and die, and it would be all their fault.
Good. They deserved it.
Baba dipped his little finger into the paste I’d made, tasted it, and nodded with satisfaction. He handed me the jug. “Give him some water. Just a trickle, though.”
I didn’t want to, but gently poured the water between his lips, just enough to moisten—
His eyes sprang open.
The amber irises filled the eyeball, and his black pupils expanded within them. They say eagles see everything, and in that moment I believed it.
His gaze was more hypnotic than a cobra’s. Pure predator, born to hunt from on high. There was something dreadful, inescapable about his gaze, and my blood froze.
Then his eyelids fluttered and he sank back into unconsciousness.
I scurried to the other side of the room. As far away as I could get without leaving the hut.
Baba smeared the paste thickly over the wounds, then carefully covered them with bandages. He put his ear against the boy’s chest, and nodded, satisfied. “A marvelous job, even if I say so myself.”
“So Birdy will live?”
“Birdy?” said Baba.
I shrugged. “As good a name as any.”
“He’s young. He’ll make it.” Baba slapped his spare belly. “Saving lives gives me an appetite. Warm up the dhal.”
“I’ve got a bad feeling about him, Baba.”
“He’s just a boy, twelve or thirteen, no older than you. Look at his talons. They’re hardly sharp enough to slice a banana.”
“Those talons look plenty sharp to me.”
“Tomorrow he’ll wake and we can find out what happened.”
“But, Baba—”
“Tomorrow, Nargis.” Baba yawned. “Today’s been a day, hasn’t it? I’m going to put my head down. You should too.”
“What about our exile, Baba? Where will we go? What will we do?”
“That’s also tomorrow’s problem.”
I headed out to the kitchen—really just a simple clay oven built into a lean-to on the side of our hut, with a shelf of jars and a wobbly table. The embers were glowing, the ifreets within asleep, and I scooped the cold, sloppy dhal out from the black iron pot hanging over the embers. I chucked in some coriander and went back in.
To find Baba spread out across his bed, snoring.
No point wasting the meal, so I settled onto the stool and ate, and worried.
What would happen to us if we left? How would we be treated by strangers? A wrinkled old man and a girl with a twisted leg? Just more ragged beggars from the desert.
We had to stay. Another year, even only another six months. That was all. Just until I knew enough magic to earn a real living. We needed more time.
Birdy rustled his wings, stirring in his sleep. Whatever dream he was having, it wasn’t a good one.
That was it!
I’d speak with Pandit! I’d go all humble and touch his feet. Well, maybe not touch his feet but certainly bow a bit, and tell him who we’d found at the river. Some great eagle rajah was missing a son. Pandit would be rewarded with a cloak of eagle feathers, a chest of gold, and he’d owe it all to us. The fire would be forgotten, and everything would be the same as before. I could fix this.

I waited till it got dark, when it was cooler. I even combed my hair. I did put my sling back around my forehead but added a flower, to be a bit more… presentable. Arjuna would approve. I finished off the soma tea. Going back and forth to Lalpani twice in one day would take its toll, and the chai would help take the edge off the worst of it. I collected some dried soma leaves and tucked them into my sash.
I left Baba sleeping. This way he wouldn’t get in trouble if things went wrong. Which they wouldn’t. This was a win-win for everyone.
It was a clear night and the stars a deep, heavy haze upon the velvet black sky, all the great constellations shining brightly. There was the Galloping Archer. The Scorpion. The Hunter, and the Swooping Garuda, its wing tips pointing north.
I trudged through the dust, still hot from the day. That didn’t bother me, nor did the sharp little stones—I’d been barefoot my whole life. You didn’t live out in Bharat without getting tough, inside and out.
Namaste, Pandit Sahib. How are you? Oye, Krish is looking so handsome today! Are those real hawk feathers in your cloak? How splendid you look! Like a rajah!
That’s how I’d play it. I’d be… charming. Why not? I’d watched Arjuna do it countless times.
Oh, by the way. Guess who I found in the river today? You’ll never believe it, but an eagle garuda! No, it’s true! I think you need to send a message to Alamut. Oh no, I’m just a humble little girl. The credit, and reward, should be all yours. Oh, what’s that? We should stay after all? You’re so generous, Pandit Sahib! So wise!
Eventually I reached the outskirts of Lalpani, sighing as I gazed up the rubble-strewn sandbank. Twice in one day. I got to work, inching my way back up, one awkward step at a time. I stopped at the ridge to catch my breath and nibble on the soma leaves I’d brought, and waited for the ache to fade.
Strange. Why was everyone gathered in the square? It looked as if they’d been dragged from their beds. A few outdoor cooking fires illuminated their fear and bewilderment. What was going on? I saw Pandit, but without his cloak and his hair flat on his scalp. He never went out without making up his crest. Krish cowered behind Arjuna.
“Everyone out! Right now!”
Who was that? I knew everyone here but didn’t recognize the harsh, cracked voice. And where was it coming from? Not the crowd, that’s for sure. It was coming from… above.
“Everyone, on your knees! That includes you, worm!”
The children were crying, but the adults were all silent. They all did as they were told, even Pandit.
I sank lower between the rubble as I heard the rustling of feathers and a sudden breeze blew across the square, sending clouds of dust over the trembling villagers.
A black-winged garuda swooped down out of the darkness and perched upon Pandit’s roof, giving her a bird’s-eye view over the entire village.
She sat hunched, her glossy black wings curled around her. Her crest was old and ragged, but her ebony gaze was sharp and missed nothing. A crow garuda. But this one had a name. She was famous, even in a place as remote as Lalpani. All because of her left foot, forged of steel and tipped with three razor-sharp blades.
Sickle.
She served the maharajah, the ruler of all Bharat.
As his assassin.








CHAPTER 6
If you don’t behave, Sickle will swoop down when you sleep and eat your eyes.
Every child in Bharat knew it, believed it. She was the nightmare our parents threatened us with. There were monsters out there, but none was more terrible than the old crow with blades for talons.
A hut door burst open, and a villager stumbled out, followed by a hulking buzzard garuda chewing a stringy goat leg. He slapped the man hard enough to knock him down. “I found him hiding in a cupboard.”
Sickle tutted. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. We just want some information.”
A third garuda, a cream-winged sparrow, fluttered down to land beside Sickle and whisper into her ear. Sickle’s smile turned into a scowl, and she turned her black, heartless gaze upon the terrified villagers. “We’re looking for someone. An eagle garuda. A traitor. Tell me where he is, and we’ll bother you no more.”
She clearly meant Birdy, but that didn’t make sense. He was an eagle, and they ruled all garudas, ruled everyone. How could he be a traitor?
If I handed him over, then Sickle would leave us all alone. Pandit would be grateful, wouldn’t he? There’d be no exile. It would be just like before. Maybe even better. Pandit would owe us.
I could save Lalpani with a word.
Then what? What would happen to Birdy? Nothing good, if he was a traitor.
Which wasn’t my problem. Let the garudas tear each other apart. One less garuda.
The sparrow garuda twitched, then darted off the roof and swooped over everyone’s heads. He circled once, then landed, wings aflutter, beside Arjuna.
My heart sank.
The sparrow was much smaller than Arjuna, but Arjuna still trembled. The garuda brushed his nails along Arjuna’s forehead… and plucked a feather from his crest.
“What have you got there, Quill?” asked Sickle.
No, no, no.
How could he have been such a fungus-brain?
There was no mistaking it, even from where I hid. One of Birdy’s long flight feathers, bright auburn, almost gold in the firelight. Baba had told Arjuna to keep the injured garuda a secret, and he’d pilfered a feather!
The sparrow, Quill, darted up to Sickle and handed over the feather.
Sickle held it delicately between her thumb and forefinger, turning it slowly as if it was treasure. And sure, it was something special, something rare. Which was why Arjuna had taken it, of course. What peacock wouldn’t want an eagle feather?
Sickle stroked the feather against her cheek. “Soft. The feather of a youth. You can tell. Not like the dry, harsh feathers of an old brittle-wing like me. It’s a miracle I can even stay aloft nowadays. Soon they’ll be launching me from a catapult. Ain’t that right, lads?”
The buzzard spat out gristle as he guffawed.
Quill’s wings flapped frantically as he hopped around, bursting with nervous energy. “The sun goddess will take you too when your time comes, Sickle. Spread out her gold wings to greet you. Soar forever and ever, you will.”
“Ain’t that the sweetest thing, eh?” Sickle said, then slowly unfurled her wings.
It was… magical. No denying it. They can fold their wings so neatly on their backs, you almost forget they have them. You begin to think they’re not that different from us. Sure, the crests and the feet are different from ours, but I’ve got a weird foot too. The wings, though…
They were pure, glossy black, so dark that they rippled with other colors, like oil on water. They shivered from shoulder to tip as Sickle rose to her feet. She wore plain black silk, tightly bound by ribbons to her slim frame so she could glide through the air without resistance. Weapons? Her steel foot was all she needed. Her wings were easily thirty feet from tip to tip. And then she launched.
I slapped my hand over my mouth, but someone else in the crowd screamed. One moment, Sickle was standing at the top of Pandit’s house, and the next moment, she was slamming her foot—not the steel one—into Arjuna’s chest. He was knocked flat on his back, and Sickle stood over him, her steel claw gently curled around his neck. “Where did you get this, handsome?”
There were fifty people in the village, all hardened by life in the deserts of Bharat, yet not one of them moved. Not one tried to protect Arjuna.
We’d been raised to be afraid.
What about Arjuna? I saw that same fear in his eyes, and not just because of the steel blades caressing his throat. He’d been asked a question by a garuda. He knew his place, and it was far, far below that of a garuda. He’d do the right thing.
He’d tell her everything.
That would lead Sickle straight home… to Baba. He’d try to stop Sickle from taking his patient. That would only end one way.
I stood up. “I gave it to him!”
All three garudas instantly twitched toward me. The buzzard tossed his gristle away and spread his wings, but Sickle raised her hand. Her eyes widened as she saw my twisted foot, and she smiled at me. “Come here, sweet child. Tell Auntie Sickle what you know.”
Her claw blades scraped wickedly against each other as they slid open. Arjuna’s throat was left with three thin red lines. He got to his feet and stumbled into the petrified crowd.
What was I doing?
No idea. Just limping my way down the slope, legs all wobbly, trying not to fall. The people parted as I entered the village. No one dared meet my eyes. No one wanted to have anything to do with me. There’s no place lonelier than in a crowd.
Sickle wasn’t big. You’d have thought from all the stories that she was some great monster. That she was something twisted and cruel. And yet, you know what I felt when I finally stood before her? Pity. Yeah, strange, isn’t it? We can look at monsters, and still we can feel sorry for them. We know they’re broken. We get a chill from the emptiness they have where their hearts should be. Sickle tucked the eagle feather into my hair, like she was my auntie and I her favorite niece.
“Such a bold gaze,” said Sickle. “Careful, child. We crows have a fondness for eyes.”
The sparrow giggled maliciously, and the steel darts hanging from his belt chimed as he hopped back and forth.
Sickle stalked around me. It was an awkward gait. Garudas feet become more birdlike as they age. That steel claw of hers dragged a little, its deadly tips leaving tracks through the dirt that created a rough circle of entrapment.
“May I?” she asked.
“What?”
Sickle glanced down at the crutch.
I never let anyone handle it. I felt uncomfortable even when Baba took it to rub with linseed oil to prevent it from cracking. But what Sickle wanted, Sickle got. I forced myself to hand it to her.
Sickle looked it over, smiling with admiration. “Such beautiful carvings. Who made it?”
“My… my dad, Memsahib. He died when I was little.”
Sickle turned my crutch in her hands, as if it were a weapon. “An artist, was he?”
“He was many things,” I replied.
Then Sickle tucked the underarm rest into place. “What do you think, Ripper?” She started walking circles around the buzzard. “Phew! I swear it does make walking easier.”
The buzzard’s yellow eyes glinted. “Keep it, then.”
No, no, no. It was all I had. Dad had carved it all those years ago. It was for me to find my way. Without it I’d be lost.
“Who needs to walk when you’ve got wings?” Sickle tossed it back to me.
I hugged the piece of wood, hating how much I needed it, so happy that I had it back.
“Stop playing games with her,” said Ripper the buzzard. “Let’s find the traitor and be gone.”
“I… I found the feathers in the river,” I said. “I was too scared to tell anyone. Please, it’s the truth.” It was close enough, wasn’t it? Close enough to be believable, I hoped.
“Just some feathers?” Sickle asked.
“Just feathers. I didn’t see anyone.” I waved toward the river. “I saved one for Arjuna. I knew how much he’d want one. It’s not his fault.”
“The traitor must have stopped there for a drink, then flown off.” Sickle sighed. “Looks like we’ve wasted our time here, lads. Apologies for the inconvenience, dear people. We shall let you return to your beds.”
I’d done it. They believed me! I’d saved Lalpani! Pandit would have to let us stay!
Sickle stretched out her body, just like Baba did before bed. Her old shoulder blades clicked as she loosened up her wings. “You don’t live here, do you?”
“No, Memsahib. Outside.”
“Where?”
I should have been more wary, but what difference could it make now? “We’ve got a small farm beyond the ridge. By the banyan tree.”
She nodded. “I saw it as we flew over. Great and ancient it is. There must be powerful spirits sleeping within its boughs.”
“I… suppose so, Memsahib.”
She smiled, but her black eyes glinted like cold obsidian. “It would be wrong for us to come all this way without honoring them.”
“I’m sure they’re fine. As you said, they’ll be sleeping. I’ll, er, tell them about your visit when they wake up.”
Sickle tutted. “No, it is better to pay one’s respects.”
“Really, Memsahib. I think— Hey!”
Sickle locked her arms around me, trapping my arms, my crutch, to my sides and leaving no room even to squirm. She was a lot stronger than she looked, her muscles wiry and as stiff as old leather. Then she beat her wings, blowing a huge cloud of dust across the square. “Don’t struggle, child. I wouldn’t want to drop you.”
“What? You can’t mean—”
My stomach plummeted to my toes. Another wingbeat, and the ground fell away as we soared toward the stars.
I have to admit, I screamed. A lot.








CHAPTER 7
I was too terrified to remember anything much of my first flight. I remember having my head pressed against Sickle’s chest, hanging on so hard that I must have left nail marks in her ribs, and so much screaming. The wind roared as we rode the currents, and I remember glimpsing the ground far, far below. I peeked just the once. There were deep, ominous shadows, old scars made by the ridges and fragile waterways supplying the village’s few, meager fields. My world looked sad and pathetic. Then I squeezed my eyes shut and carried on screaming.
“Hush now, child. Auntie Sickle has you.”
A moment later we plunged headfirst for the ground. Ripper howled nearby, and Quill tittered excitedly.
I tightened my hold on Sickle and buried my head into her bony chest as the ground rushed up toward us. She hissed, a noise that passed for laughter for the steel-taloned assassin. Death amused her.
Then, mere feet from the ground, Sickle threw wide her wings and pivoted her body, to land effortlessly in a cloud of dust.
She dropped me as we brushed the ground. My crutch clattered beside me, and I lay there, holding down the bile churning violently in my guts. I promised myself I’d never leave the ground ever again. Ever, ever, ever.
I reached out for my crutch. Somehow, no matter what, I felt safer with it in my hands.
Get up. Get up right now. You have to warn Baba.
I rolled to my left and used my arms to climb up the crutch to my feet.
Sickle gazed around our farm. “How quaint.”
More than quaint. Precious. My parents had built the hut, and Baba had rethatched the roof only last season. The well had ditches spanning out from it to the small groves where we grew our vegetables, and then there was the herb garden with its low wall. Dominating it all, though, was the ancient tree.
Quill approached the banyan, ignoring the shrine under its great boughs, and ran his palms along the wrinkled bark. “Wake up, old tree.”
The banyan wouldn’t. Not just because his spirit was ancient and thoughts took entire seasons to come, but because garudas didn’t possess the language of the elements. They couldn’t summon the ifreets, makaras, dryads, or any of the other spirits that lived invisibly beside us, sharing our world. Legend was that the garudas had made a deal with the sky god at the beginning of the world, gaining wings but losing their connection with everything else.
Ripper sniffed the air, and growled from the back of his throat. “Something smells good.”
It did. And it was coming from the pot bubbling over the fire. Baba squatted beside it, stirring. He’d lathered himself in aswin cream to treat his burns. I could smell it from here. The moment he saw us, he flung himself to the ground, face hard against the dirt and shaking all over.
Why hadn’t he run and hidden the first moment he’d heard their wings flapping?
The door of the hut was closed. Maybe there was still a chance we could survive. I just needed to make sure no one went in.
Ripper scowled as he gazed around, picking gristle from between his teeth. “The boy’s long gone, Sickle. We should head back. His parents might still make trouble. Don’t know why Shamshir’s still keeping them alive. If you ask me—”
“No one’s asking you,” snapped Quill. He darted over the herb garden, the well, then through our small vegetable plot. The sparrow could not stay still for a moment.
“What’s in the pot, old man?” asked the buzzard.
Baba trembled, not daring to raise his head. “Dhal, Sahib.”
“What? No meat?” Then Ripper shrugged and gestured to the pot. “Fill up a bowl. To the top.”
“Straightaway, Sahib.” Baba filled a bowl, to the top.
The big buzzard snatched the bowl and shoveled the food straight into his saggy gullet. “This is good, Sickle. Try some.”
Sickle didn’t bother responding, but Quill flitted over and Baba handed the twitching sparrow a bowl, and refilled Ripper’s for a second time.
“So you’re here. There’s the tree.” I needed them to stay away from our hut. “Lovely, isn’t it? A thousand years old, maybe more.”
“Hmm.” Sickle stood by our herb garden and picked a leaf off one of the plants. “You must have green fingers indeed to grow such things in such barren soil. What’s your secret, old man?”
“Good fertilizer. I only use the best, richest dung,” said Baba. “Some creatures are full of it.”
Was he trying to get himself killed? I got myself between them. “Memsahib. The tree’s over there.”
“This is where you live?” asked Sickle, heading toward the hut.
I waved at the banyan, praying she couldn’t hear the desperation in my voice. “The tree’s over there, Memsahib.”
Sickle wasn’t listening. She approached the hut and pushed the door open.
It was all over.
I was scared, and angry. Why hadn’t I left Birdy at the riverbank? I swallowed, trying not to be sick. I looked at Baba, wanting him to know I was sorry, but he was refilling the bowls, smiling at the two garudas as they snatched them from him.
Moonlight streamed in through the open doorway to reveal…
… an empty bed.
Birdy must have left! He definitely wasn’t hiding inside. Sickle had to fold her wings in close to enter. You could cross the hut in half a dozen steps. There was just enough space for two beds and a workbench. There was a shelf with our jars and a few small chests for storage. One wall was cleared for redecorating, with the black outlines of the scene I had partially painted in. Our tools were all neatly lined up and ready for the day’s tending and planting. Our shovel, rake, shears, hoe, broom, and pick….
Except, the pick wasn’t there.
Sickle gestured at the half-finished artwork. “What are you painting?”
“Er, one of the ancient legends of Yavana.”
Sickle just nodded with approval. “You are quite an artist, child.”
“Thank you.” I pointed back through the door. “The banyan, Memsahib?”
She lingered, gazing at the painting. Then she relaxed into a cynical smile. “Of course. You have a lovely home, child.”
We passed Baba and the now empty pot. Quill sat cross-legged, gazing at the flickering flames and yawning. Ripper burped loudly, drawing a scowl from Sickle and a gruesome chuckle from himself.
We stood by the aged tree, and Sickle put her palm against him. She couldn’t communicate with the ancient tree spirit, but she was wise enough to know that it still deserved respect.
Then Sickle stiffened. She peered more closely at the tree trunk, then drew her hand away, and held it to the moonlight.
Her palm was stained with blood.
A thin stream of it trickled down from above.
The shriek was as harsh as steel on rock. Birdy dropped out of the shadowy branches of the banyan, my pick held high and its tip aimed right at Sickle. It flashed, and she screamed as it ripped along her shoulder.
Birdy swung again, his bandages streaming, loose and bloody, from his wounds. His golden eyes burned.
Ripper stumbled to his feet, his wings flapping erratically. Then he slumped, face-first, into the dirt. Quill was already sleeping, his wings curled around him as he sat, chin on chest, bowl still in his hands.
I ducked as Birdy swung the pick, just missing my head, then I stumbled back against the trunk as Sickle slashed with her steel talons. An inch closer, and she would have torn out my guts.
“Get out of the way!” yelled Birdy.
“I’m trying!”
Sickle might have been slow, but she’d not become a legend without knowing a few tricks. As Birdy danced and spun, she waited, then lashed out with a furious shriek, ripping three long grooves across Birdy’s leg, enough for him to falter. Sickle twisted, the deadly blades curving in a lethal arc, right for his throat…
I lunged without thinking, catching her steel talons with my crutch. Pure luck, but I was owed some today. She tugged, but I held fast with both hands.
“I’ll eat your eyes for this,” she hissed.
I only had a moment before she was free. “Do something!” I yelled.
Birdy slammed the flat of the pick into the side of Sickle’s head. The old crow stumbled back, trying stubbornly to stay up, then fell with a dusty thud.
“Are you hurt?” asked Birdy.
I… I was alive. Now I started shaking. The fear I’d been saving up since seeing Sickle perched on Pandit’s roof now poured over me. There were three deep grooves in my crutch. They could have been in my flesh. Dad had saved me.
“No,” I muttered, then looked up at him. “You almost got us all killed.”
He tossed the pick away. “I just saved your lives. You think Sickle would have just flown away?”
“Yes!”
He snorted and walked off toward the hut.
“Hey! Come back here!” I yelled.
Baba looked over the sleeping garudas and nodded with satisfaction. “The dream root took longer to work than I thought.”
“Dream root? You put it in the dhal?” Of course he did. Why else would Ripper and Quill be snoring so loudly?
I barged in after Birdy. He was filling Baba’s satchel with food, and when he saw me, he held out the waterskin. “Go fill this up.”
“Fill it up yourself! Actually”—I snatched it off him and hung it back on its hook beside the door—“it’s not yours!”
He glowered, came right up to my face so I could get a good look at those proud, arrogant eyes of his, and then shoved me aside and went back out, grabbing the waterskin as he did.
“What are we meant to do with these three?” I asked.
Birdy didn’t even look over his shoulder. “Kill them, of course.”
“I’m not killing anyone,” I snapped. “They’re your problem, not ours.”
“Eagles do not kill helpless prey,” he snapped.
“So you want us to do your dirty work?”
Birdy searched the night sky. “You’re worms. Dirty work is what you do. Now get rid of them before others arrive.”
“Others? What others?” I asked.
Baba joined us. “You need to tell Nargis what you told me.”
Birdy practically sneered. But eventually he nodded. “As you say. I only do this out of respect for you, old man.”
“Respect?” I snapped. “I was almost killed, and what’s more—”
Baba put his finger to his lips, and I, most reluctantly, shut my mouth.
“At last. You twitter worse than the starlings at court.” Birdy filled the waterskin from the bucket. “I am Mistral, raj-kumar of Alamut. My father is the maharajah.”
“A raj-kumar? Like a prince?” I asked, flabbergasted. I didn’t even know where to start with that, so I started at the end. “Your father is the maharajah?”
“Maharajah Tufaan, the ruler of all Bharat.” Birdy gestured to our hut. “Which includes your hovel.”
I’d stared too hard. Now I blinked, trying to get my dangling mouth to operate properly. “If you’re a raj-kumar, like, an actual prince, shouldn’t you be living”—I pointed to the night sky—“up there, in Alamut?”
“Yes, I should,” Birdy snarled.
I heard the words, but they didn’t make any sense. I was a lowly nobody living in the worst, most desolate part of Bharat, where water was foul and the soil even worse. You were rich if you had a goat. I was a million miles away from the world of maharajahs.
Yet there he stood. An eagle garuda. Bloodied, pale, his wings burned and ripped, his crest all gone, but his eyes blazed. Fierce, proud, and waaay too arrogant.
His dad had to be a maharajah. No ordinary person could be that stuck-up.
“You’re the raj-kumar, the prince?” I repeated, as if it would make more sense the second time round. “Then, what are you doing here?”
“My father has been overthrown by his vizier, the vulture Shamshir. I barely escaped Alamut last night, but now I’m going back. And it’s your duty as my subjects to help me reclaim my father’s throne and punish the traitors. A spirit singer by my side would be most useful, and I could do with someone to carry my things.” He held out the now full waterskin. “Well? Will you do your duty?”
Suddenly the fate of Bharat rested in my hands. So what else could I say?
“No. Absolutely not.”








CHAPTER 8
Did you understand a word I just said? My father is the rightful ruler of all Bharat.” Birdy pointed across the desert. “And he has been betrayed and imprisoned!”
“We have to help,” said Baba.
“No, we don’t,” I snapped. “We are not traveling across Bharat to try to stage a revolution for Birdy here.”
“Birdy? I am Raj-kumar Mistral, and you will—”
I glared at him. “Will you shut your beak just for a moment?”
“Beak?” he cried indignantly. “I do not have a—”
I struck my crutch down hard. “Enough! I’m performing an intervention to save an old man from his foolishness!”
That shocked him into silence.
Baba chewed the burnt tip of his mustache as he gazed off into the distance. “Sickle won’t be the last. They’ll come for him, Nargis. They won’t stop until they find him. It’s not like we can just hand him over and hope our lives will return to normal.”
“Why not? I’m sure with his natural charm he’ll be able to sort out any problems with whoever has overthrown his dad.”
“Shamshir, rajah of the vultures,” said Birdy. “He has stolen Father’s throne. I swear on the feathers of my ancestors that I will eat Shamshir’s eyes.”
Was he this intense all the time? But it wasn’t just Shamshir’s eyes that were on the menu. “What about the villagers? They’re all in danger now! The moment Sickle wakes up, she’ll pluck out their eyes!”
Birdy frowned. “What do you care? Your grandfather tells me that the headman exiled you.”
“I… This mess is not their fault. They may be fungusbrains, but that doesn’t mean they should suffer for it.”
I wasn’t sure why I was trying to protect people who hated me. I didn’t owe them anything. But no one deserved Sickle’s revenge.
I needed to try another angle. One that would appeal to Birdy’s pompous ego. “If you really are a raj-kumar, then those villagers are your subjects, aren’t they? Isn’t it your duty to protect them? Isn’t that why we pay all those taxes to Alamut?”
“You put it badly, but you’re right. Protecting their people is a ruler’s most important responsibility.” Birdy gazed down at the unconscious Sickle. “It’s me she wants. The others are of no consequence to her. But this will remind her who beat her….”
So, with his longest front talon, he drew a single, neat cut down each cheek. “Talon Law. Sickle will have to live with the shame of this defeat. She’ll be sworn to avenge herself on me, and me alone.”
Whatever else I thought of him, I had to admit he was brave, or just outrageously arrogant. No one with any sense would want to make a sworn enemy of Sickle. I shivered. I’d saved him. That made me her sworn enemy too, didn’t it?
“You sure she’ll come after you alone?” I asked. “Absolutely sure?”
The raj-kumar wiped his talons across the dirt. “Honor is something you wouldn’t understand.”
With a loud sigh Baba turned toward the pair of us. “You’d explain it all, if you want her help.”
“I don’t want her help!” he snapped.
“And I don’t want to help him!” I added. At least we could agree on something.
Baba frowned at me, making me feel like I was five years old.
“Go on, then,” I said, relenting.
Birdy fidgeted, rustling his tattered wings as he gazed up into the night sky. “It happened only last night. Alamut was quiet, the palaces bathed in starlight. I was up, exploring. I often fly around Alamut at night, gliding between its towers and through the branches of its bridges. I had perched on top of the statue Zephyr.”
“Zephyr?” I asked.
“Zephyr. The first eagle maharajah. It was he who constructed Alamut.”
“Oh, him.”
Birdy scowled long and hard at me, then continued. “There is a splendid view over my father’s palace from there. That’s when I saw Shamshir approach, along with troops, both vulture and hawk. Together they dived upon the peregrine guards, and murdered them. That’s when I knew. Shamshir was after my father’s throne.”
Baba nodded solemnly. “What did you do?”
“Moments after the guards fell, I dived through the Moon Gate, the uppermost entrance into the palace. I had to warn my father, even as the halls echoed with battle. The peregrine guards fought alongside the other eagles, but Shamshir had allies of his own, outnumbering us.” Birdy ripped at the ground with his talons. “The cowards! The hawks are Raptor Lords, second only to us eagles. I would never have doubted their loyalty to my father, not for an instant. Somehow Shamshir has corrupted them.” His anger slowly transformed into grim joy. “I swooped in amongst them! I tore off their feathers and wet my talons in their lifeblood, watched the whisper of life rise out from their lips.”
Birdy went into plenty of stomach-churning detail of the fighting. He had a way with words as long as they involved a lot of bloodletting. But eventually he exhausted himself. There are only so many ways you can describe the spilling of entrails. “But as I reached my father’s quarters, I realized there was no way to save him. I was determined to die with him, but he ordered me to flee. To escape and avenge him. So instead of submitting to a noble death, I flew away.” He lowered his head, his expression dropping from one of pride to one of shame. “Like a coward.”
Baba put his hand on the garuda’s shoulder. “At least we know your parents are still alive. The buzzard let that slip.”
Birdy nodded unenthusiastically. “I fled into the night. Three hawks, each a warrior with many crests to his belt, came after me. I would have died there in the clouds if not for Rani Shaheen. She rules the falcons, and there is no swifter warrior in the sky, and no greater ally to my father. Together we sent the hawks plummeting to the earth, showering the night sky with their bloody feathers, though one injured me.” He reknotted the bandages across his chest. “That was when Shamshir turned the astras, Alamut’s great sky-cannons, upon me. The darkness was split with lightning. In the blinding light I lost the rani. One moment she was beside me, and the next gone. One blast came so close that my wings caught fire. Yet I flew on, even as my feathers burned upon my back. But as I lost height, I saw glistening silver pools of water. I knew that was my only chance, so I fell into a dive.”
“The shooting star from last night,” I said. “That was you?”
Birdy nodded. “That’s all I remember until I awoke in your grandfather’s hut.”
I felt sorry for him. Of course I did. No one should have to deal with something like that. But what could we do about it, me and Baba? We were nobodies.
We couldn’t stop the likes of Shamshir. He’d sent Sickle, and he’d send others until he had Birdy. Shamshir would never stop hunting him. And us.
“Nargis, you look after the raj-kumar while I’ll go sort out our bags,” Baba said, and he headed back into the hut.
Birdy had perched himself on top of it. He squatted there, his talons dug into the roof, tattered wings hunched over his back.
I stomped over, furious at how he just acted like he owned the place. “Get off my roof.”
“I don’t like being on the ground,” he said.
“I really don’t care. This is my home, and you don’t—”
Birdy gave a war shriek and with one sharp beat vaulted through the air. Even without full use of his wings he was fast. Really fast. You never get used to how the raptors can move when they’re hunting. Birdy landed on the other side of the garden wall. “A spy!”
“Don’t kill me!” a voice shouted. One I recognized.
“Stop!” I yelled as I frantically shuffled over to prevent one of the worst days of my life from getting even worse. I managed to make it around the low wall and saw Birdy standing over a figure, lying in the dust, his crest all flattened to the side of his scalp.
“Arj?” Of all the people! “What by the gods are you doing here?”
“Spying on us,” snarled Birdy, his eyes glinting dangerously. “We should kill him.”
“Will you give it a rest?” I pushed him aside and helped Arjuna up. “You’re gonna get in trouble with Pandit. You should… What happened to your face?” I glared at Birdy.
He stepped back, raising his hands. “I didn’t touch him!”
Dried blood encrusted Arjuna’s nose, and his left eye was swollen. Who had… “Pandit beat you? Why?”
Arjuna tried to turn his face away. “It was my fault, really.”
I gritted my teeth to stop myself from shouting at him. Why was it that good people blamed themselves when things went badly? Times like this, I was glad people were afraid of me. “I’ve got some salamander fat. It’ll take the swelling down.”
Instead of following me, Arjuna dropped to his knees and touched Birdy’s feet. “Namaste, noble raj-kumar.”
Really. After all, Arjuna knew his place.
“Stop calling him that. He’s raj-kumar of nothing. They’ve kicked him out of Alamut.”
Baba returned, carrying two large rucksacks and his medicine bag. He wasn’t happy seeing Arjuna, nor his injured face. “Hmm. There’s some salamander fat in—”
“I’ve told him already,” I said, then turned back to my very annoying friend. “Anyway, what are you doing here?”
“I was worried about you,” said Arjuna. Suddenly he saw what we’d done with Sickle and the other two. “You can’t stay here. They’ll condemn you to the Feather Fall. No question. That’s if they don’t peck your eyes out first.”
“If you came here to make us feel better, you’re doing a lousy job.”
“Then what are we going to do?” asked Arjuna.
Was Arjuna’s head full of fungus? “We? Why do we have to do anything? This isn’t our problem.” I pointed at Birdy. “Just go get help from the other garuda clans. The falcons and eagles and other Raptor Lords? Recruit some tough pigeons if you have to. You could easily take down this vulture guy.”
“Shamshir. His name is Shamshir, and he’s the commander of all our armies. No one will raise a feather against him while he holds my parents prisoner.”
The more he told us the more I was convinced that we did not want to get involved. “If Shamshir now sits on the throne, how will you get Alamut back?”
Birdy glowered. “I’ll challenge him! A duel to the death and the winner takes Alamut. I have the right, according to Talon Law. He cannot refuse me.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“What do you mean, why not? It’s—”
“Talon Law. I get it. But it seems to me he’s already broken it, hasn’t he? In betraying your father and staging a coup? Somehow I don’t think he’ll be foolish enough to risk it all on a feather-plucking contest with you.”
“Feather-plucking contest? I’ll have you know, the duel between our people has a long and noble history! It is the only… You really believe he might not fight? That he’ll scorn the law of our people?”
“For the throne of Alamut? Yeah, I really do. He’s not going to play by your rules.”
Arjuna nodded. “If you want to beat him, you’ve got to do the same and stop playing by the rules.” He looked to me, then back to Birdy. “You’ll need allies, Sahib.”
“Where would I find them if I cannot rely on the other garuda clans?”
Arjuna swallowed. “Maybe… at the Rookery?”
“The Rookery?” roared Birdy, shivering with rage. “How dare you suggest that a raj-kumar of Alamut ally himself with the likes of the Rookery? It’s full of sky pirates, magpies, and outlaws! All manner of desperate scum!”
 “You want to take Alamut back?” I said. “Sounds like desperate scum is exactly who you’ll need.”
Birdy narrowed his gaze. “How would I know they’d be trustworthy?”
I smirked at him. “It will be your job to make them, won’t it?”
Birdy looked off into the distance. “The Rookery is many days from here. Shamshir will have his spies watching the ports.”
Arjuna dusted himself off. “We might know someone who can get us to the Rookery. Discreetly, if you know what I mean?”
I did not like the sound of that. “No, we don’t.”
“Captain Geedar. He arrived a few days ago. He does… business with Pandit. His sky ship, the Kala Cheel, is docked by the old fort.”
Birdy frowned. “Captain Geedar? Who’s he?”
Arjuna forced an awkward smile. “Oh, just a trader.”
“He’s not ‘just a trader,’ ” I said. “He’s a sky pirate.”








CHAPTER 9
I had never been more than a day’s walk from this spot. Never slept in any place except our hut. It wasn’t much. Made from mud-bricks, with palm fronds for a roof. Five paces wide and ten long, with a door and two small windows. But those walls within were decorated with my paintings. The oldest were just faded small handprints, my first marks upon the world. Then there was the big one I was working on, the legendary race between Yavana and the first eagle maharajah. Only a few more days, and it would be finished. I belonged here. My heart was here. How could I leave it?
Because I had no choice.
I was powerless, and hated it. This was a battle between garudas, nothing to do with me, yet I had to abandon everything I’d ever known.
I hated that they were right—Baba, Arjuna, and even Birdy. I couldn’t stay. Despite Birdy’s assurances, I didn’t want to be around when Sickle woke. I liked my eyes too much to have her gobble them up.
It was time for good-byes.
I shuffled over to my parents’ shrine and knelt down.
It was just a pile of stones. We hadn’t the money to pay for anything better. But each stone meant something. I’d drawn on them, painted little pictures so Mom and Dad knew what I was up to, the things I’d done, learned, even without them. On one I’d scrawled my name, the only letters Dad had had time to teach me. I brushed the dust off.
“Mom, Dad. I have to leave. I don’t want to, but maybe Lalpani is not the place for me. And hey, you came from the outside, didn’t you, Dad? It’s about time I had a look for myself. And, Mom, it’s time to see if all those stories you told me are real. Look after each other. I know you will. I’ll keep an eye on Baba. He says you’re not gone, no one really ever is, but I miss you anyway.”
I ran my fingertips over the carved wood of my crutch. “I’ll look after this.”
Baba was waiting with his canvas medicine bag over his shoulder, stuffed to overflowing with herbs and poultices and tools that might be good for where we were going. I had my own bag, Mom’s really. While Dad had been the powerful spirit singer who’d charmed the elemental spirits, she’d learned all the uses of the medicinal plants from our little garden. I rested my palm over the silk embroidery of the flowers on the bag. The colors had faded from all my caresses. I put in plenty of soma leaves and a few other healing herbs. Then, after long pondering, I picked three of my carved animals. A dog, a fish, and finally my flapping bird. I wrapped each carefully before tucking them at the bottom of my bag, where they’d be safe.
Arjuna carried the waterskins while Birdy watched from up on our roof. He blinked those amber eyes, focusing his gaze on me, then jumped down. “Are we quite ready?”
“You can’t go parading around in all that gold, Raj-kumar,” said Baba, handing him a sack.
“Very well,” said Birdy as he removed his jewelry, reluctantly, and packed it away.
I pointed at the other garudas with my crutch. “What about them?”
“If you’re not going to kill them, then clip their feathers. Be quick.”
Arjuna went pale. “That’s a crime, Sahib.”
“I’ll do it.” I got my pruning shears.
Snip, snip, snip, and off came a big fistful of feathers. I didn’t need to do both. One clipped wing would stop any garuda from flying. The feathers would grow back, but Sickle, Quill, and Ripper would be stuck on the earth for the next few months. I gathered the pile of clippings and tossed them into the fire. Burning feathers smelled really bad.
The front door creaked in the night wind. The candle inside had been blown out, and the cooking fire had sunk to a faint, sullen glow. It suddenly felt cold. The branches of the banyan creaked, as if waving good-bye.
I wiped my face, even though I wasn’t crying. I really wasn’t.
Baba smiled softly. “Time to go, Nargis.”
“At last,” muttered Birdy.

“That’s it. I’m stopping.”
We’d been walking half the night by now, and I’d had enough. Enough of how every step shot a spike of pure pain into my hip, enough of the pulsing ache of my thighs, enough of having to drag the crutch through the sand, and most of all, enough of Birdy, constantly looking back at me, silently fuming at my lack of speed. As if he was much faster! He would beat his stubby wings to hop a few yards ahead, clumsy in the air and awkward on the ground.
“We could all do with a rest,” said Arjuna, sighing with exaggerated exhaustion. He handed out the water. “The old fort’s not far now.”
Birdy frowned. “If you insist. But only for a short while.”
“Thank you sooo much, Raj-kumar.” I filled my mouth with water. Lukewarm or not, it was delicious. “What I still don’t get is why Shamshir overthrew your dad. Something happened, right?”
“I promise I’ll explain it all once we’re safely on board the sky ship,” Birdy said. “You know how much a promise made in the wind is worth?” I asked him. “As much as a fart. And they stink just the same. So tell us, or we’re going to sit right here until Sickle comes hobbling over that dune.”
He scowled at me one last time for good measure, then turned to face all three of us. “A month ago my father held a conference with the leaders of the four garuda castes. The Raptor Lords, the Bright Heralds, the Common Fowl, and the Carrion Eaters. That turned out to be a big mistake.”
“What did he want to discuss?” asked Arjuna.
Birdy bristled. “He wished to add two more perches to the Feathered Council.” He looked around at us. “It is the council that rules Bharat. There are five perches, one for each of the four castes, while my father acts as—”
“Final decider when the votes are evenly split,” I said. “Even I know how the system works.”
Arjuna shook his head. “But who’s left to invite?”
Birdy’s gaze darkened. “You. The Earthbound.”
Whoa. WHOA.
Baba screwed his little finger into his ear. “My ears must have sand in them. It sounded like you said your father wanted to share power with us. Now, that can’t be right, can it?”
My mouth hung open. I couldn’t even begin to think what it all might mean.
But Arjuna could. He laughed and even started dancing. “That is amazing! Your father is the greatest maharajah the world has ever seen! They will be singing his name for a thousand years to come, Sahib!”
Okay, okay. Get it together, Nargis. If something seems too good to be true, then it usually is. “Why? Why after all these centuries has your dad suddenly decided to share?”
“Because it’s the right thing to do? Two perches, one for the townsfolk, one for the farmers,” said Birdy with a heavy sigh. “There have been water riots in some of the larger towns. The wells are running dry across all of Bharat. With the Earthbound taking part in the council’s decisions, he hoped to find a way to quell the trouble before it got out of control.”
That was one way of putting it. “Before it becomes open rebellion, you mean?”
Birdy glowered at me. “They wouldn’t dare.”
He was clawing the ground with his talons. I noticed he did that whenever he was uncomfortable. “Seems you weren’t so happy with dear ole dad’s decision.”
“My feelings aren’t relevant, but since you asked… no. It was a mistake. You haven’t done anything to earn a place at the Feathered Council.”
“Earn?” I snapped. “We’ve earned a place there a thousand times over. Who grows your food? Who digs the wells? Who builds, who weaves, who plants, and who grows? Who does it all while you’re gliding under the sun?” I slapped my chest. “We do. The Earthbound. And you just take it, giving nothing in return.”
Birdy glared at me and spoke through gritted teeth. “Nothing? We keep you alive. Is that nothing? Those wings shield you, protect you from what’s out there. You are pink and soft and weak, and there are those who would feed on you. We take what we’re due. Those others? They’d take everything.”
I crossed my arms. I wasn’t going to let him win this argument. “Others? What else is out there that’s worse than you?”
Birdy gazed up at the stars. “Sky pirates who would enslave each and every one of you. Rocs who would carry off all you own, and even a small one would have no trouble biting you in half and, gulp, gulp, swallowing the pieces.”
“Rocs? They don’t come this far south,” I said. The giant birds nested—and hunted—way up in the Eyries Mountains.
Birdy folded his arms too, and allowed a little superior smile to turn the tips of his lips. “That’s right. Because we patrol the border between their domains and ours.”
We would have stayed there all night, glaring at each other, if it hadn’t been for Arjuna putting himself between the two of us. He looked at us both, hands raised, playing the peacemaker. “But the maharajah has made his decision, and the raj-kumar, like a loyal son, is committed to supporting his father. Am I right?”
Birdy replied with a sharp nod.
Baba chuckled to himself. “The other garudas must have loved that. He was dividing their power and handing it to us. Didn’t he realize that?”
“He is the maharajah! He decides what is right!”
I laughed. “Now I see who you inherited your featherbrain from!”
But Birdy wasn’t finished. “You think it doesn’t make any difference who sits upon the phoenix throne, do you? What does it matter if it’s an eagle, a vulture, or even a pigeon garuda? To the Earthbound we’re all the same. You don’t understand Shamshir. He wants a return to the old ways. My father wants to make the Earthbound our partners in power. Shamshir wants to make you prey. He wants to gather the Tithe of Eyes. He’s already doing it in the territories he controls.”
“The Tithe of Eyes?” exclaimed Arjuna.
It was an old, cruel law. If a village couldn’t pay its taxes, the garudas would order one in every ten people to give up an eye. Sometimes the village would defy them and refuse. Then the garudas would return with their troops and blind the whole village as a lesson to the other villages.
The Tithe of Eyes? I didn’t want to believe it, but the one thing I knew about eagle garudas was that honor was everything to them. They did not lie.

We were a great people, once. We Earthbound. Yeah, we lived in hovels in tiny villages now, scratching a meager living from the poisoned soil of Bharat, but it hadn’t always been that way.
The old fort was proof of that. Our desert trek was finally over—we’d reached our destination. The sun was appearing on the horizon, filling the ruins with shadows. No one came out this way. People shunned the old fort. Some said ghuls lived here, ready to devour the unwary traveler, but I think it was for another reason. We didn’t want to be reminded how far we’d fallen. Life was hard enough without seeing the glories that had once covered Bharat.
Broken minarets rose defiantly against the red sunrise washing the white marble with bloody hues. The vast dome of the main building was cracked open like a roc’s egg, and the statues that had once paraded along the winding paths had been scoured featureless by the wind-blown sand, and the grand gardens were home only to twirling wind spirits playing amongst them.
“How are you doing, Nargis?” Arjuna asked as he handed me his waterskin.
I took it without hesitating, washing down the dust in my throat. “Fine. Nothing I like better than spending all night crossing the desert on a fool’s errand. What makes you think Geedar’s going to help us? Everyone knows that sky pirates and garudas hate each other.”
“We’ll make a deal,” said Arjuna, casting a sidelong glance at Birdy. “A favor for a favor.”
“Ah, I see. You’ll use Birdy’s sense of honor against him? Nice.”
“You really don’t like him, do you?”
“Why should I? I’m a horrible witch, remember? I look at you sideways, and your nose will fall off.”
“My nose? You wouldn’t! It’s my best feature!” Then he paused. “After my deep, mysterious eyes. Oh, possibly after my fancy crest, and have you seen my ears? Works of art.”
I should have been angry, even jealous, but you couldn’t be, not with Arjuna. He just made you happy. Unlike Birdy. He perched on a pile of rubble, slowly dragging his talons across the marble, attention focused ahead.
I faced up to the garuda. “Why have you stopped? The main fort is way over there.”
“I don’t want to be ambushed.”
“By who? There’s no one around.”
Birdy cupped his hands to his mouth. “You might as well come out! I see you! Yes, you with the crossbow!”
A girl rose out of the rubble as if she was a golem. Her tawny cloak was the perfect camouflage amongst the rocks. She carried a loaded crossbow almost as big as she was, and aimed at Birdy. “You shake so much as a tail feather, and I’ll shoot!”
I raised my spare hand. “Do people often want to kill you at first sight?”
“Not until I came here,” muttered Birdy.
Arjuna, arms also raised, took a slow step forward. “Is that you, Tripti? You know me—Arjuna.”
“Oye, Arj!” shouted Tripti as she glared at Birdy, her finger caressing the trigger. “What are you doing bringing a feather-head here?”
“Feather-head? How dare you?” snapped Birdy. “You should be touching my feet with respect!”
I took a step away from Birdy in case the girl shot at him and hit me instead, which, given how everything had turned out so far, was more than likely.
Our ambusher smiled as she steadied her aim. “You’ve lost a lot of your feathers, garuda, but Captain Geedar will give me a purse of gold for that crest of yours. It doesn’t need to be attached to your head, of course.”
“Let’s not mess about. Your boss will want to speak to us.” Irritated, I strode forward until I was right in front of her, the steel tip of the bolt a hand’s width from my belly, and pushed it aside. “So where is he?”
Tripti looked me up and down. She didn’t seem impressed. “How’d you get your leg so bent?”
“From kicking the butts of people who asked me fungus-brained questions.”
Tripti burst out laughing. “Past the dome. We’re getting ready to float. Come on.”
Another pile of rubble to climb, easily twenty feet high. How was I expected to get over that? There had to be another—
Arjuna whistled as he looked up the slope. “Hop on.”
And that was one of the many, many reasons why Arjuna was my best friend in the world. He crouched as I clambered onto his back, just like we’d done when we were little and he’d play “donkey.”
I tapped his shoulder. “Giddyup.”
The old games were still the best.
It’s not like he was that strong, or that nimble, but he hefted me farther up his back and plowed on up to the top of the hill of broken debris, where he let me slip back off. I patted his shoulder. “I owe you a carrot.”
“Eee aw.”
The rest were waiting, and as we reached them, Tripti pointed proudly at the spectacle beyond. “Behold the Kala Cheel! Famed from here to the Eyries and beyond! Beautiful, isn’t she?”
Three great balloons floated above us, crisscrossed with a vast tangled net of rigging. Suspended below the balloons was a ship made of a complicated lattice of bamboo, with big propellers on either side—two huge ones that looked like they’d been stolen off a windmill, and a row of smaller ones at the back, on a shifting arm. Tripti pointed out each component, one after the other. “You got three balloons for lift. The snout, the belly, and the butt. The big propellers power forward, and the small ones act as the rudder. You use them to change direction.”
Arjuna pointed at the wire cages dangling from the balloons. “And what are they?”
“Lightning traps. Sometimes we need to ride the storms. These trips can be a little rough.”
Birdy looked over the ship with a critical eye. “And you need the lightning to power the astra cannons, don’t you?”
“You know much about astras, do you?” asked Tripti. Then she shouted as she descended the rubble into the smugglers’ camp, spread out in the shadow beneath the huge sky ship. “Oye! Look what I found! If we kill ’em, remember the bounty’s mine!”
There were a dozen sky sailors, or pirates, depending which side you were on. Either way, the crew was from all corners of Bharat and beyond. Some wore their hair long and loose in the manner of the nomads of the Grass Seas. Others had the slim, dark build of the lands far south, and others were pale with straw-colored hair. They dressed in gaudy bright silks, and many sweated bare-chested, exposing their canvas of tattoos to the rising sun.
It seemed that they’d been camped here for a few days, but now they were leaving. Some were packing up tents. Others were dismantling cooking frames and putting out their breakfast fires with a few handfuls of sand. The rest loaded the ship with crates and barrels, using pulleys running off the deck down to the ground. What was their cargo? Nothing legal, that was for sure.
A figure peered over the side of the hull and waved his big feathered hat. “Haul ’em up!”
Tripti acted as if the ship was hers and freed up a pallet. “Climb on.”
I peered upward, and gulped. “That’s a long way up. What if I fall?”
Tripti shrugged. “Don’t hit anybody below.”
The pallet swayed, a lot, and I hung on to the rope as tightly as I could, my crutch useless when the ground itself wasn’t steady. Baba put his arms around me while Arjuna, despite going pale, tried his best to look like he was enjoying the trip. Tripti sat on the edge of the pallet, whistling merrily as she swung her bare legs in the empty air. Birdy balanced easily on our swaying platform as he gazed out across the old ruins.
The ship’s hull wasn’t solid at all. It hardly needed to be waterproof. The hull was a complex lattice of bamboo, an assembly of grilles, woven together to keep the weight minimal and let the air pass through. Strange ten-foot-long brass trumpets poked out along its length. What were they for?
The wind grew fiercer, and we were buffeted by the draft off the big propellers, but the sailors knew their business and swung us over the deck. Birdy jumped off first, using what feathers he still had to land gently. The rest of us dismounted with a little less grace. A lot less grace.
The moment I touched the deck, I sensed them, tingling through the soles of my bare feet. The ship swayed gently in the breeze, but below there was the vibration of an engine, and engines meant heat, and heat meant—
I gasped as a woman swung down from the rigging and landed lightly before us. She had a crocodile tattoo curling up from her wrist, all the way up her arm and over her bare scalp, so that the jaws of the crocodile were poised to swallow her eyes. She was amazingly terrifying with her jade-studded teeth.
“Namaste, Ammit,” said Arjuna. “The crocodile’s grown larger since last time.”
He knew her? Maybe I should have paid more attention when he’d talked about his business plans.
The crocodile woman, Ammit, rubbed her scaly scalp. “Crocodiles grow when they’re well fed.”
Arjuna gestured to Birdy. “Then that croc’s going to double in size once I explain the deal I’ve got for you.”
Ammit glanced over at us, then turned to her companion, a tall man wearing a golden cape. From his outfit, from his swagger, from the way everyone got extra busy around him, I knew we were standing before Captain Geedar. No introduction was necessary.
Sky ship captains were worse than peacocks, with their flashy capes, big boots, silken shirts, sashes, and jewel-studded belts. But what was most amazing was his hair. It was ginger, even his eyebrows. He looked so alien, his skin the color of weak chai and his eyes pale blue. I stared. He carried a cruel-looking whip, and a cutlass hung from his belt. This was a guy not to be messed with.
He flipped Tripti a silver rupee. “A finder’s fee. Now get below and grab something to eat.”
“But, Dad, I want to watch them walk the plank.”
Dad? No wonder Tripti acted like she owned the ship.
“Below, girl. Tell Bawarchi I want full float within the hour, even if he needs to climb into the furnace himself to wake those ifreets he’s always complaining about.”
Ifreets? So it was their presence I’d felt when I’d boarded. It made sense. How else could the captain get all the hot air he needed, all the power, to make his ship fly?
“Aye, Captain.” Tripti tucked away the coin, then dashed off.
Geedar rocked on his heels as he passed his gaze over us, ending with Arjuna. “Where are my peaches? Pandit promised me three barrels, and I’ve waited all day, and nothing.”
“I’ve got something much, much better, Captain Sahib,” said Arjuna.
Geedar’s suspicious gaze shifted to Birdy. “Not interested.”
The garudas and sky pirates had been enemies for centuries. Birdy’s dad, the maharajah, had personally destroyed plenty of pirate fleets. All that endless sky, and no one wanted to share it.
Arjuna wasn’t giving up. “This could make you more than a hundred barrels of peaches, Captain. We need to get to the Rookery.”
“That’s not where I’m headed.”
“I’ll make it worth your while, pirate,” said Birdy.
Geedar’s hand caressed his whip. “And who are you, exactly?”
Someone had to stop Birdy from telling the truth. Once that was out, we were dead. No self-respecting sky pirate would ally himself with the son of the maharajah. So I interrupted. “What does it matter? He can give you want you’ve always wanted, Captain.”
“What’s that, young lady?”
“A friend in Alamut,” I replied. “He’s standing right here in front of you. You just take us to the Rookery, and those patrols you spend your life avoiding? He could make them disappear. Those ports you have to avoid? They’ll be greeting you with garlands of marigolds on every visit.”
Birdy looked like he’d eaten a sour worm, but he nodded. “That could be arranged.”
Geedar shook his head. “You know where the Rookery is, from here? Across the Eyries Mountains. That’s roc territory. I’m not risking my ship and crew on a vague promise from… a garuda.”
“He’s an eagle garuda,” I said.
“He looks more like an overcooked chicken to me.” Geedar turned to Ammit. “Get them off my ship.”
And just like that, our great adventure was over.








CHAPTER 10
Ammit snapped her fingers, and three big sailors stepped forward, clubs ready. “You heard the captain.”
The ship suddenly lurched as the front balloon sagged and the ship tipped forward. I grabbed on to the railing, but a few sailors and the cargo that hadn’t been strapped down went tumbling, one barrel rolling right over the side.
The pipes that ran overhead feeding the balloons began shuddering. They rattled, and steam hissed as their flanges loosened. Something belowdecks roared. The crew started yelling in panic, and that tingling in my feet got stronger, and not in a good way.
Baba frowned as he put his hand against one of the hot-air pipes. “Nargis…”
“Yeah. I know. The ifreets are getting out of control.”
“Dad! Dad!” Tripti popped up out of a hatch in the floor, wild-eyed and covered in soot. “It’s the engine! Bawarchi can’t get it under control!”
Geedar was too skilled a sailor to stumble, no matter how much the sky ship was shaking. But he wasn’t happy. “That fool! I should toss him over the side! He promised—”
I threw myself aside, knocking Geedar off his feet, as the pipe above tore open and a jet of flame bathed the spot where he’d been standing. The planks instantly caught alight as the fire spirits, the ifreets, dashed across the deck, freed from the pipes. They cackled and crackled with joy, summoning more of their kin as more pipes began glowing with heat.
Tripti cowered against a stack of bales that were already smoldering. “They’ve gotten out of the furnace and into the pipes, Dad!”
More ifreets burst from the ruptured pipes, spreading carnage, trailing burning footprints on the deck. A few were up in the rigging, heading for the balloons. If those caught fire, we would come crashing down—hard.
“We need to get off!” I yelled at Baba.
But Baba was already muttering, and his eyes were becoming vague and distant as he sang to the ifreets.
I grabbed his wrist. “Stop it. You take on any more heat, and you’ll burst into flames.”
He shook himself out of his trance, looking briefly bewildered. “But the ship, Nargis. We have to save the ship.”
Why was I always surrounded by heroes? First Arjuna, now Baba. Why couldn’t they be cowards, like me? I stumbled toward Tripti. “Where’s the engine room?”
“What?” She looked around her in horror. “My ship!”
“Take me to the engine room!”
The ship dipped as the butt balloon deflated. I slid toward the hatch even as the crew scrambled over me with buckets and wet sheets. The ifreets ran wild.
Where was my crutch? I’d dropped it when I’d thrown myself at Geedar. I couldn’t see it, and panic flashed through my mind. I always knew where it was, every moment of every day. But that was going to be the least of my problems if the Kala Cheel went up in smoke.
Tears left trails through the soot covering Tripti’s cheeks. “Can… can you can save my ship?”
“Let me talk to the ifreets.”
She nodded, then scampered across the deck, arms over her head as burning debris fell from above. “This way!” she yelled, before hopping through the hatch.
Sometimes you need to use your brawn. Other times your brains. Then there are those frantic, desperate times when you need to use your butt. Pushing with my hands, I slid across the deck after her, then pivoted on my backside to grab the edge of the hatch. I swung myself over.
I hung over the lip by my fingertips, suspended over the ship’s hold and looking for somewhere to land.
The bales looked soft enough. I gritted my teeth, and let go.
I landed, butt first. Unfortunately, it was rather bony and the impact jolted up through my spine to my teeth.
Sky ships weren’t exactly roomy, with cargo wedged into every nook and cranny, leaving a narrow crawl space that wound through the ship’s guts.
“Come on!” shouted Tripti.
The pipes groaned and buckled as we moved deeper into the ship’s belly.
I heard a man’s voice ahead. “It’s no good! The furnace’s gonna blow!”
Through the sweaty fog I saw Tripti with a broad, red-faced man with three tool belts wrapped around his burly waist.
I shouted to Tripti over the rattling and hissing. “Where do the ifreets live?”
Tripti coughed as the smoke grew thicker, but pointed at a huge copper and bronze contraption, ten feet in diameter.
“What is it?” I asked.
The red-faced man clanged the metal with his wrench. “The ship’s furnace. The heart of Kala Cheel. It’s cracking apart, girl. We need to get out of here now!”
The furnace resembled a shiny, misshapen egg with pipes sprouting out of it. It was covered with pressure and temperature gauges, and cast-iron levers to direct flow to the balloons, the propellers, and whatever else needed energy. When you first saw it, it was just a chaotic jumble of copper tubing, but there was a pattern, a secret order to it.
Symbols covered the furnace’s bronze skin. They were as much art as they were instructions, and they were beautiful. Someone had built the furnace to be adored.
To be a home.
There was one small window, no bigger than palm-sized, that let you peer in, to check the quality of the flame. The flame within wasn’t red, orange, or yellow. It was blue. The furnace was ready to explode.
I focused on what lived within the fire. The ifreets.
They roared within their bronze-and-copper prison. They felt unloved, unappreciated. And they were angry. They shook the furnace’s walls and poured their rage into the pipes, swelling in size and power as they began to test their might against the fragile joints.
“Your ifreets are angry. You’ve kept them trapped too long.”
The man crouched down and peered through the glass plate. “You can see them?”
I don’t know how I became a spirit singer. I remember Dad teaching me to look at things not just with the eyes but with the heart, and with my soul. Opening up my senses beyond the five common ones, and learning about the world we lived in through them. So while most saw just flickering flames, I saw dancing spirits. Their fingers wove letters of fire, mainly insults, but to everyone else they were meaningless patterns.
“Please save my ship,” begged Tripti.
Ifreets have pride. They were… hotheaded. You had to make them think that doing what you wanted was their idea. Tickle their egos a bit. Puff them up. I smiled at them, and sang.
“Oh, how beautiful you are, my little sprite!
I’ve never seen flames burn so bright!
Surely you must be the rajah of your crew.
There can be none that can compare to you!
Oye, what do you say?
Do others want to play?
Come, then, one and every ifreet!
Who’s the best, the brightest, the one to beat?”
That got them going. Nothing like a little friendly competition. Each ifreet wanted to show that they were the brightest, and so they burned. The fire within the furnace became an inferno. The temperature valves jumped into the red zone.
The man stared at the twitching needles. “What are you doing? It’s getting hotter!”
“Just watch,” I said.
Then, one after another, the ifreets sank into the ash, their brilliant blues fading to intense yellows, to oranges and reds. The flames became flickering patterns amongst the ash.
“They’ve burned out,” said the man.
“The poor ifreets are exhausted.” I tapped the window with my knuckle. “They’ll sleep now. Let everything cool down. You need to give it a—”
“What by the grim gods is going on down here?” Geedar swung through the pipe works with casual nimbleness. He grabbed the man with the spanners by his collar and lifted him off his feet. “I was almost roasted, Bawarchi! Now tell me why I shouldn’t throw you overboard right now!”
Others might have been terrified by the captain, me included, but this Bawarchi slapped Geedar’s hand away. “I warned you, Captain! We need a refit!”
“You said we had six months’ float!”
Bawarchi laughed scornfully. “I said that nine months ago!”
The whole furnace shuddered, and the pipes groaned as they filled with steam. The ship steadied, and began to rise as the heat was slowly released into the system, and the balloons above.
Tripti took her dad’s hand and turned toward me. “She did it. She saved the Kala Cheel.”
Bawarchi slapped my back. “Never seen anything like it!”
Geedar wiped the sweat off his face as he peered at me. “Guess I owe you.”
He didn’t say it with any joy, but sometimes you have to take what you’re given and be grateful for that. “You know my price.”
Geedar gazed about the labyrinth of copper piping, then turned his gaze to me. “You ever been on a sky ship before?”
“Hardly left the ground before,” I admitted.
“You able to climb with that leg of yours?”
“I doubt you need me climbing the rigging.” I tapped a nearby pipe. “This place might suit me better.”
Then he nodded and headed back up. I followed as quickly as I could. Bawarchi shouted after me, “You’re welcome here anytime, girl!”
The others were waiting anxiously. The moment I arrived, Arjuna handed me my crutch. “Thought this might come in handy.”
Birdy gave me a curious look. Whether that was good or bad, I didn’t know, nor much care.
We were still floating a hundred feet above the ground. The fires were out, but the damage had been done. There were bent pipes, smoldering rigging, blackened patches across the deck, still smoking. The smell of molten tar and crisp wood mingled with the cool morning air, yet somehow the three balloons had escaped the worst of it.
Ammit thumbed toward a huddle of injured men. “Three badly burned, two with broken limbs from debris. They’re not going to be any use to us until they’ve healed.”
Baba was amongst them, spreading our supply of Aswin cream across one of the men’s burns. Baba winked at me as we joined them. “Nicely done, Nargis. I can hear the ifreets snoring from here.”
Even the crew looked at me differently. A few nodded their thanks even as they got to repairing the rigging.
Geedar tapped his foot as he assessed the damage to his ship and crew. “We can’t take the injured men with us. We’ll use the camp here at the old fort for them to rest and recover, then collect them when we come back at the end of mango season.” He turned to Baba. “Can you look after them, old man?”
Baba rested his hands on his bony hips. “The broken leg will heal if he doesn’t move around too much. Those burns… I need more of my herbs.”
I looked through my medicine bag. There wasn’t enough apsara paste for everyone. I took out a few soma leaves to chew, quieting the protests coming from my weary leg. “We’ll get them fixed. I could sneak back to the herb garden and get everything we need. I’ve had enough adventure. Now that I’ve tried it, I’ve decided I don’t like it.”
“You need to take him, Nargis,” said Baba. “This is a chance like no other. If our young garuda succeeds… think about it. We’ll be equal to the garudas. You can change it all.”
“Me? Arjuna can take him!”
Arjuna shook his head. “I have to go back to Pandit, Nargis. I thought you knew that. I still owe him.”
“Pandit can do without you. It’s time Krish learned the family business. You’re staying right here. There’s no way I’m getting left with Birdy.”
“I am standing right here!” snapped the raj-kumar.
“Then do something!”
He folded his arms. “Only if you do something first. My name isn’t ‘Birdy.’ It’s not ‘Beakie.’ It’s certainly not ‘Feather-head.’ It’s ‘Mistral.’ Say it.”
I glowered at him. How could he be so petty at a time like this? “Fine. Mistral. Satisfied?”
Birdy, I mean Mistral, just nodded. He put his hand on Arjuna’s shoulder. “You are duty-bound to this… Pandit, yes?”
Arjuna looked miserable. “Sworn to serve him another eight years, lord.”
“I release you from that debt,” said Mistral. “Now can we get going?”
Arjuna was rarely lost for words, but all he could do was stare at Mistral, utterly dumbfounded.
“That’s it?” I asked. Then shrugged. “There’s an elegant simplicity to Talon Law, isn’t there?”
I looked at Baba. Arjuna could take Mistral now. But there was more to it for me. Baba just shook his head, and I understood. I was going.
From up here you could see all around. I could even make out the smoke rising from the cooking fires of Lalpani and the sunlight glistening from the distant river. “I never thought I’d actually be leaving.”
Baba chuckled. “It was going to happen sooner or later. You’re wasted here. Go to the Rookery. Go farther. Don’t let anything stop you. When you’re done, come and find me and tell me all about it. I’ll be waiting.”
I locked my arms around Baba’s scrawny body. I gripped my wrists so he couldn’t escape. “I’m not letting you go.”
Gently Baba slipped from my hold. He cupped my tearstained cheeks with his palms. “This was always meant to be. Your karma is out there, somewhere. Go find it. Be marvelous.”

It took the rest of the day to set up the camp. Baba took charge, arranging tents and supplies and a few extra hands to run errands. I helped. Keeping busy meant I didn’t have time to cry. I’d save that for later. It was nightfall by the time the camp was ready, and the smell of fresh chapatis and peppery dhal was drifting up from the cooking fires. Arjuna stood beside me as the pallet descended one last time. Baba waved, and his eyes were bright in the moonlight. “I can’t wait to hear of all your adventures, Nargis! Look after her, Arjuna, but don’t stand in her way!”
Arjuna took my hand, and squeezed.
Tripti leaned over the railing, waving at him. “I’ll take good care of her!”
Now that I’d saved her ship, she’d taken on the role of my personal guide, proudly showing us every inch of the ship, explaining how it worked.
One of the big pipes creaked above us. Mistral perched, motionless, upon it, wings folded around him like a ragged cloak, eyes filled with the ghost-light of the full moon.
What was he thinking? Had this gone how he’d hoped? I seriously doubted it. He was relying on a sky pirate, a peacock, and a crutch-wielding witch, hardly the makings of an epic tale. But we were all he had, and he was all we had.
“Gather up! The captain wants a word!” yelled Ammit from the rigging.
The entire crew assembled as Geedar stood upon the poop deck.
He had one boot up on the railing, hands on his raised knee, every inch the sky pirate captain. He cast his gaze across us, paused a moment on Mistral, then surveyed his crew. “You sky dogs know what’s what, but there’s never any harm in repeating the rules. They are simple. Do as I say, don’t question me, and stay out of my way, and we’ll all have a pleasant trip. You do any different, and I’m more than happy to let you off the ship, but watch that first step.” He winked at me. “The landing’s pretty hard at three thousand feet.”
The crew laughed.
I gulped.
Then Geedar cracked his whip over their heads. “Now, get to it, you sky dogs! The wind’s a-waiting!”








CHAPTER 11
Sailors were spread across the deck eating their evening meal, relaxing. Arjuna was on the poop deck with Geedar and Ammit, learning sky piracy from the best. One of the sky dogs had a flute, playing an old folk tune that breezed across the deck while a flock of white-winged, snake-necked egrets followed us. Did birds feel the same way about garudas as we did, see them as intruders that weren’t quite one thing nor the other?
We’d been floating for three days now, and I’d given up trying to warn Tripti to stay away from the edge. I kept well back so no sudden gust sent me for the Long Drop.
The Sudden Stop. The Squelcher. The Hasty Pasty. Every sailor had their own term for going overboard. All horrible.
I was seeing Bharat, at last. It wasn’t what I’d thought it would be.
So much emptiness. Abandoned villages. Farms given to the desert, dried-out waterways, and lakes filled with sand. Tripti pointed out towns and villages they’d traded with once, but no longer.
“Bharat’s running dry,” she said, carelessly swinging her legs back and forth over the side of the hull while she finished off her chapati. “We’re sailing farther and farther, trading less and less. Soon there’ll be nothing left, for anyone.”
“I thought Lalpani was as bad as it got,” I replied.
“Lalpani’s a paradise compared to most places! People are starving out there.” Tripti shook her head. “It’s all falling apart.”
Falling apart? I’d been hoping that getting Earthbound onto the Feathered Council might fix things, but maybe things were way past that already. “Is it any better at the Rookery?”
“The Rookery’s dangerous in other ways.” Tripti brushed her palm along the hilt of her dagger. “But before we reach the Rookery, we need to cross the Eyries Mountains. That’s where the rocs nest.”Rocs. If garudas were strange, trips on sky ships stranger still, then rocs were… strangest of all. “You’ve seen them? What are they like? As big as people say?”
“Birds as big as houses.” Tripti spread out her arms as wide as she could. “Wings a hundred feet, tip to tip. Swallow a person whole, and their beaks are powerful enough to snip a fella in half, no problem. A full-grown roc can carry an elephant all the way up to its nest to feed its young. They live hundreds of years, always getting bigger and bigger. The mountain people have learned how to tame them, use them to hunt and protect their territory.” She fanned out her fingers, thumbs touching, and swooped them through the air. “Saw one come down and grab a cow in each claw. Just like that.”
I gazed at the huge, taut balloons. “And what’s to stop anyone from just ripping these open? There are others who think they own the sky.”
“I’d like to see one try.” Tripti turned to point at one of the long copper cannons bound with thick polished chains. “I’ve got six astras, three starboard, three port. All fully charged. Then at the prow I’ve got an old-fashioned ballista—‘a giant crossbow’ is the best way to describe it. A bolt shot from that would punch straight through a herd of elephants, so a roc would be no problem. Finally we have the sirens. Bawarchi built them,” she said, gesturing to the strange tubed brass music horns sticking out from the hull like oars. “The roar from those will terrify any roc. They’ve got delicate hearing, those big birds. Close up a blast from a siren could knock it senseless. Then…” She whistled as she turned her finger in a slow spiral, then slammed her palms together to make her point. “It’s the Squelcher.”
“Looks like you’re ready for anything.”
Tripti beamed. “Dad runs a tight ship. Once I make my fortune, I’ll build one of my own. Twice as big, twice as fast. We’ll rule the skies.”
I searched the sky for the silhouette of a titanic bird, half-afraid, half-excited. “You think we might see one?”
Tripti shook her head. “It’s molting season. The rocs stay in their nests getting fat. But if we do see them, pray it’s not the Wild Hunt that’s coming for us.”
“Is that one of the roc tribes? The people who ride them?”
“Scum.” Tripti spat down into the clouds. “You see a rider with a winged-dagger tattoo here”—she tapped her forehead—“better to throw yourself over the edge than let them catch you and feed you to their rocs. Those giant birds like their meals still alive. They’ll tear you open and slurp out your guts like dragging worms from the dirt.”
“Oh, great,” I said. As if hanging a thousand feet over rocks but for a sack of air wasn’t enough to be worried about. “How much farther till we reach the Rookery?”
“Two more days to cross the mountains, then another to the Rookery, the biggest nest in all Bharat.”
Nests. Colossal trees big enough for towns to be built upon their boughs, and all intertwined with rope bridges and hanging gardens. They were scattered all across Bharat, but the Rookery was the most famous, or infamous. It was where you could win a fortune or lose your life with a flip of a coin.
Once we were rid of Mistral, I’d get a new life started with Arjuna, and Baba would come along later. A spirit singer could do well, especially with Arjuna’s charm. We’d forget about Lalpani and greedy Pandit, and maybe, just maybe, things might actually turn out better. Didn’t we deserve some good luck?
“You ever been to Alamut?” I asked.
Tripti snorted loudly. “The floating city? As if the maharajah would ever permit a mere worm like me to cast so much as a shadow upon his precious palace. No. Seen it from afar, though, shining silver in the sunlight.”
“The balloons holding it up must be gigantic, the size of clouds.”
“Balloons? It’s not held up by balloons.”
“Then what keeps it in the sky?” I asked.
Tripti gestured over her shoulder. “Why don’t you ask him?”
Mistral was perched on the railing, watching the world. He fluttered his wings as if they might suddenly sprout feathers and he’d be able to fly off once and for all.
“I’d rather not,” I said. “Why spoil a lovely evening like this?”
Tripti squinted. “You really don’t like him much?”
“You tell me. You’re the one who wanted to shoot him.” I glanced over to where he was perched. “What’s there to like? The feather-head is pompous, selfish, and dangerous to be around.”
“Dangerous?” asked Tripti, more keenly than I’d have liked.
“You really don’t want to know.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Tripti sprang to her feet. “Oye, feather-head! You must have been to Alamut, right?”
“Why?” Somehow he had learned to ignore Tripti’s insults.
“Is it as beautiful as they say? All silver towers and bridges spun as thin as cobwebs?”
“It is beautiful, and sad.”
“Sad?” I asked. “Sad how?”
“Empty for the most part. Alamut once housed thousands. There were parks with fountains, great courts where the garudas would perform and race each other, and even a menagerie filled with animals from beyond Bharat. Now it is a city of ghosts. Most of the palaces are empty but for the wind.”
Tripti huffed. “Sounds boring.” And with that she swung herself up into the rigging and climbed toward the belly balloon, yelling orders at the crew.
Mistral watched her go. “She would not think that if she’d set eyes upon the silver city. There is no greater wonder in all the world.”
“Built by the greatest spirit singer of them all,” I said.
“You mean the fabled Yavana? The man’s been dead a thousand years. Let it be.”
“Easy for you to say. It was your ancestors who killed him. How does the story go?”
Mistral scowled. It was a good, solid scowl. He practiced it a lot around me. “Let me guess. The race?”
“So your head’s not full of feathers after all. Yes, the race. The race Yavana won against the first ruler of Alamut. What was his name again?”
“Zephyr.”
“That’s right.” I was enjoying watching him squirm. Just like a worm caught in the open. Now he knew what that felt like. “Yavana built Alamut, but the maharajah refused to pay him, refused to let the Earthbound have access to the city. So Yavana challenged the maharajah to a race. The first to the Eyries and back would win. The maharajah knew there was no sky ship fast enough to match the speed of an eagle, so he thought Yavana was a fool. But Yavana outwitted him, which, given the fact that the maharajah was an eagle garuda, wasn’t so hard.”
“Why do you persist with these petty insults? You know they don’t affect me.”
I smirked. “You pluck a chicken one feather at a time.”
“I’m no chicken.”
“Cluck, cluck.”
Mistral glared at me. “What did you just say?”
“Me? Nothing. I was just clearing my throat. Y’know, so I can tell the rest of the story. Want to hear it or not?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“No. Where was I? Ah, so the maharajah summoned his entire court to witness the race. He was so sure of himself, until Yavana arrived. On wings. Wings he’d made himself, for himself. He’d collected the feathers and bound a pazuzu, a wind spirit—”
“I know what a pazuzu is,” snapped Mistral. “And I know all about the Wings of Yavana. How he first made two pairs, one for him and one for his son when they were prisoners of some rajah far to the west. But those first wings were… inadequate. His son flew too high and was undone in his pride. So Yavana learned from the spirit singers of Bharat how to summon the elementals of nature, then used his own craft to bind them to his contraption of feathers and bone. And so they raced, and, to summarize a tedious story, Yavana won.”
“You cut out some of the best bits, but yes, he beat your eagle maharajah. By a looong way. Not that it mattered, in the end.”
“No, I suppose it didn’t,” said Mistral. “Zephyr tore the wings from Yavana’s shoulders and threw him off the highest tower of Alamut, with a single feather pinned to his back. The Feather Fall. The fate of anyone who betrays the ruler of Alamut. It was not… honorable.”
“At least you admit it,” I replied. “All Yavana wanted was his fair share. That’s all any of us want.”
Mistral had this habit—instinct—of dragging his talons back and forth. He was doing it right now. A small, unconscious part of him saw the rest of the world—me included—as prey. “A nice fable. One that warms you at night, I’m sure. But that’s all it is. There’s no proof of any of it. Was Yavana even real? There’s no spirit singer who can do a fraction of what he is said to have achieved.”
“Yavana was a spirit singer. He could command the elements of earth, fire, water, and air. That’s something no garuda can do.”
Mistral laughed. “Command the elements? Like when you set fire to Lalpani?”
And with a beat of his wings he pushed himself farther up the rigging. This conversation was over.
“I’ll show you what a spirit singer can do,” I muttered.
Arjuna stepped up beside me. “You still ruffling the raj-kumar’s feathers? Let it go, Nargis.”
“Creeping up behind people is considered rude,” I snapped. “And what a surprise. You’re taking his side.”
“I’m not taking any side. It’s just that you’re angry.”
“The sooner we reach the Rookery and get rid of him the better.”
“Get rid of him?” Arjuna looked aghast. “We need to help him reclaim Alamut!”
“All this thin air is affecting your brain, Arj. There is no ‘we’ in any of this. We’ve done our bit. Now let Mistral gather up his army of feathered fiends and take out Shamshir. That’s garuda business, not ours.”
Arjuna shook his head. “But Shamshir’s a tyrant. He’s dangerous.”
“All the more reason to stay well away from him!” I took Arjuna’s hand. “The moment Mistral’s dad gets his feathered backside back onto the throne, they’ll forget all about us.” I led him to the hull and pointed out there. “You and me, Arj. Like it’s always been. You’re a trader, not a warrior. We’re going to set up a business. We’ll be rich in a year. Rich enough for you to buy a sky ship of your own. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”
His eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”
“Appealing to your inner greed? You can’t be that noble, not really.” I slapped his shoulder. “Can’t you just be a little selfish? Like normal people? What ever happened to looking after number one?”
“We have to help Mistral,” he insisted.
“No. We. Don’t.” I shot Mistral a dirty look. He was busy preening his few remaining feathers. “How can anyone stay calm around him? Every feather irritates me, and… look at how smug he is!”
“I think that’s just his face,” said Arjuna. “Let it go, Nargis. Be the better person. The raj-kumar can’t help what he is.”
I whacked the crutch against the railing. “I’m tired of being the better person. Tired of being taken for granted.”
“I don’t take you for granted.”
I huffed. “You don’t count.”
“Oh? Thanks. Fine.” Arjuna turned away and stalked off.
Not him too! What was it about boys? Unless they were being flattered, waited on hand and foot, the moment you said anything, they got their crests into a flap! And what did I have to apologize for? Nothing! Mistral was the one in the wrong!
I’d show them both.








CHAPTER 12
I waited till much, much later, when the whole ship was asleep except for the sailor on the rudder and a few oth ers watching from on high.
We were following a river gulley along a valley. Paths zigzagged up the slopes to small villages clinging to the rock. There was vegetation, crops growing upon stepped terraces carved into the mountainside, and goats roamed along the narrow patches of earth. A few small fires glimmered on the patchwork world below.
Mistral had found himself a perch between the snout and belly balloons. He sat there, asleep, hunched with his wings partially wrapped around his shoulders, feathers ruffling in the wind.
I’d show him.
An apple core whizzed past my ear, and a moment later Tripti dropped out of the rigging. She screwed up one eye as she peered at me. “What’cha doing?”
“Nothing.” I stretched out my arms and yawned. “Just couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d come up for some fresh air.”
“You’re up to something. Tell me, maybe I can help.”
“How… how can you tell?”
Tripti gazed up and down the deck. “You’ve got that look. Same as I have. They don’t take me seriously. Not really. I’ve got plans, Nargis. Big plans.”
“You want a sky ship. I get it.”
Her eyes brightened and she grabbed my arm. “Yeah, but not in ten years, not even five. Now!”
Mistral didn’t think we Earthbound were worth anything much at all. But I’d seen his contempt for spirit singers. What if I did something undeniably amazing? He’d have to admit we were worth a place on the Feathered Council. I matched Tripti’s grin with one of my own. “What if we could get to the Rookery tonight? Get rid of Mistral sooner rather than later?”
“I like the sound of that,” said Tripti. “Garudas don’t belong on sky ships; they’re bad luck. Everybody knows that. Maybe we could turn that bad luck into good profit.” She shook her head. “But how? The furnace is working flat out.”
“Not the ifreets. I don’t want to push them any harder. But it’s like you said. Everything depends on the wind.”
“You’ll call on the wind spirits? What are they called?”
“Pazuzus. Want to help?”
“Yeah!” She sprang forward and hugged me. I’d…
People never treated me like that, especially once they knew I was a spirit singer.
Tripti believed in me! She knew what I could do and wanted me to do it. Now, that was the sort of friend I needed. Not someone cautious like Arjuna.
Tripti pointed up to the poop deck. “We’ll go up there. It’s more out of the way.”
I followed her up to where a sleepy sailor stood, arms slung over the wheel. Tripti gave a low whistle. “Oye, Pathan. Take a break. I’ll steer.”
He rubbed his jowls. “The captain wants—”
Tripti stamped her foot. “You think I don’t know what he wants? What he thinks from the moment he wakes till when he puts his head down?”
The sailor, Pathan, was twice her size, but he shrank under her gaze. “All right, Tripti. I could do with a short nap. Just keep the ship—”
She snapped her fingers under his nose. “Just go.”
I waited till he was gone. Then I turned on her. “That was amazing.”
“What was?” She wrapped her small hands around the wheel. “Now get us to the Rookery.”
The pazuzus hummed around the propellers, pulled the ropes, and drummed against the taut balloon skins. They raced each other across the hull, flying from bow to stern, whistling through the lattice frame and making the rigging thrum.
Singing to them would be a treat.
“I see you, wild spirits of the air,
Swooping, roaring, laughing without a care,
But I have a test for you, if you dare!”
They heard. A few swirled around me, pulling my hair and tugging at my clothing.
“A challenge of strength, to take hold of this ship
And carry it faster along this trip!”
The propellers thrummed louder.
This was easy! The sky was filled with pazuzus. This was their domain, after all. The hull groaned as they gathered around it and shoved.
Ropes strained. The big axles powering the main propellers rattled. The wind whistled across the deck. A few sailors pulled their blankets tighter, muttering sleepy curses at the sudden gusts. The pazuzus formed a wall of air around me as they boasted about how much more they could do. They could go much faster.
Why not?
“Is that the best you can do?
Are you so weak? It can’t be true.
Come on, show me what you’ve got!
Huff and puff and take us aloft!
Into the clouds, beyond the stars and toward the sun,
Show me how it’s done!”
That got them going. More and more pazuzus came swirling out of the sky, seizing hold of the propellers, pushing against the hull, dragging on the ropes, and swelling around the balloons. They roared all around us, swinging the ship with furious savagery. It was amazing!
Then I was pulled around, hard.
Mistral dug his fingers painfully deep into my shoulders. “Stop it!” He yelled over the howling winds.
The pazuzus were everywhere, and more were descending, tearing through the sky to join in the fun. The hull vibrated. The planks buckled and strained against their nails. The crew on deck threw off their blankets, instantly awake, sensing that the ship was in trouble.
“Let her go!” Tripti yelled. “She knows what she’s doing!”
The main axle screamed. It drove the main propellers and was the source of Kala Cheel’s power. But the pazuzus were spinning the propellers faster than the axle could manage. It was twisting out. Small tears were opening up along it. If it broke…
“Stop it!” I yelled. “You’ve done enough! Oh wonderful pazuzus, enough!”
They ignored me.
One sailor was swept across the deck and over the railing. He screamed as he grabbed one of the ropes and dangled like a flag on a string, but his grip began slipping….
Mistral flapped over the edge. He hooked his talons into the man’s shoulders, and once an eagle had you in his grip, there was no breaking it. Even without his full wings, Mistral managed to ride the air current with what few feathers he still had to swoop back onto the deck, returning the man into the arms of his companions.
Tripti cried out as the wheel spun out of control.
Arjuna clambered up from the hatch, staring and wide-mouthed in bewilderment. Then he saw me, bewilderment transforming to horror, and fear. Geedar and Ammit were on deck, shouting orders that no one could hear over the howling pazuzus.
The wind spirits were too enthralled by their own strength. The ship was their toy, and if it broke, ah well, that’s what happened to toys.
I needed to take their power away, just as Baba had absorbed the flames when they’d threatened to burn down Lalpani.
My ears popped as I breathed in. A sip, to begin with. Too much, and my lungs would literally explode. The dry air began to rush down my throat, as coarse as sand. It hurt, but I needed to breathe in more. I opened my mouth a little wider….
The pazuzus squeezed me from all directions. They smothered me, filling my throat and burning my lungs. I was suffocating with too much air.
I was going to burst apart. Blackness invaded my sight. It was all so hazy, watching Mistral, Arjuna, and the crew battling the tearing winds threatening to rip the Kala Cheel into splinters. I needed to take in more air. If I couldn’t save myself, I had to save the ship. I had to.
I forced my head up toward the sky, stretching my mouth until my jaws ached.
The pazuzus rushed in and…
… and then I was gone, gone into oblivion.








CHAPTER 13
I’m as quiet as a mouse, even though I want to cry. I see Mommy and Daddy, glimpse them as the door swings back and forth. They lie on the ground, and I know they’re not sleeping.
I tuck myself deeper under the bed.
Then there’s someone at the door.
His talons click on the hard-packed dirt floor. His feathers rustle uncomfortably. He’s not used to so small a space.
He’s searching.
As quiet as a mouse. As quiet as a mouse.
Click, click, click. Those talons get closer to my hiding place.
The bed’s thrown aside, and I scream as I’m hauled up off the floor.
“Found you,” says Mistral, his amber eyes blazing with triumph. “Time to join your father, Nargis.”

“Nargis?”
I jolted, the way you do when you’ve been falling in your sleep and your body suddenly stops. I wasn’t falling. I was still, lying flat. I unpeeled my eyelids. “Arjuna?”
He smiled at me. “Namaste, Nargis.”
Light peered in through the lattice hull, the beams of sunlight almost horizontal but getting warmer. Morning, then. We were in the small cabin Geedar had given us, Arjuna’s hammock swinging idly opposite the bench I used as a bed. “How long was I out?”
“A day. You collapsed on the deck, and the winds died immediately. Much longer, and the ship would have been crushed to splinters. It was a close thing, Nargis. The crew weren’t happy,” said Arjuna. “Neither was the captain, but the raj-kumar convinced him not to send you for the Hasty Pasty.”
“Mistral defended me? Really? Er… why?”
“He said he’d goaded you into it. It was as much his fault as yours.”
“It was mainly his fault,” I replied hastily, but one look at Arjuna, and I knew he didn’t believe me, which was fair enough. I didn’t believe me either. “Still, maybe I should say something?”
“Like ‘thank you’?” suggested Arjuna.
“Let’s not get carried away.” I gave Arjuna a second, harder look. “You’ve got stubble on your head. What about your crest?”
He rubbed his bristly scalp. “You can’t shave safely on a swaying ship.”
I hadn’t even noticed until now. The dye had run out, and he no longer tried to keep his crest upright, so now he had a long black fan of hair that fell to one side or the other, depending on the wind. He was barefoot too—Pandit had always insisted on sandals—and Arjuna had replaced his stiff-collar shirt with a loose cotton kameez. A peacock no more. “You’re a pirate now, Arj.”
He didn’t deny it, instead held out his hand. “You ready to get up?”
“I’m… Where’s my crutch?”
“Here.” He handed it over, and I tucked it under my armpit, my fingertips caressing the familiar grooves.
Bare feet firmly planted upon the smooth wooden floor, crutch nestled under my arm, breathing steadily, throat a bit sore, and chest a little achy, but it could have been so much worse. I’d survived the Backlash—this time. “You were right, Arj. I was angry, wanting to show off and rub Mistral’s beak in my power, prove that I was… better than him.”
“You two are bad for each other. Just stay away from him until we get to the Rookery. Won’t be for a few days, though.”
“What? Tripti said it would take three days to reach it. What’s happened?”
Arjuna tapped the hull wall. “Can’t you tell?”
Tell? Tell what? “I… We’re not moving. What’s going on?”
“Go see for yourself.”
We passed a sky dog on the narrow steps, and he glared at me, muttering a curse just under his breath. I’d forgotten how people felt about spirits singers, or, in their eyes, witches. Arjuna saw what happened, then just shook his head. “Don’t let it bother you.”
Easy for him to say.
Birds, plain plump-breasted pigeons, circled overhead while speckled thrushes perched along the railing, searching for leftovers. The ship creaked, held aloft by the belly balloon alone while the crew stitched the tears in the canvas of the other two. The winches were busy with crew going down and supplies coming up. Mistral flitted back and forth, using his stubby wings to vault that bit higher, that bit farther, laboring with the rest. I couldn’t help noticing the way they greeted him. All friends now.
Bawarchi sat straddled across the main axle, hammering to straighten out the crooked propeller shaft. Others worked the hull, fixing the lattice ripped open by the relentless power of the pazuzus.
“I did all this?” I don’t know why I asked. Of course I had. And everyone knew it.
“Get back to work, dogs,” growled Geedar. He squinted as he assessed me. “Might have been better for us all if you’d stayed belowdecks. That was some foolishness you did back then. The crew”—his hand fell onto his whip as he looked around—“will do what they’re told, or else.”
And those within earshot lowered their heads and worked just that bit harder.
The Kala Cheel was tethered to a crooked tower, perhaps a hundred feet high. Two other sky ships floated from their own anchor points, neither as big as ours, with their own crews busy loading, repairing, making deals. At the base of the tower was a shantytown made of huts, tents, and dusty stalls selling meals, beds, and passing entertainments for the crews stopping by. And there were garudas. Not many, just Common Fowl like pigeons and sparrows. A few portly magpie garudas perched amongst bales and barrels, striking deals over goods to be sent far across Bharat.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“The port of Kishkand,” said Geedar. “The Kala Cheel needed work, and we couldn’t do it without better facilities. Another day should see us full afloat. Then on to the Rookery.”
We’d lost a day, two, because of my arrogance. My first thought was to help out with the furnace, get the ifreets working and filling the balloons, but after yesterday who would trust me? I didn’t even trust myself. That was the problem. What was I without my magic? Useless.
I looked around the deck. “Where’s Tripti?”
Arjuna winced. “Keeping a low profile. She was first down when we docked. Her dad was not pleased with her being part of your… mischief-making. It almost got her grounded.”
“Grounded? Is that like the Hasty Pasty?”
“Worse. It’s when a sky pirate gets banished to the ground. No captain will take them.”
Knowing Tripti, she’d prefer the Hasty Pasty.
“Cap’n!” shouted Ammit, the first mate, dangling off the hoist as it swung overhead. She dropped down beside us and handed Geedar a sheet of paper. “These are plastered all over the port.”
Geedar glanced at it, and his face twisted into a scowl. “Look familiar?”
It was a sketch of Mistral, no mistaking him. There was a big number under the portrait.
“Ten thousand rupees,” said Ammit. “For Mistral, former raj-kumar of Alamut.”
Geedar peered up at Mistral. “Wanted for high treason.”








CHAPTER 14
Mistral flapped down and plucked the WANTED poster from Captain Geedar. “Ten thousand rupees would buy you a brand-new ship.”
Geedar glared at him, waving the poster. “You lied to me. This is the sort of trouble I could do without.”
Mistral flexed his talons as his voice dropped low with menace. “Eagles do not lie.”
I shoved myself between them before things turned bloody. “No one lied. We just kept quiet. It’s not the same thing, is it?”
Geedar gritted his teeth. “I try to keep a low profile. That’s why I’ve survived for so long. Now, because of you”—he jabbed Mistral with his forefinger—“I have Shamshir himself hunting me. I should throw the lot of you overboard.”
Arjuna was standing beside me, and he faced Geedar. He had his “deal face” on. Geedar was in trouble and didn’t even know it. “A deal’s a deal, Captain. You gave your word that you’d take us to the Rookery.”
There was a moment, just an eyeblink moment, when I thought Geedar was going to attack. He drew his cutlass out of the scabbard, just by an inch, but it was enough to have the crew take a step closer. Ammit stood beside the captain, waiting for the signal. But Geedar slammed the sword back. “Yes. I gave my word. That’s the only reason you’re still alive.” He scrunched up the WANTED poster and threw it overboard.
But we weren’t safe, not by a long shot. I looked over at the crew. Which one would be willing to betray us? “We need to leave.”
Captain Geedar shook his head. “The repairs aren’t done.”
I knew that the last thing he wanted was advice from the girl—the witch—who’d almost destroyed his ship, but I had to warn him, for all our sakes. “Someone’s going to notice him, and they’re going to take him off you, and my guess is it won’t be gently. Look at those carrier pigeons. Anyone of those could be sending word back to Alamut right now.”
Geedar’s hand tightened around his whip. “There’s no crew that can take the Kala Cheel.”
“It’s not the other crews you should fear,” Mistral said, interrupting. “It’s Shamshir. He’ll tear your ship apart to get to me. You’re sky pirates, trespassers in the skies that belong to him. He made his reputation hunting sky pirates, sending flocks of his vulture and hawk garudas against entire fleets, tearing them apart and sending men, women, and children tumbling to their deaths. That reward is a trap. You’d have better luck trying to bottle a cloud.”
Geedar shouted across to Bawarchi. “Heat up the furnace. I want float in all three balloons within the hour.”
Bawarchi smacked his hammer onto the axle. “It ain’t straightened yet!”
“It’s straight enough,” snapped Geedar. Then he glanced down at me. “Help him. Get those ifreets dancing.”
Now, that I hadn’t expected. “You want me to use my magic, again? After what happened?”
“I have no passengers on my ship, only crew. Get below.”
“Aye, Captain.”
Ammit hadn’t spoken at all, just watched. She rubbed her crocodile scalp, and I remembered how it grew when it was fed gold. How big would it get eating ten thousand rupees? She saw me staring at her, and smiled. Then she gestured over the railing. “Half the crew are still down in the town.”
“Not for long.” Geedar went to the sirens and gave them three sharp blasts. “That’ll be heard all over Kishkand. The crew will come running if they know what’s good for them.”

I spent the rest of the day down in the engine room. I preferred it. The heat took some of the ache out of my leg, and I could move around using my hands, as there were plenty of handholds.
Tripti joined me late in the evening, clambering over the pipes with a wrench.
“I thought Geedar was going to leave without you,” I said. “What took you so long?”
Tripti tapped one of the pressure gauges, checking that it was in the green zone. “Business. Finding a way to make some money, even during downtime. A ship that ain’t floating ain’t earning.”
“How did it go?” I asked.
“We’ll see soon,” said Tripti. “How are the ifreets?”
“Cheery. We’ll have all the float we need.”
Bawarchi declared the three balloons full, and the propellers, if not spinning perfectly, at least weren’t turning at different speeds and sending us in one big circle.
Job done, I came up for air, the food, and the view.
The snowbound summits of the highest mountains were smeared in pinks and purples with the light of the setting sun. The clouds looming above us were red and gold. Colors didn’t exist in Lalpani. There the furious sun bleached everything to blinding white. Goose bumps rose upon my skin under the cold mountain breeze.
Arjuna rested his elbows on the railing, gazing toward the horizon. I balanced myself against a nearby bale, wedging my crutch safely out of the way, and settling down for my bowl of curried mutton and a chapati. “Ever thought we’d go so far?” I asked.
Arjuna’s gaze didn’t shift. “They say the Eyries are the very edge of the world.”
“The world’s round. It doesn’t have an edge.”
“For a girl who weaves magic through rhyme, you don’t have much poetry in your heart, do you?”
He’d had his ears pierced. The earrings were cheaper than the tin I wore, but they were big and shiny. “You’ve changed.”
He fished out a packet of dates. One for me, the rest for him. “I’ve fallen under the influence of a bad crowd. Namely you.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment. Feel free to keep them coming.”
The hollow metallic echo above our heads could only be Mistral, come to perch on one of the main pipes. He ruffled his feathers to trap the heat rising from the vents, then settled down with his own meal, scoffing with messy eagerness. Living amongst the crew, the raj-kumar had abandoned his fine dining habits.
Evening shadows of the mountains poured darkness into the granite-faced valleys. The setting sun looked as if it had been painted upon the sky. I shaded my eyes. “That’s weird. The sun’s got spots.”
Mistral’s bowl clattered upon the deck.
Six, eight—no, ten dots, maybe, made blurry against the red. If it hadn’t been for the light turning dull, I’d never have noticed. “They’re getting bigger.”
Mistral scraped his talons against the metal pipe. “Arjuna, go get the captain.”
I squinted, trying to make out details. They were still too far away, but my heart began to hammer with fear.
Geedar and Ammit joined us within moments. The rest of the crew sensed the sudden tension and were all peering west.
Mistral pointed toward the dying sun. “We have company.”
Geedar slipped out his telescope and walked to the edge of the railing. “I see… ten flyers.”
Mistral shook his head. “Twelve.”
Geedar nodded. You didn’t doubt the eyes of an eagle. “The sun’s making it hard to see exactly who, or what, they are.”
“I know exactly who, and what, they are,” said Mistral. “Attacking out of the sun is his favorite tactic.”
Geedar turned to Ammit. “Arm the men.”
“Whose favorite tactic?” I asked, dreading the answer but knowing it was coming.
Mistral flexed his talons. “Shamshir’s.”








CHAPTER 15
I’d never heard anything like it, the sound of the air tearing apart as a garuda stooped. It was a sound that froze your blood, heralding death from above.
The noise itself? Knives dragged hard along slate.
Geedar grimaced even as he closed his hand around the hilt of the cutlass. “Steady, my dogs. Now’s not the time for barking.”
I loosened the sling knotted round my forehead—just in case.
First came the vultures, then buzzards with their striped feather patterns and tawny-winged kites. Hawks and a few ospreys circled around the ship, swifter than arrows, before taking their positions fore and aft. Each carried a pair of scimitars.
“Carrion Eaters and Raptor Lords together,” muttered Geedar. “Shamshir’s not leaving anything to chance.”
The garudas were all battle scarred and heavily armored, and many wore crests upon their belts, tokens of victories against their own people. They ruffled their great wings as they perched on the high points of the sky ship, their predatory eyes unblinking and uncaring.
The crew murmured uneasily but kept their hands away from their weapons.
A vast shadow swooped over the ship, briefly plunging us into a blink of darkness. The garudas beat their weapons against their armor, building into an angry, violent din.
A low hiss came from above, more serpentine than birdlike, and a wave of hard air beat down as a pair of huge black-tipped wings unfurled, heralding a vulture garuda upon the deck. The other garudas slammed their weapons one last time, then settled back into their watch.
Shamshir towered over us all. His wings stretched almost as wide as the deck, and he fluttered them once before folding them away. His scaly neck rose from a collar of sandy brown feathers. Unlike the other garudas he had no crest, but his scalp was tattooed with a pair of entwined serpents, their fangs extending over his pale, lifeless eyes. His leather armor, sculpted to match his body, was tied in place with scarlet ribbons. There were dashes of color on his belt from the dozens of crests he’d taken from his garuda enemies. No human scalps. Garudas didn’t count Earthbound kills. His silk sarong was a deep, bloody red.
I’d gotten used to Mistral, a human with wings, more or less. Not so Shamshir. His was an older breed, far less human-looking, his hands more like claws and his legs feathered to the knees, then scaled all the way down to clawed feet with their exceedingly wicked, black talons. He walked—stalked—forward with long, exaggerated steps, lifting his leg high before stretching it far out to make a step. He gazed across the crew, his pupils expanding, opening windows to the darkest of souls.
“Namaste,” he hissed.
Captain Geedar stepped forward and bowed. “Namaste, Shamshir Sahib. We are honored by your presence.”
“I’m not,” muttered Mistral. He held a sword ready in his fist. “What have you done with my parents?”
Shamshir took one of his long, weird strides across the deck, a single step, and then he was face-to-face with the raj-kumar, towering over him.
“My boy. How glad I am to see you alive. I feared the worst.”
There was no life in his voice. It was a husky rasp, dry and parched. I’d heard it all my life, when the hot wind blew across the sun-baked ground, in the rustling of the dried-out leaves that swept past our door. Shamshir was… barrenness.
“What have you done with them?” snarled Mistral.
Shamshir’s gray eyes glistened. “They are safe in Alamut. I have come to take you to them. Come, my vultures will carry you since you are so… helpless.”
“Take me?” Mistral tightened his grip on his sword. “You’re welcome to try.”
Shamshir chuckled. “Oye, Mistral. There is no need for such theatrics. Lower your weapon.”
Everyone else was absorbed by the theatrics, but I had my eyes, and mind, elsewhere. One of the other vultures, perched on one of the secondary pipes serving the front balloon, had loaded his crossbow. No need to guess what he was planning. The moment Mistral raised his sword, he’d get a bolt straight through his heart.
I had to do something before Mistral got himself, and the rest of us, killed.
So I threw myself at Shamshir’s feet—er, talons. There was nothing graceful about it. I just dropped my crutch and stretched out straight on my belly, face pressed against the deck and fingers clutching Shamshir’s ankles. “Oh, mercy, great maharajah! Mercy! I want to live! Take the eagle. He’s been nothing but a pain from the moment he landed on our hut, covering the roof with droppings! Just let me live!”
Shamshir gazed down at me, stunned. He looked from me to Mistral. “You know this worm?”
I sobbed and wailed loudly. “I beg you, great vulture! Please, oh great and noble lord! Have pity on this feeble, pathetic little worm. You should… rise up. That’s what is to be done! Rise up, like a flower seeking out the sun!”
Shamshir glowered at me as I beat the deck with my fists, sobbing loudly. “What’s wrong with her?”
Mistral huffed. “I ask myself that every day.”
I squashed my face against his rough scales. “There is glory amongst those that dwell in the sky! Oh, how I wish I lived there, or just gave it a try!”
Okay, I admit it, not my best work. I felt the furnace rumble as the ifreets within heard my summons. The buzzard on the pipe squawked as the rising heat burned his claws. He hopped from foot to foot before flapping down to the railing.
We began rising, gently enough not to be noticed. But the mist grew thicker as we entered the clouds. At first you could still see the Kala Cheel from prow to stern, but the mists closed in, spreading a ghostly veil around us until even the sounds of the ship became enshrouded.
Geedar gave a nod to Ammit, just a dip of the chin, no more. Then he joined me and helped me to my feet, tucking my crutch under my arm with a gentle pat. “Don’t be afraid, Nargis. Shamshir Sahib only wants the traitor.” Then he turned to the vulture garuda and said, “It is lucky you found us.”
“Luck? Hardly.” Shamshir snapped his fingers. One of the hawks darted forward with a silken purse. “Ten thousand rupees for…” He looked slowly around the crew until he saw…
Tripti.
“… Her. Well done, child. You have saved the kingdom. Your actions will not be forgotten.”
No, no, no.
I should have known! She’d practically told me! That was why she’d been so late getting back on board. She’d been busy sending word to Shamshir!
Tripti grinned as she collected the purse, then held it out to her dad. “Look, Dad! We can buy another ship! I know I’m not ready to be captain yet, but Ammit can run that ship and I can be first mate here and we can—”
Geedar slapped the purse out of her hands. Gold coins spun across the deck, but nobody moved to grab them, not even one. That gold was cursed with betrayal.
Geedar gazed down at his daughter, locked between fury and misery. “And who would sail with you? No one with honor.”
Tears swelled in Tripti’s big forlorn eyes. “But, Dad, he lied to you. He tricked you into taking him. We don’t owe him anything.”
“I gave my word!” Geedar roared.
She’d betrayed us, but worse, she’d betrayed her captain. Tripti looked around at the crew, seeking support, but they just turned away. She sobbed once, then ran below. The golden coins remained scattered upon the deck.
The mists were so thick now that I couldn’t see beyond ten feet. The garudas bristled and flapped their wings nervously, and one of the hawks stepped forward. “Shamshir Maharajah, we should take the prisoner and depart.”
Shamshir nodded and gestured at the raj-kumar. “Take him.”
A buzzard garuda swooped down from behind and slammed his spear haft onto Mistral’s wrist, knocking the sword out of his hand. The next blow swept his legs from under him, and before the eagle could get up, the buzzard locked his own talons around Mistral’s neck. He only needed to squeeze those razor-sharp hooks to peel open Mistral’s throat.
“Coward,” Mistral snarled at Shamshir. “All will know you lacked the courage to face me in combat. You have no honor, usurper.”
“Perhaps, Mistral. But I have Alamut, and that is all that matters. Your father betrayed the principles that have governed our ways since the first days. He was not fit to rule. I will bring back the old ways, the old glories. The garudas will be great again.”
The ship swayed. The mist swirled, and waves of white fog rolled across the deck. The ropes creaked as the ship rocked back and forth with a change in the wind.
Arjuna stepped closer and whispered, “Whatever you’re doing, stop it.”
“It’s not me,” I said as the ship shuddered all along its bow.
Shamshir stalked over. He looked down at me with his pale, lifeless eyes. His breath stank of rotten meat and offal. “No one gave you permission to speak, worm.”
As ever, Arjuna came to my defense. He dropped to his knees, touching his forehead to Shamshir’s ebony talons. “Forgive her, Sahib. She’s just a simple peasant girl from the desert. She does not know the ways of the great, how to treat one such as yourself with the respect you are due. No one in Lalpani has ever—”
“Lalpani?” snapped Shamshir, eyes widening with shock. “Where Yudesh planted his orchard?”
He said my dad’s name with such familiarity. But how was that possible? My voice was shaking as I spoke. “You… you knew my dad?”
Shamshir stumbled away from me clumsily, over his hind talons as they scraped along the wood. He caught himself before he fell. “Yudesh had a child?”
He stared at me, his pupils dilated with fear, something I doubt he’d ever felt before. The ship bucked, the hull groaning as the mists around us shuddered.
“You knew my dad?” I repeated.
That fear did not linger. It faded in his eyes until all that was left was black rage. He pointed his long, curved forefinger at me. “Kill her.”
Two garudas came for me, a kite and a hawk. They weren’t rushing. They weren’t afraid, unlike their master. The vulture drew out a cleaver, a butcher’s tool.
Arjuna waved frantically at them. “Please! Stop! Nargis is harmless! You’re making a mistake!”
The wind roared.
A solid wall of air swept across the ship, swinging it to almost vertical. Crew grabbed hold of ropes, of each other. The garudas shrieked and beat their wings to keep balance. Cargo slid across the decks and tumbled overboard.
There was a dull thrum from off port-side. The fog surged forward as some huge mass pushed against it.
I ducked.
A harpoon, the length of two grown men, pierced the fog. The steel tip flashed as bright and as fast as a lightning bolt and hit the kite in the chest. It burst through his back and straight into the buzzard garuda. The power of the impact carried them both clean across the deck and over the side, their path marked only by a trail of bloodied feathers.
The sky burst with hellish shrieks.
And the fog parted.
The beast’s wingspan was vast. Tip to tip it was the length of the ship. Talons longer than cutlasses buried themselves into the side of the hull. One of Shamshir’s garudas charged forward with a spear and was bitten in half by a single snap of the bird’s giant curved yellow beak. The bird’s rider shot an arrow at one of Shamshir’s warriors before the giant bird dropped back into the swirling fog.
More giant birds circled around the Kala Cheel, great shadows swooping through the clouds, revealing glimpses of wings, fierce blazing eyes, and snapping beaks. One swept by, grabbed a pirate in its claws, and was off before anyone could raise a crossbow. The man’s screams vanished into the distance.
My heart raced fit to burst. “They’re… they’re…”
“Rocs. We’ve strayed too far into the Eyries.” Captain Geedar pushed me behind a barrel for protection. “And they’re not particular about what they eat.”
Then he stood tall and spun his bright blade over his head. “A gold dinar to any man who bags me a bird!”
Everyone fought everyone else, the pirates, Shamshir’s garudas, and the rocs. Weapons, cargo, the injured—and worse than injured—were scattered across the deck. Bloody feathers streamed through the air.
And Mistral?
He’d broken free but was cornered by one of Shamshir’s warriors, a hawk garuda armed with a spear.
I screamed as I hopped across the deck, waving my crutch. I wanted to sound like a majestic lioness about to pounce on her prey, but it came out like a tabby whose tail had been trodden on, less terrifying, more… startled.
But it still worked. The hawk garuda spun. I should have been used to the speed of them by now, but in an eyeblink the tip of his deadly spear was an inch from my throat.
I raised my hands slowly. “Can I just say one thing?”
“Why is it you worms always beg?” he sneered. “It’s pathetic.”
I pointed over his shoulder. “Just look behind you.”
He scowled. “Really? You really think I’ll fall for the oldest—”
Mistral slashed at the hawk’s legs with his talons, then punched him in the side of the head. The hawk garuda crumpled at my feet.
Mistral stepped over the unconscious garuda, flicking the spear into his hands with a twitch of his toes. “I guess I owe you my life.”
“I guess you do.”
“I guess you want to get back behind that barrel until it’s all over?”
I flinched as a javelin embedded itself in the space between us. “You guess right. What about you?”
“I’m going to teach Shamshir the meaning of Talon Law.”
“No, you can’t! He knows about Dad. I need to—”
What was the point? Mistral had only one agenda: his. He vanished into the swirling fog, spear flashing as if he held lightning.
The rocs filled the sky all around us. Hidden within the mists, they were massive dark shapes swooping by as their riders launched missiles at us. Arrows hummed through the air, javelins punched into flesh, and huge harpoons ripped through the flimsy lattice hull, clean from one side to the other.
The ship juddered as another roc raked its talons along the starboard hull before vanishing back into the fog, but not before its rider, a girl not much older than me, thumbed her nose at the screaming pirates.
I’d saved Mistral’s life. That was enough heroics for today. Time to get below, find a dark place to hide, and wait for it all to be over.
That’s when something hit me. Hard.
I flew across the deck and crashed through the broken, hissing pipes. Steam mixed with the fog so that I couldn’t see anything. I tried to stand, but my leg gave way the moment I put any weight on it. I bit down on the wave of pain.
Shamshir stood over me, his eyes burning with pure malice. “Your father’s death was not enough.”
I’d been right all along. Everyone had refused to believe me. It hadn’t been bandits. My parents had been killed by a garuda.
Shamshir.
“Why?” It took everything I had just to squeeze the word out through my aching chest.
He raised his leg, the long talons twitching, eager for the kill. “Alamut is not safe while the child of Yudesh lives.”
An arrow struck his shoulder. He shrieked as another zipped past his head. The archer, sitting behind the roc-rider herself, swiftly nocked another arrow as their mount glided past. Shamshir’s warriors swarmed around him, covering him with their own wings. He screamed as he tried to reach me.
They spread their wings and launched as a single mob, Shamshir kept safe within their circle. They flew away. Their cries of rage were swiftly eaten up by the fog, leaving Geedar and his crew to the rocs.
The Kala Cheel swung madly even as the ropes attaching it to the three balloons began to snap and fray. Geedar stood by the wheel, desperately trying to maintain control as his ship was being torn apart.
My hair stood on end and sparks danced along the metal blades of the sailors and upon the tips of their crossbow bolts as the air became supercharged. Then lightning bolts erupted from the ship’s astras, illuminating the cloud. The sirens blared, repelling the rocs with their ear-piercing cacophony. The crew, in their eagerness to gain that gold dinar prize, were wasting ammunition, shooting too quickly without taking their time and aiming. And that gave the rocs their chance.
They came in from behind, dragging their hooks along the butt balloon. One moment we were level, and the next we were rolling backward. Everything not tied down was sliding. The crew, used to the sudden pitches and sways, grabbed hold of the nets and ropes draped all along the hull. I flailed wildly for a rope, a net, for anything as I slid toward the unprotected edge, the railing long since torn away. I made one last desperate grab for the rigging swaying overhead, but it passed by my fingertips, and overboard I went.
For the Hasty Pasty.








CHAPTER 16
I wasn’t scared, not at first. The Kala Cheel seemed so near. I needed to stretch just a little bit more, and I could grab one of the rope ladders dangling down the side of the hull. Then, in an eyeblink, it rushed farther and farther away, wind roaring in my ears along with the shrieks of the rocs and the crackle of the sky ship’s astras. I think I screamed, I must have, but my cries were snatched away as I plummeted through the clouds, leaving far behind the ship and all the feathered chaos as I tumbled through the emptiness alone.
Alone? Not quite.
The sharp shriek pierced my terror. I thought a roc was coming to finish me off, but the black speck was smaller. A sky dog thrown overboard, to make a bloody smear beside mine? Hang on….
Mistral?
Mistral!
He grew as he accelerated toward me, teeth gritted and eyes narrowed to slits, wings tucked in tight, an arrow shooting straight at me. His stubs couldn’t handle the speed. Feathers were being torn off even as he stooped.
Mistral flipped just above me, encircled his talons around my waist. “Ow! That hurts!” I yelled.
“Oh? You want me to let go?” He spread out his wings, a useless gesture. He didn’t have enough feathers to catch the air to slow us down. “Summon your air spirits! Now!”
He wanted me to call on the pazuzus? Last time I’d called them, they’d almost torn the ship apart!
But as I stared into Mistral’s eyes, there was a determination, a gigantic will to succeed that blazed within his golden irises. The raj-kumar did not believe in failing. The typical arrogance of an eagle. He believed in me, believed I could save us both and dared me to believe it myself. Dared me to do what he couldn’t. To be better than him.
“Pazuzus, you wonderful spirits of the air,
Come and help us, as quickly as you dare!
We’re tumbling down, we need some lift.
Please don’t dally, please be swift!
The ground’s so near, we’re running out of sky.
Fill these empty wings and help us fly!”
Nothing. I wasn’t good enough. That hurt more than it should have, failing when it really mattered. The ground rushed up. I wrapped myself against Mistral and closed my eyes. Better not to know. And then they came. Hundreds of pazuzus riding jet streams, latching on to the few remaining feathers of Mistral’s wings, creating eddies and countercurrents to resist the pull of the earth. But could they do it?
I glanced over my shoulder. I wished I hadn’t. The ground was rushing up fast, and it was covered in bone-shattering rocks. “Come on, you little puffs! Fight!”
The air spirits howled as they used their power to compensate for the gaps in his wings to make them work as if they were still whole.
“Hang on!” yelled Mistral, and he covered me with his wings.
We hit hard and fast. Mistral bore the brunt of the crash, but even so the first impact almost knocked me out as we flew apart. I bounced across the ground, tearing the skin off my elbows and getting a fistful of grit in my mouth. Then I whomped into the side of a low pile of sand, headfirst.
It took a while before my head stopped spinning, then a while more for me to stop shaking.
“You’d better not be dead,” said Mistral as he lifted me to my feet.
“Oye! Stop being so rough!”
He gazed up at the distant sky ship, its shadow barely visible through the clouds. “So much for that.”
“What do you mean? They can circle back and pick us up.” I started waving. “Hey! Geedar! Come back! Come back! Arj! Don’t leave me behind!”
Mistral shook the grit off his wings. “Save your breath. We’re on our own.”
“We’re on our… My crutch!” I stared up at the ship, just as it finally disappeared. “My crutch.”
I’d never been without it, not since the day Dad had given it to me. It wasn’t just a tool. It was his. His gift. His last.
I wanted to cry. To just sit down and stay there. I’d spent years fighting, and now… what was the point? It was all a struggle, every single day, and nothing good ever came of it.
Yeah, I was feeling tragically sorry for myself. It happened every now and then. When the other village kids had gone off to play their games, climbing over rocks, chasing each other through the streets, racing around Lalpani’s wall. All those games, all without me. I’d watched, my crutch across my lap, running my fingers along the carvings, pretending I was happy.
Now that I didn’t even have the crutch, there was no pretending anymore.
“How long will you be doing this?” asked Mistral.
“Doing what?”
“Wallowing in self-pity. Will you be much longer?”
How could he be so cruel? Typical! It was all about him. “I’m upset. Can’t you see that?”
“You Earthbound are strange. Your moods change so quickly, it’s hard to keep up. So I thought I’d ask.”
Why bother? He’d never understand. I sighed. “I’ve lost my crutch.”
Mistral dragged his talons through the dirt, one after the other. “Can you manage without it?”
“I’ll just have to, won’t I?”
“Which direction?” asked Mistral as he scanned the barren cliffs with those big eyes of his.
That was the biggie. I tried to find the Kala Cheel, but there was no sign of it anymore, nor the rocs, nor the garudas. “The direction that takes us to Shamshir.”
“Good. Revenge. We finally have something in common,” said Mistral. “We’re in this together.”
“I guess so.” I sighed. “After having tried so hard to get rid of you. I mean, I even threw myself off the Kala Cheel to get away, and yet here we are.”
He laughed. I’d not heard it before, a full-hearted, chest-shaking sound that was all passion and freedom. Nothing held back, nothing self-conscious or timid, just joy of the moment.
“You sure about this? Taking on Shamshir, together?” Mistral offered his hand.
I needed to know the truth. Shamshir had known my dad and had as good as admitted to killing him, and was trying to do the same to me. I’d known that my parents’ killer had been a garuda, but no one had believed me.
But why? Why had they been murdered? Only Shamshir knew, and I’d get the truth out of him, with Mistral’s help.
I took his hand. “I’m sure. And for what it’s worth, you have my word.”
“It’s worth more than you think.”
Mistral glanced up into the clouds, narrowing his eyes as if he might pierce the dense gray veil. “Geedar fought for me. Garudas and sky pirates have been enemies for generations, and yet he was willing to sacrifice his ship, his crew, even his life, to protect me. All because he gave his word.”
“You sound surprised,” I said. “Or did you think only eagles had honor? Courage?”
“Then why do you live the way you do? In the dirt? Sleeping in mud hovels?”
I scraped my bare soles through the grit, like I’d done every day of my life. “You think it doesn’t take courage to get up every day and face the desert? To try to farm when the sand blows across your field and fills the ditches, and every day the well water gets lower and more stale? Every day is a battle, and you can’t just stop and walk away. Every day, Mistral. You’ve no idea.”
Mistral nodded slowly. “Perhaps my father was wiser than I realized when he decided to invite the Earthbound to join the Feathered Council.”
“If it’s not too late,” I said, more to myself, but Mistral heard and ruffled his feathers.
We set off. He helped me up the slopes, and waited as I shuffled down. I gritted my teeth as the ache began, as it always did, in the hip and thigh.
“What happened?” Mistral asked.
“You ask that now? After all this time?”
He shrugged. “Until now I wasn’t that interested.”
“Could you try to be less truthful once in a while? People have feelings, y’know.”
“Too many, and all out of control, it seems to me. Well? You weren’t born like that, were you?” Mistral shook his wings, as if that might make the feathers grow back quicker. “A garuda born with any… faults is cast out of the nest.”
He said it so plainly, when what he was talking about was leaving babies to die.
“That’s horrifying. No. I fell out of a tree. Jumped, actually. You remember the old banyan back at home? I was six.”
“Why did you jump?”
Mistral was just a boy, not so different from me. A boy, but with wings. Yet those wings created a vast gulf between our two peoples. One had all the freedom; the other lived in the dirt. “I wanted to fly. I wanted to be a garuda.”
He didn’t say anything, too surprised that I’d admit anything like that.
I continued. “You know how we all fly kites when the wind changes direction, at what used to be the beginning of the rainy season? Made of bamboo and tissue paper. The sky’s filled with them for days. We compete. Kite fighting’s a big deal for us.”
Mistral grinned. “It’s glorious, isn’t it? Hunting in the sky?”
“Dad had made one, a huge kite that he’d painted to look like wings. He’d even called it Yavana’s Folly. I didn’t know what ‘folly’ meant, but I was about to learn. I tied the kite to my back and climbed up to the top of the tree. You can guess what happened next.”
I dug my thumbs into my hip as I limped along. “Broke my hip. As simple as that. It just never set as it should have, not quite straight. Dad made me the crutch. He never made a kite again.”
Mistral matched my pace. It was frustrating for both of us, and each step had me gasping. My leg was on fire, the muscles spasming with deep, deep cramps.
Then, as we faced another slope, Mistral tapped his shoulder. “Climb up.”
“Onto your back?”
“Why not? You let Arjuna carry you.”
Why not? He’d already answered why not. Because Arjuna was my best friend and we were as close as any two people could be, which was why I let Arjuna, and Arjuna alone, carry me.
I missed Arjuna. But he wasn’t here. And Mistral had thrown himself off a sky ship for me.
“What about your wings?” I asked.
“What about them?” Mistral went down on one knee. “Get on.”
The soft feathers tickled my nose. It was like resting upon a thick, warm blanket. Mistral looped his arms around my legs, taking care not to force the right out too straight, and then we set off. Steady, his eyes straight ahead, with me resting my head upon the soft, downy feathers of his shoulder.
The path continued to get rockier, but there was vegetation. Spindly, crooked trees with spiky branches laden with small black berries broke through the cracks in the rock.
I shook my head when Mistral gestured to them. “You’ll be dead by dawn. It won’t be pleasant either.”
“Shame. They smell sweet,” he replied.
 Talking made the going easier. “Everyone talks about the Talon Law, we all live by it, but no one’s ever really told me what it is. So?”
Mistral frowned at me, as if I had fungus between my ears. “Isn’t it obvious?”
“To you, maybe.”
“Its beauty is in its simplicity. Everyone knows their place,” said Mistral.
“And if they don’t?”
His whole body tensed. “Then they suffer the consequences.”
“Ah, I thought as much. So whoever you are, whatever you’re capable of, you can’t change the role you were born into? Sounds as though that’s why we are where we are.” I peered at a small pool of bitter, poisonous water. “Stagnant.”
“Stable. Talon Law keeps society stable. If everyone did whatever they wanted, it would all be anarchy. Every day would be a new gamble, risking everything you had in a world with no rules.”
“Don’t have that much to begin with,” I replied. “Neither do most. You saw all the abandoned villages?”
Mistral nodded. “I could hardly miss them. Had no idea things were that bad.”
“That’s because you’ve lived too high. Our problems must have seemed very small and insignificant at such a great distance.”
Mistral looked at me sharply, a retort just about to dart from his lips, but instead he scowled. “Maybe you’re right. My father will fix this. Somehow.”
He was sincere, he always was, but Mistral still didn’t understand. He wanted things fixed, but not changed. What if Bharat couldn’t be simply fixed? What if it was all too far gone, on the verge of collapse?
What could his father, what could any of us, do about it?
Mistral pointed up ahead, to a gap between the hills. “There are buildings over there. We can shelter there for the night.”
“You sure? I can’t see anything.”
“I wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t sure.” Then he did something totally weird. “I mean, I am sure.”
That was an apology. Not the best, but since when had a garuda ever apologized to an Earthbound?
“Maybe there’s a sky ship? There could be ports hidden out here,” Mistral added.
“We’ll know when we’re closer.” I noticed the terrain up ahead, steep with lots of broken ground and shingle. “Let me off. I can manage.”
“I’m not tired.”
He’d been carrying me for ages, and I felt guilty letting him continue, but I was grateful. Sometimes pride only makes life harder.
We scrabbled upward toward the site, Mistral using his talons to lock his grip into the unstable earth. It was obvious no one had been this way in an age, but there were signs of civilization. A few broken flagstones of an ancient road lined with crumbling ruins, and outlines of long-abandoned fields that were now barren but for bitter shrubs and dust.
We ventured into a deep gorge that split the hill in half. The mist had lifted, illuminating the granite walls, sharp-edged boulders, and… something else.
“What is that?” I asked, peering at the mysterious formations.
“Easier if you see for yourself.” Mistral lowered me off his back. He sighed as he unfolded his wings to shake them loose after having been squashed half the night.
And I saw what stood within the valley.
A glimpse of another, more glorious age.
There were marble palaces, vast desolate gardens, and delicate bridges that were now twisted ribbons of rusty ancient metal.
Mistral tapped his talons upon the rock. “What do you think? It is dark and we can take our chances out here, or seek shelter in there.”
“You think it’ll be safer?”
He gazed at the ancient ruins. “Let’s find out.”








CHAPTER 17
How did I feel entering this city of ghosts? Not great.
It wasn’t huge. The size of a large town, a few miles in diameter but built on many levels. It had lain broken within the valley for so many years that much of it had become buried under landslides and sand blown in from the desert.
It was full of shadows, and the only companion we had was the wind, reduced to a whisper so as not to disturb the graveyard of a forgotten civilization.
“Is this what Alamut looks like?” I asked.
“Alamut is much larger, more elegant. This place was ancient before Alamut rose to the sky.”
“Who lived here? Those platforms must be for garudas.”
Mistral pointed at a twisted branch of silver spanning two towers. “But they would not have needed bridges.”
“A city built for the Earthbound and Airborn? Why?”
Cobblestone paths wound through the ruins. Stone trees stood within the rubble, designed as perches for those ancient garudas that once dwelt here. Alongside, spiral stairs rose to platforms where the Earthbound might have sat with the winged folk.
Mistral brushed aside sand embedded within a frieze. “Look.”
Despite the centuries of exposure, a new world was revealed. Or an ancient world. It was life in the city where garudas and the Earthbound had lived, worked, and played. That and more.
There were two thrones in the frieze. Upon one sat a majestic garuda, his wings outspread. Beside him a rani, an Earthbound woman wearing a crown of feathers. “Ruling side by side,” I whispered.
He gazed around the silent ruins, trying to understand their story. “Living as equals?”
“Did we? Ever? Get along, I mean?”
“We’re getting along right now,” he said.
“Let’s see how long that lasts.”
We entered a courtyard between derelict mansions. The moonlight shone upon a strange half-buried black marble statue.
I’d never seen anything like it. There were three figures fighting. An eagle garuda aloft with his spear pointed at the breast of his enemy. But the enemy wasn’t one of the Earthbound. The Earthbound warrior seemed to be helping. She had her arms wrapped around the central figure, a great bat-winged creature with fangs and great claws raised to tear at the eagle I shivered. He looked moments from breaking free.
Mistral put me down on a broken column and circled around the trio. “The great, first sky war. It’s one of our oldest legends, but I’ve never seen anything like this.”
I sat down to stare at the bat-winged warrior, remembering Krish’s kite. “A rakshasa?”
“Blood-drinking demons. They were like the garudas, once.”
“What happened to them?”
He shrugged. “We wiped them out. That’s all I know.”
Now that I’d stopped, I couldn’t get up. I’d walked too far, and my leg, my whole body, had had enough. Waves of fiery pain spread out from my hip, slowly, dully at first but building in power every few moments. It was bad. Imagine hot knives being jammed right into your bones, twisting and setting your nerves alight. I tried to massage my thigh muscles but just couldn’t get my thumbs in deep enough. I had to bite my lip to stop crying from the cramps. I’d left my medicine bag with all my soma leaves on the Kala Cheel, so all I could do was cry.
Mistral knelt down and held my foot between his knees. “Let me.”
“I don’t need your—” I couldn’t even complain. The next wave was so agonizing, it took my breath away.
He worked with his thumbs and knuckles. He took his time, undoing the knots that had formed within the calf and thigh, even stretching the joints to help loosen the tendons that had tightened to compensate for my limping gait.
“Ow,” I said. “Just a bit more, right above the knee.”
“There?” He pressed down on my tendons an inch above the kneecap. Exactly the right spot.
I’m not saying he magically fixed my leg, but the pain eased off, a lot. “I’m going to have to get you to do that more often.”
“Is that praise? Don’t overdo it. I’m not sure my head could cope.” He stood up and gazed around. “You should sleep. I shall keep watch until dawn.”
“Then what?”
Mistral checked the stars, and pointed to the wing tips of the swooping garuda. “North. We make our way to the Rookery.” Then he sighed deeply, a sound filled with longing. “One of those stars could be Alamut.”
“We’ll get you back there, somehow. After all, we’ve made it this far, haven’t we?”
He nodded, but not with much enthusiasm. “We’ll find allies. Garudas who aren’t under Shamshir’s talons, friends of my parents. Perhaps even amongst some of the sky pirates. There’ll be captains willing to risk a flight to Alamut for a chest of gold.”
“You have a plan?” I asked.
He smirked as he looked at me. “One is forming, yes.”
I didn’t like how the smirk lingered upon his lips, but we were in this together.
I pointed at the stars. “So how does Alamut stay up there? Tripti said it’s not with balloons.”
“Never really thought about it,” he said. “Yavana’s magic, I suppose. It draws its power from the sky.”
“Pazuzus? You’d need thousands. But then, the sky’s full of them.” I tried to imagine how it would work. The Kala Cheel had its furnace with its ifreets. Maybe Alamut had a similar container for the wind spirits? It would have to be huge, beyond the abilities of a spirit singer nowadays.
Still, a floating city. That would be worth seeing.
And that’s where I’d find Shamshir, and the truth behind why my parents were killed.
The mountains ahead looked even higher closer up. “You really think we can—”
A soft vibration rose up through the bare soles of my feet. Loose stones began rattling. The hairs on my nape stood up as I heard a soft… scraping.
I pulled Mistral’s wrist. “We need to get out of here.”
Mistral heard the fear in my voice and, for once, didn’t argue.
It didn’t matter. The ground was shaking and the walls around us were tilting back and forth. There was a broken wall ahead, its top all jagged and… moving.
It blinked.
A huge emerald eye stared down at us, pupil expanding as it adjusted to the darkness. The wall cracked wider as it opened. A long forked tongue flickered out, tasting the air, and hissed.
A horned serpent. I’d never seen one this big. It had to be fifty feet long, at least. Those jagged bricks were really a ridge of spiky scales that ran its entire length. Two long horns jutted from its head, just behind the eye sockets. The horns were easily five feet long and barbed with smaller spikes. Baba had said you could age the beast by the length of its horns. This one had to be hundreds of years old.
The serpent moved slowly, unwinding itself from amongst the rubble, scales scraping noisily along the flagstones while its tongue flickered between its fangs, tasting the air for prey. For us.
Run or hide? I couldn’t decide. It was sluggish, just waking, but these things were wickedly fast if they needed to be. There was a third option, but only an eagle garuda would even consider it.
Fight.
How could he hope to beat it? He had no weapons, and his talons wouldn’t penetrate the serpent’s scales, which were thicker—tougher—than old bark. I tugged his hand to get his attention, but Mistral slipped his hand free.
The snake hissed, its breath setting my hair fluttering and my heart racing. The stench pouring from its throat almost made me gag, but I knew a single sound would bring instant death.
It slithered over the wall we were standing against, passing over us, foot by foot, revealing the black zigzag pattern on its red, glistening body and a corpse-white underbelly, the scales rustling until it disappeared over the wall. Mistral gestured for us to move. I nodded.
Mistral shook his wings. Those feathers rustling against each other, creating a breeze where there shouldn’t have been one. That was all the horned serpent needed.
The wall shattered as the beast rammed its head straight through. Shards of jagged stone flew everywhere, and we were enveloped in a cloud of dust.
“Find cover!” yelled Mistral, shoving me ahead of him. Then he turned sharply to face the oncoming monster.
“What about— Are you a complete featherbrain? You can’t fight that thing!”
Don’t ever, ever tell an eagle they can’t fight, that they can’t win. Might as well scream at the sun not to rise.
He leapt, those pitiful wings of his giving him just enough to boost him an extra twenty feet of height. The snake twisted, just as fast, opening its mouth and filling the air with a cloud of poisonous spittle. It was over before it had even begun. Mistral was falling straight down its gullet…
Except he wasn’t. Right at the last, very last, moment he twisted so his talons ripped across the snake’s face, opening up one of its nostrils and tearing an eyelid.
Run. That’s what I should have done, but I couldn’t abandon Mistral.
He couldn’t win. He tried hooking his talons into the scales, but they were too tightly packed and too thick. All he did was make the snake angrier, and faster.
Don’t just stand there with your mouth hanging open, Nargis. Do something.
Golems. The spirits of earth and stone. The mountains had to be full of them. I just needed one to tear open the ground to swallow up the serpent, or drop a tower onto its head. Anything at all. I fell flat and dug my fingers into a crack between the flagstones.
“Take some grit, take some sand.
Build a man from dust and make him stand.
Whisper a word, a secret known only by stone.
Warm a cold heart. Add fire to rigid bone….”
Nothing. I couldn’t feel anything but the dirt under my nails. Where were they? We were in the mountains! This was their home!
“Are you there, can you hear me sing?
Awake, awake, you mountain king!”
Oh no.
Every limb suddenly felt a hundred times heavier. My arms shook as I tried to keep from collapsing. My chest… someone was pressing a boulder against it.
I wasn’t reaching down to them. They were pulling me under.
My fingers were turning gray, the joints solid. I was becoming stone.
Backlash. I was paying the ultimate price for daring to ask for what wasn’t mine to have.
Mistral ran up the wall, using his talons to grip the crumbling brick and his wings to boost him up and over the head of the snake… but he didn’t get high enough. The snake jerked upward, slamming the flat of its head into Mistral’s back, its horns catching his leg. He faltered as he landed, blood sprayed from the cut, and he stumbled as the snake twisted around, trapping him against the ruins. It opened up its mouth…
Mistral was doomed, but he snarled and his bunched fists came up, defiant to the very end. He could have run and left me behind, but he hadn’t, and he wasn’t leaving me, so I wasn’t leaving him.
I ripped myself out of the crack. The skin tore from my fingertips. I lost a nail or three and collapsed back. The first thing I did was take a huge breath as the weight of the mountain lifted off. I slipped the knot of the sling wrapped around my forehead with one hand while grabbing a palm-sized rock with the other.
“Oye! Turn around, you slithering stinker!”
At this range, I couldn’t miss. The snake flinched, turning its head.
The rock flew straight into its eye.
I’d hurt it! I grabbed another rock. If I could just get one perfect—
The snake twisted upon itself, its huge luminescent eyes boring down on me. It opened up wide, and I stared down its gullet.
I scrabbled for another rock, piece of marble, anything, but I just grabbed dust. I’d done everything I could. It hadn’t been enough.
Death came silently.
Talons, each a yard long, pierced the snake’s head. Blood spurted from the serpent’s jaws as the tips of the talons went through the skull, and out the bottom jaw. The serpent crashed to the ground as it was covered by a pair of gigantic white wings.
We’d been saved by a roc.
An owl roc, with a huge head crowned by a pair of magnificent ear tufts; massive honey-colored eyes; a short, curved black beak; and wings spreading out over fifty feet. Its plumage ranged from tawny to orange with dark brown streaks. How could something so big be so silent? It hadn’t even stirred the wind with its coming. There was a hideous tearing sound as the serpent’s head was torn off and the roc dragged its talons along the snake’s body, ripping it open as if its scales were made of tissue, reducing it to bloody, twitching chunks.
“See? I told you it would work!” shouted someone from the roc’s back.
“Ha! I spotted the snake!” replied another.
The owl roc tore at the snake’s body and swallowed whole chunks straight down its gullet. It towered over me, easily twenty feet tall. And sitting on its back were two girls, arguing.
“The kill’s mine!”
“No, it’s not! I saw the snake first!”
“But I’m rider. You’re just the passenger! Everyone knows that the rider claims the kill!”
“Passenger? It’s a miracle I didn’t fall off!”
“That can be arranged! Ow! Stop pulling my hair!”
I was alive. I really was. Breathing and moving. Shaking and trembling, too. But alive. I laughed. I cried. I had a whole life’s worth of emotions to get through, now that I knew I wasn’t going to die.
The girls stopped fighting when they heard my emotional outpouring, and gazed down at me from the back of their roc. The front one waved. “Salaam! Are you hurt?”
“Hurt? No. Terrified out of my mind. Definitely. Most definitely.”
They slid down off the back of their gigantic bird, each shoving the other to be first, and stepped daintily over the pools of snake blood.
And that’s how I met Ayesha and Yasmin. The greatest roc riders in the world.
According to them.








CHAPTER 18
I’m Yasmin,” said the first girl. “The ugly one’s Ayesha.”
“But… you look the same,” I said. “Twins?”
Ayesha grimaced at her sister. “Unfortunately. Mother should have left the runt out to die on the mountain when she had the chance, but, oye, we all have our burdens to bear.”
Yasmin flicked her long braid over her shoulder dismissively. “Ignore her. She’s just miserable because, well, who wouldn’t be if they saw that face in the mirror every morning?”
I shook my head. “But you are literally identical.”
“Noooo.” Yasmin leaned closer toward me and wiggled her eyebrows. “See these? Mine are much more attractive. See the way they arch? That’s style, that is.”
Meanwhile the owl roc had the snake’s jaws in its talons, and split them open so it could gobble up the tongue.
Yasmin tutted. “He’ll be too fat to fly after this.”
Ayesha stroked the roc’s wings. “Let him enjoy it. But I claim the fangs. My kill. Got it?”
Yasmin narrowed her gaze at her sibling, and suddenly I was well pleased I’d been an only child. “We’ll let Mama decide.” Then she turned her attention to me. “So, what are you doing out here all by yourself?”
“I’m not…”
Mistral! Where was he?
Mistral lay amongst the rubble, covered in dust. His eyes flickered as I touched him. “I’m still alive?” He frowned.
“Anything broken?”
He stood, shook the dust off his now even-more tattered wings, and drew his hand through his bristly crest. The boy was vain. “No. How about you? What happened? The last thing…” Then he saw the roc. “I see. That happened.”
“Now, who do we have here?” asked Yasmin. She sat up on top of the wall, munching a strip of dried meat.
Ayesha’s eyes widened, and she smiled. “You can have the snake. I’m claiming the beakie.”
Not again.
The roc tribes and garudas had been fighting even longer than the garudas and the sky pirates. Both sides believed the sky belonged to them, and a lot of feathers had been plucked in countless battles over the years. The Eyries were the roc strongholds. This was where the wild rocs nested, and the tribes both protected them and trained up the chicks to be their mounts. But only women could be mahouts, the pilots of the titanic rocs. Men had tried—out of desperation or pride—and they’d been ripped to shreds by the rocs themselves. Men could be carried, or ride as passengers, but that was all. Because the birds live for centuries, they were passed down from mother to daughter, to her daughter and so on.
No wonder Ayesha and Yasmin were at each other’s throats. Only one of them would inherit the long-eared owl roc.
He might have been battered and bloody, but Mistral could switch on the arrogance in an instant. “No one is claiming anything. These mountains are part of the kingdom of Bharat. I hereby demand that you assist us. You will be well rewarded, even though you are traitors and outlaws.”
That’s exactly what he said. You can guess what happened next.
They laughed. A lot. Mistral wasn’t used to being laughed at, so he did the only thing he could. Make it worse.
“Do you have any idea who I am?” he snapped. “I am Mistral, raj-kumar of Alamut, and I am your ruler. I really am!”
Yasmin and Ayesha looked at each other, then burst into a fresh round of laughter. To be honest, I might have smirked. Definitely did not laugh.
Though they were identical twins, you could tell them apart. They tried hard not to look the same. Yasmin, her of the beautiful eyebrows, had grown her hair long, while Ayesha’s cut was short and ragged, with the tips dyed pink. They wore similar clothing, stiff leather breastplate and vambraces, with their baggy pantaloons tucked into knee-high boots, decorated with feathers and small bells. Ayesha preferred red, from the sash around her waist to her scarf and right to her turban. Yasmin wore black. If they were older than me, it was only by a year at most, but they were tall and lean, with high cheekbones and small, almost delicate chins. But there was nothing delicate in their weapons. Yasmin carried a bow with a quiver full of arrows fletched with gray feathers, while Ayesha had a sword strapped to her back. They each had a tribal tattoo, a winged dagger, upon their forehead.
The winged dagger? That meant they belonged to…
“You’re the Wild Hunt,” I said, my hopes plummeting faster than when I’d tumbled out of the Kala Cheel.
Ayesha looked Mistral up and down, and not in a good way. “We only need his head.”
Mistral flexed his talons. “Then come and get it.”
Why was it that the moment anyone met Mistral, they wanted to kill him? I mean, he could be really, really annoying, but this was getting ridiculous.
I needed to calm it all down. “That won’t be necessary. In fact, it’s great you happened along.”
“Is it?” said Mistral.
How would Arjuna have handled this? Start with a charming smile? That’s it. I gave them my most charming smile. The one with all the teeth.
Yasmin took a sudden step back. “What’s wrong with your face?”
Okay, maybe not. “The garuda’s head is worth more attached to the rest of him,” I said.
“Is it?” asked Ayesha, sounding not entirely convinced.
Then Yasmin intervened. “We’ll let Mama decide your fate, garuda.”
I looked at him and gave a shrug. That would have to do for now.
Mistral grunted, but relaxed his talons, a little.
“Chup Chup will have to stay.” Ayesha walked over to the giant bird and patted its cheek. “You hear me, Chup Chup? You wait right here. When you finish, we’ll call you, okay? No wandering off like last time, or I’ll pluck your ears.”
Ayesha hacked out one of the serpent’s big fangs and rubbed it with sand to soak up any venom that might be clinging to it. These girls knew what they were doing. You needed to learn fast and grow up quick if you were going to survive living out here.
Yasmin handed me a waterskin, and I filled my mouth gratefully. I sloshed the water in my cheeks for good measure and was just handing the container to Mistral when Yasmin wagged her finger. “I did not give it to him.”
I swallowed my mouthful in a single gulp. “Tribal hospitality, eh?”
She arched an eyebrow. I had a feeling she practiced that a lot. “You know about our ways?”
“A little, from my baba. He told me, if you give someone water, you are saving their life, you’re giving them your protection. The raj-kumar is worth more to you alive than dead. You do right by him, and he’ll open up the treasury for you.”
She looked us over. Yasmin was suspicious but nodded. “Fine. Let him drink.”
Ayesha tied her turban cloth to either end of the fang and slung it over her shoulder. “The camp’s not far.”
“How far, exactly?” I asked as I massaged my hip, trying to squeeze out the building cramp. I would have given all the gold of Alamut for a pot of soma tea.
Mistral was black-and-blue from his fight, and I couldn’t ask either of the girls to give me a ride on their back.
Yasmin glanced down at my leg. “You’re injured?”
“It’s always like that.”
Ayesha picked her way through the rubble for a better look. “What happened?”
“You know what they say about wrestling elephants?”
Her eyes widened. “No. What do they say?”
“Don’t.”
Yasmin snorted. “Let’s bring her along.”
We set off, Mistral offering his shoulder for me to lean on. The sisters bickered a lot, but laughed more. Ayesha stood a little straighter, adding an inch or two extra height compared to her sister, who had that slight hunched walk tall people sometimes have, as if embarrassed at being able to see over others’ heads.
We struggled out of the valley, leaving the city behind, and headed for some hills.
Or what I thought were hills.
Three black silhouettes stood on the horizon against the star-spilled sky, with a small camp in front of them. People mingled, cooking, eating, while a few danced around a campfire as a musician strummed his oud with easy grace.
But those three hills were mature, fully grown rocs, two white-chested ospreys with their eyes banded like criminals, and a single redheaded vulture, almost twice the size of the twins’ owl roc, Chup Chup. These were the ones of legend, titans that could carry elephants in their talons. Each was being fussed over by girls similar in age to the twins, preening them, tying tassels and bells to their ankles. The rocs just let them do it, aloof and imperious, but you could see they loved the attention.
“Mama!” yelled Yasmin. “Look who we found!”
“I killed a horned serpent!” shouted Ayesha, shoving her sister out of the way as she ran down the slope into the firelit camp, waving the fang over her head. “Have you ever seen one this long?”
Nudging Mistral, I whispered, “Let me do the talking. Please.”
For once the proud and prickly raj-kumar merely nodded as we slid our way into the camp, passing the gazes of the three watchful rocs. The night wind ruffled their feathers, so it sounded like the constant, mournful rustling of leaves in a forest. I could feel the heat of their bodies as we approached.
I gulped as the vulture roc lowered its head for a sniff. Then it shook its head, deciding I wasn’t even a snack worth having. The girl preening its feathers laughed.
Some of the tribe-folk were wounded. There were dismantled howdahs bearing harpoon launchers, and booty lay neatly stacked. I patted a pile of silk bales. No prizes for guessing where this tribe had gotten them from. “Looks like you’ve got a good haul.”
Yasmin smirked as she picked an orange from a barrel. “Some fool sky ship strayed into our territory. Mama led the attack. We tore it up good, punctured two balloons and let it drift off with a leaking belly.”
“It escaped?” I asked, trying to hide my hope.
She shook her head as she whipped out a small knife and began peeling. “Probably crashed into the side of a mountain by now.”
I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t.
What about Arjuna?
No. Don’t think like that. You’ll see him again. You will.
Ayesha returned, bringing an older woman. “See, Mama? We found them out in the wilds, about to be eaten by the horned serpent! Which I killed while Yasmin was crying with fear!”
“Namaste,” I said, bowing as low as I could.
Mistral held the woman’s gaze for a few moments, then dipped his head, barely. “Namaste.”
Silver bells chimed from the woman’s braids, and a great diamond stud shone in her nostril. No less bright was the blade of her silver-etched scimitar. She was slim and wiry, a warrior through and through, right from the winged dagger tattoo on her scarred cheek to the patch over her left eye. But her right eye was intense enough for both. “Salaam. I am Takheem, sheikhah of the Wild Hunt.”
Yasmin finished her orange as she stood beside her mom, mimicking her pose perfectly, a sheikhah-in-waiting. “I gave him water, Mama.”
“That’s a shame.” She slid her scimitar back into its sheath, then nodded. “You are… welcome.”
“That’s the most unwelcome welcome I’ve ever heard,” muttered Mistral. “She wants me dead. I can see it in her eye.”
“She wouldn’t exactly be the first, would she?” I took his arm to make sure he was paying attention. “Just don’t give her an excuse. Okay?”
So this was the dreaded Wild Hunt. Ayesha paraded her fang around the camp, drawing praise from the older raiders, then settled down with one bunch and acted out the whole fight between the horned serpent and her roc, Chup Chup. She jumped and leapt over the fire, flapped around her audience, drawing laughs and praise at her performance. She was all passion and free spirit, laughing, slinging her arm over her companions, the friend of everyone. Just like Arjuna.
I watched, listened. Who had power, who didn’t? Who was happy to just be led, and who bristled at their lowly position? When you’re not quick, not strong, you find other ways to survive.
I nudged Mistral along. “Come on. We’ve got work to do.”
Mistral looked up. “Work?”
“It’s something us Earthbound do. You wouldn’t understand. We’re going to charm that lot. You can be charming, can’t you?”
“I have been taught etiquette by the best teachers in all of Bharat. I think I can handle a few unwashed outlaws.”
“Aaaand that approach is going to get us fed to those rocs. Never mind, just follow my lead.”
We arrived at the campfire just as Ayesha reached the climax of the story, of Chup Chup tearing the horned serpent to pieces. “Huge, it was! Yasmin was crying, begging that we fly away, but I was all for the kill! We’re the Wild Hunt! No prey escapes our gaze. Ain’t that right?”
You don’t ask to join, don’t give them a chance to say no, so I sat myself in the circle. “Did you tell them about how it smashed down the wall with just its tail?”
Ayesha clapped. “Oh, that’s right! I’ve been telling them all about the fangs at one end of the snake, and completely forgot the other!”
Now that I had their attention, I needed to hold on to it. “We get them attacking our cattle every once in a while. I saw one serpent, half the size of yours, flatten a bull with a single lash, then swallow the beast in a single gulp.” Then I looked over at Mistral. “Yet he fought your serpent. Without any weapons at all.”
One of the raiders, a man with a long, thick drooping mustache, nodded. “Got no fear. Everyone knows that. Don’t know when to quit.”
I faced Mistral. “What was it like, fighting the horned serpent? How did you think you were gonna win?”
“I was going to die,” said Mistral calmly. “I did it to give you time to escape.”
Oye. We were going there.
They believed him. Everyone knows eagles don’t—can’t—lie. They didn’t want to admire his courage, but it was irresistible. And they just needed to glance at me to get the measure of what I was—a poor peasant girl with a twisted leg. A burden to anyone.
“Why? What’s she to you?” This came from Big Mustache.
Mistral shrugged. “I’d promised to protect her. When an eagle swears to do something, he will, and only death will stop him.”
Ayesha sat down, as enthralled as the rest. She put the fang aside. “You’re not afraid of death?”
“Why be afraid of the inevitable? Surely death is a reminder to live life as best you can? Each day is a marvel.” He looked around the gathered roc riders. “What brings you joy?”
Big Mustache scooped his hand and pretended to sip from it. “A cold drink after a long flight.”
Ayesha swept out her sword and spun it over her head, catching the firelight upon its silver blade. “A raid! Seeing the villagers flee screaming as we swoop over their heads!”
They all cheered to that, loud enough to draw looks from the other campfires. I kept my attention on Mistral. “What about you?”
“Hearing the poetry of the wind. Feeling its kisses upon my feathers. The sun. Its warmth is a mother’s embrace.”
I’d never heard him speak like this. I’d never imagined he could. The rest? They’d never even spoken to a garuda. And yet they all looked at him, silently contemplating his words and finding no fault in them. One of the women nudged Mistral and handed him a pastry. “Try it. My son makes the best baklava. Ask anyone.”
Mistral nodded his thanks, broke it in half, and handed me the second piece. “Her slingshot almost took out the serpent’s eye.”
Ayesha tapped her forehead. “You that good?”
“Good enough,” I replied.
Ayesha frowned, curling up her winged dagger tattoo. She got up and headed off to speak with her mom, leaving the fang forgotten on the sand.
People finished their meals and rose from the fire to settle down to sleep. Big Mustache handed me and Mistral blankets. Didn’t say anything, but his eyes were deep and thoughtful. A space near the fire was set aside for us. Soon the camp fell silent except for the crackle of the campfire and the rustle of the rocs’ wings.
“Did you mean what you said, back then?” I asked.
“Why would I lie?”
“You never lie?”
He shook his head. “That is a great sin amongst the garudas.”
“It’s a great sin in all cultures. Doesn’t stop us from doing it.”
Mistral rolled onto his back to face the stars. “Lies only lead to more lies. Why waste the effort?”
I smiled. “Ah, it’s all about efficiency, then? I thought you were some great feathered philosopher.”
“You think too much, Nargis.” He smirked. It was peculiar, but it suited him, somehow. “It’s an overrated trait, but I’m beginning to admire that about you.”
“Thanks, I think.” I eased myself down, exhausted but too stirred up to want to sleep. “Why do you think Shamshir did what he did? Killed my parents?”
“The first thing Shamshir mentioned was the orchard, something only a powerful spirit singer could create. Garudas have always been afraid of spirit singers.”
“Why? We’re only trying to help. Our job is to heal nature.”
“See these?” Mistral spread out his wings, such as they were.
“Wow! You have wings? I never realized!”
“I assume that’s a joke? In which case, ha. Ha. Ha.” He flapped them gently. “We’re masters of the element of air. You’re masters of all of them. That makes us afraid. One of you could be the next Yavana.”
“Yavana? No one has that power anymore.”
“I’m not saying fear is rational. But people fear what they can’t control. Shamshir can’t control the sky pirates, so he hunts them. He can’t control the roc tribes, so hunts them. Why should spirit singers be any different?”
“We’ll find out when we get hold of him.” I glanced across the camp. Big Mustache was sitting with Takheem and the twins. Takheem was leader, but Big Mustache, one of the few men in this hunting party, was clearly respected by her, and she sat listening. Then the twins were huddled closer to him than their mom.
“Nice family, eh?” said Mistral.
“He’s their dad?” Now that he mentioned it, the familial similarities between Big Mustache and the twins was obvious. He had rather fine eyebrows. Trust an eagle to spot all the small details. “You think they’re talking about us?”
“We’ll find out in the morning,” said Mistral.

It was a cold morning, but I awoke with the smell of fresh naan in my nostrils—always a nice smell to wake to—and the sounds of a camp getting busy. Lots of clearing of throats, yawns, and other bodily noises.
And shouting. Lots of shouting.
I groaned as I recognized Mistral’s pompous and self-important voice.
The cold had gotten into my hip something awful. Right then I really wished that out of all the booty they’d taken from the Kala Cheel, someone, anyone, had grabbed my crutch. I would have traded it for all the stolen silk being stacked up on the howdahs. And what I’d have given for a cup of soma tea! I wasn’t even sure how I was going to get up. Actually, I was. With great difficulty.
Mistral was following the sheikhah, waving his arms, flapping his wings. She was doing her best to ignore him, which was totally not going to work.
“Salaam,” said Ayesha as she strolled over, chewing a naan. She had a stout stick tucked under her arm, and handed it over. It had a crosspiece fixed to the top. “Made it myself. Might make life a little easier.”
I looked it over. The wood was smooth, the knots for the crosspiece secure. “Thanks. So why all the rush?”
She handed me the other half of her naan. It had raisins in it. “We’re heading back to our tribal strongholds, high up in the Eyries. Best get started early. It’s a fair way.”
My head was still fuzzy with sleep, but something was missing. “Strongholds?”
She winced, then looked over at the sheikhah and the irate raj-kumar. “Best you hear it from Mama.”
I didn’t need to. As soon as I was up, Mistral turned toward me. “They’re leaving! Flying all the way to the summits!”
“Yeah, I know. So?”
“Without us,” he said. “They’re abandoning us here on the mountain.”








CHAPTER 19
Sheikhah Takheem returned with Yasmin and Big Mustache, who dropped two bags and a waterskin onto the ground. Yasmin didn’t meet my eyes and stared stubbornly at her feet, shifting uneasily as she held out a small, heavy leather satchel. “Sling stones. I picked the best I could find.”
“Food and water. Enough for a few days if you’re careful.” Takheem pointed at a narrow path that I’d missed last night. “Follow that all the way down. Head south. There will be villagers who will provide you with more provisions.”
“South? That’s the way we came!” I hobbled closer, hating looking so feeble. “We need to get to the Rookery.”
Mistral gazed at the sheikhah. “You could get us there in a day.”
Takheem’s hand fell to her scimitar. “You presume a lot, Raj-kumar. We are not your subjects.” Then she rubbed under her eye patch. “I had this plucked out when I was a girl. Half the age of my daughters. Our village had failed to send enough crops. Garudas came—crows, ravens, buzzards, and vultures. My father had lost an eye already. He couldn’t afford to lose another. So I gave mine instead. It was the proudest moment of my life, and yet that was the day I learned to hate.”
The Tithe of Eyes. I felt sick even thinking about it.
“Talon Law can be cruel, perhaps even unjust, something I am now realizing,” said Mistral, looking over at me. “There is no place for the Tithe of Eyes. That is a remnant from a bygone age, one best forgotten. But Shamshir believes, is dedicated to, the old ways. If you want to make sure no other children suffer as you did, help me stop him.”
Her steely gaze stayed fixed on Mistral. “What would we get, in exchange for helping you?”
“The Eyries would be yours. Forever.”
Big Mustache scowled. “They’re already ours. Just like a garuda to believe the skies belong to them alone.”
“We have our freedom,” agreed Takheem.
“Freedom?” said Mistral, almost scoffing. “For how much longer? Shamshir will come after you and will not rest until he has destroyed you, and every roc egg. He will ensure their extinction.”
Ayesha stared at us, horrified. “He wouldn’t.”
“You don’t know Shamshir as I do. He has climbed from the very lowest caste, the Carrion Eaters, to usurp the throne of my father. There is nothing he wouldn’t do to keep it. No law he wouldn’t trample upon.”
The rules had changed. There were no rules. The riders came and went, but their rocs, their precious rocs, were passed down from generation to generation. To lose them? Forever? Big Mustache frowned. “So how do we stop him?”
Mistral’s eyes brightened like twin suns. “We take Alamut.”
What was he going on about?
I took his arm. “The plan was to get to the Rookery and find some allies there.”
Mistral smiled as he faced the roc riders. “I’ve found them already. We’ll find more at the Rookery. Another two or three roc tribes. Shamshir will never expect it.”
“And for what?” asked Big Mustache. “To give us what is already ours? You strike a poor bargain, Raj-kumar.”
I interrupted. “More. Much more. Equality between Earthbound and Airborne. Mistral’s father is planning to let us join the Feathered Council.”
Takheem peered at Mistral. “Is that true?”
Mistral nodded. “You have my word. Help me take Alamut and rescue my parents, and we can put all the past behind us. All the old hatreds, the old rivalries. It’s that or extinction by the talons of Shamshir.”
How about that? When I’d first met him, Mistral had been so against the Earthbound being part of the garuda world. But he’d seen what Geedar had done for him. He’d shared a meal with the roc riders. He’d lived amongst us, and how can you remain an enemy after that? Maybe, just maybe, we could pull this off.
“It’s impossible to take Alamut,” insisted Takheem.
Mistral scratched the ground thoughtfully. “It could be done. A bold, swift attack, coming out of nowhere. Such things as the roc tribes are famous for.”
Takheem shook her head, then turned toward the great feathered titans. “Alamut would destroy the rocs with their astras the moment they appeared on the horizon.”
Big Mustache stroked his upper lip, furrows deep and grim. “The Dragon astra is so powerful that its blast turns entire villages to ash. The heat melts the sand into glass.”
Mistral shook his head. “That astra has not been used since before my grandfather’s time. I doubt it even works now.”
Big Mustache wasn’t reassured. “Alamut has many other astras. Perhaps not so large, but deadly enough.”
“And I know exactly which way they face, and their range. I’ll guide you safely toward Alamut. And we have one advantage over Shamshir, a weapon he fears above all others.” Mistral pointed at me. “A spirit singer.”
I wanted a golem to rise up and take me down so I could hide.
Ayesha and Yasmin were open-mouthed, staring at me as if I’d suddenly grown an extra head and Big Mustache appraised me anew. Takheem drummed her fingers upon her sword hilt. “You’re a spirit singer?”
“Can you make it rain?” whispered Ayesha. “Even just a few drops falling from—”
Takheem raised her hand. “No one can make it rain.”
Shamshir had been terrified of me. Why? Why else? Because he feared I’d inherited the power of my dad, a spirit singer who’d grown an orchard in the lifeless desert.
Shamshir had killed my parents because he’d feared what they could do.
Alamut is not safe while the child of Yudesh lives.
I was a threat, except I didn’t know how.
“Yeah?” Then I cleared my throat and stood up straighter. “I mean, yes.”
They were all looking at me.
“I suppose you want a demonstration?”
Takheem just nodded.
I needed to keep it simple.
The vegetation was sparse. Just a few thorny bushes and juniper shrubs surviving within the cracks of the rocks.
I remembered our orchard. The spring blossoms with hummingbirds flitting from flower to flower, the scents drifting across the village in the evening cool. The bees, fluffy with pollen, buzzing lazily in the shade of the leaves.
Lalpani had been beautiful, in its way.
I wiped my cheek, catching a teardrop on my knuckle. Silly to be sad, but there it was, a crystal of water, just like a raindrop, or so I’d heard.
I brushed my knuckle against a long, narrow leaf of the juniper scrub and watched the teardrop trickle along the stalk. Then I whispered to the spirit of the juniper.
“Here, sweet juniper, accept my gift,
Memory in a teardrop, of a barren place where I once played.
It is where the sands endlessly drift,
And yet filled with sweet fruit within easy reach!
Of swaying branches and cool shade,
Trees laden with mango, with orange and peach.
Juniper, how do you fare?
Bless us with your treasure, your gift of life,
High in the mountains, home to only rock and air.”
That was all. The rest was up to—
“Look,” whispered Yasmin, almost breathless with amazement. “Look.”
The branch was laden with dark blue berries. Even more swelled from the path of my teardrop, growing ripe even as we gazed upon them. Yasmin picked one off and held it before her mom.
Takheem looked from the berry to me. Then squashed it. “So?”
“May I speak, Sheikhah?” Big Mustache put his hand on her arm.
Takheem responded with a curt nod. “Go ahead, Mullah.”
So Big Mustache had a name. Mullah kept to the background, behind the sheikhah, but when he stepped forward, the others gave him space. He pulled at the tips of his mustache, and suddenly I missed Baba very much. Then Mullah spoke to me. “I saw Shamshir try to kill you when we attacked the sky ship. What was it called?”
“The Kala Cheel. You saw?”
Mullah chuckled. “It was my arrow that went into his shoulder. A few inches lower and we’d not be needing this conversation, would we?”
“You saved my life,” I said. “Thank you. How do you say it? Shukran?”
“You’re most welcome.” Mullah stroked the long hairs down to his chin as he turned to the sheikhah. “This is kismet, the work of fate. Shamshir, our great enemy, is afraid of her, and we have saved this girl’s life twice now. There is a reason she has come to us, one we cannot yet fathom but must have faith in. I know my voice does not count around the fire, but you’ve listened to me, once or twice.”
“Men,” snorted Takheem. “So ruled by their emotions.” Her one good eye wrinkled as she smiled. “Welcome to the Wild Hunt, spirit singer.”
She turned back to the business of rocs, and Mullah followed, trying, but failing, to hide his grin under that thick bush of his. The twins picked more berries and ran through the camp, telling everyone of the spirit singer in their midst.
Mistral popped a berry into his mouth. “You did it.”
“You should have told me you were planning to drag me into your scheme. What if my song hadn’t worked?”
He glanced at the now abandoned bags of supplies. “We’d have been starting a long, long walk down.”
We stopped at the sound of a strange roar coming from above. Yasmin stood up on a ledge high above us, spinning a strange wooden device on the end of a long cord. She watched the sky as she spun out a loop at different speeds, altering the noise from a dull drone to a high-pitched whine.
“A wind-roarer,” said Mistral. “It’s how they communicate with their rocs over long distances, dozens of miles, even more for a roc with good hearing. Every rider will carry one.”
“Owls have the best hearing, don’t they?” I gazed at the still empty sky. “You know a lot about rocs, don’t you?”
“You should study your enemy if you want to learn how to defeat them.”
“Never change, Mistral.” I ruffled his crest. “Hey, it’s growing back. Spiky. I like it.”
He spread out his wings, checking them, left then right. “The feathers too. It’ll still be months before I’m truly flying. I can’t wait to leave the ground.”
“Is it that bad?”
Mistral picked at some rocks with his talons. “I thought all there was down here was dirt. But amongst the rocks you sometimes find… a diamond.”
“Diamond? What do you—” I smirked at him. “So you were taught charm, too? No doubt by the very best teachers in all Bharat?”
“They’d have to be, wouldn’t they? I doubt any normal compliment would work on you.”
Yasmin cried out. She clapped her hands and pointed upward.
Chup Chup circled above us, brought by Yasmin’s wind-roarer.
The owl roc glided through the air with but a whisper, the smoke from the dying campfires spiraing in its wake as it . Its eyes shone with reflected firelight, and its brown-striped cream feathers were bathed in the golden light of dawn.
As Chup Chup settled on a ledge, the twins ran toward him, shouting and clapping. Then they buried themselves in his fluffy chest.
How they adored their gigantic owl. They bickered and fought with every breath, except when it came to Chup Chup. He bound them together, even though one day it would tear them apart.
But that day was a long way off.
“Come on, Nargis!” Ayesha turned around to us, waving. “Your ride awaits!”
Mistral slapped my shoulder. “Enjoy the journey.”
“What about you? Aren’t you riding with me?”
“No. With the sheikhah. It’s all about having a place of honor. Rulers need to be seen side by side. It keeps everyone friendly.”
I scowled at him. “How come honor never seems to work in my favor? Any idea why that is?”
“None at all. See you at the Rookery.”
And off he went to travel with the sheikhah on the old hill-sized vulture.
Yasmin was picking small stones from Chup Chup’s talons by the time I joined her. “You might as well know now that you’re going to be sick. A lot. So when you feel it coming up, face downwind! Last thing you want is your own puke being blown all over you. And do not spew over Chup Chup’s feathers. Got it?”
“Be careful where I puke. Got it. Anything else I need to know?”
Ayesha linked her arm through mine and led me toward the roc. “It’s perfectly safe.”
“It doesn’t look perfectly safe.”
Ayesha held up what looked like a leather jacket but with lots of straps and wooden toggles. “Put this on. Then we’ll secure you to the saddle.”
Yasmin tugged at her braid as she looked me up and down. “Side saddle, I think.”
Ayesha shook her head. “Side saddle? Why would she… Oh. Her leg.”
“I am standing right here, y’know.” I pointed at one of the other rocs. “Why don’t I go with your mom? How come Mistral gets a lift with her in one of the howdahs?”
Ayesha scoffed and made what looked like a rude gesture. “Howdahs are boring.”
I looked enviously over at the other, bigger birds. “I quite like boring.”
Yasmin touched her tattoo. “You’re our honored guest, Nargis. It wouldn’t be right for you to be luggage.”
I took the jacket. It looked ridiculous, but I’d tried skydiving and discovered I hated it. It was a snug fit, and Ayesha helped, pulling straps tight, so that by the time she was done, I could barely move my arms or bend at the waist.
While the other rocs had howdahs, enough for four or five people each and the booty, Chup Chup just had a large saddle buckled between his shoulders. He turned his entire head around to stare at me, and there was judgment in his domineering gaze. Ayesha tugged a handful of feathers to get his attention. “She’s a friend! I don’t want you shaking her off like the last one!”
I stopped in my tracks. “What?”
“What?” Ayesha gestured at the knotted rope dangling from the saddle. “Hold on. I’ll pull you up.”
It was like climbing a mountain of fluff. The feathers were so soft, I sank into them. The twins had the knack and were clambering over Chup Chup without effort while my arms were aching by the time I got into the saddle, sitting sideways with both legs hanging off one side. It did not feel safe at all. They buckled me in, but I still felt… loose.
They flipped a coin to see who would guide. Ayesha won and thumbed her nose at her sister. “You’re luggage, Yasmin!”
Yasmin grumbled as she slid in front of me and glanced over her shoulder. “If you so much as get a speck of puke on me, I’m going to unbuckle you. Understand?”
I just nodded. Fear had climbed up my throat to block any words.
Ayesha sat in front. She stroked her palm across the feathers between Chup Chup’s twitching ears. He then spread his magnificent sail-sized tawny wings.
The other rocs were still loading up. “Should we wait for the others?” I asked.
“Those old birds?” said Ayesha. “They can eat our tail feathers!”
Chup Chup dropped off the ledge and plummeted down toward the valley below. My guts dropped to my toes, and a scream rose to my mouth. Then Chup Chup beat his wings and there was another surge of speed as he turned his descent into ascent, accelerating faster with each wingbeat. I locked my arms around Yasmin’s waist. “I want to get off! I’ll walk! Please! Let me off!”
Yasmin laughed. “It’s hundreds of miles to the Rookery.”
“I don’t care! Let me OFF!”
Yasmin scoffed, then turned her attention to Ayesha. “Follow the current. You’re wasting Chup Chup’s strength. Let him glide!”
Ayesha ignored her sister. “Higher! Higher!”
“Let me off!” I screamed with my eyes squeezed shut.
The wind roared, cold and skin-stinging, as Chup Chup rose higher.
Then… it happened. I was shaking all over, my belly was doing double flips, but then I opened my eyes, just a squint, and saw the world revealed.

Bharat stretched out below us. The sun shone upon the stark granite of the Eyries, and speckled beneath Chup Chup’s mighty wings were villages, hamlets, and even a few towns. Many hugged along the edge of rivers, most dried out now and only visible because of the winding shadows cast by their dusty banks. Gleaming white like broken eggshells were the remains of other ancient ruins. I turned in the saddle as I heard the shriek of the other rocs. The two osprey rocs flew side by side, wing tips almost touching, gliding easily through the currents. The vulture, more heavily laden than the rest, lagged behind and flew lower but just as gracefully.
We swooped through a flock of geese, who squawked and honked angrily at us. Ayesha hooted at them.
“Hang on!” she shouted.
I did not like the sound of that. “Why? What are you going to do?”
“This!”
Chup Chup tucked in his wings, and we dived between the other rocs. The yells of the other riders swept away in the fury of our speed. Then… then the great owl roc came out of his dive and arced upward, and upward. Then we were upside down. The sisters roared as Chup Chup shrieked, his wing tips trembling. I looked up and saw the earth above me.
The amber, dusty hues, the tawny patches of meager farmland, and the landscape threaded by the empty branches of dried-out rivers, all coming from the central trunks of vast rivers, as if the earth had been imprinted with an ancient forest. I couldn’t breathe, even with my mouth wide open.
We came out of the loop, gliding up beside the redheaded vulture, where Mistral sat cross-legged on the howdah, between Takheem and Mullah. He turned to see me as we swept past.
And winked.








CHAPTER 20
Oye, Nargis! Wake up, you don’t want to miss this!”
“Hmm?” What was… Where was I? What was going on?
That got me a sharp dig in the ribs. “Wake up! And stop drooling on my shoulder!”
I lifted my head from Ayesha’s shoulder, blinking as the rushing wind bit my eyes. “Are… are we there yet?” I rasped. My throat was raw and dried out from the cold air.
I’d been so terrified, sure my heart would burst, as we’d passed between mountain peaks, torn through clouds, and upset the birds. Ayesha had been determined to get Chup Chup to perform all his tricks, many of them upside down, and I’d emptied my guts more than once, but downwind and avoiding Chup Chup’s sandy-colored feathers. But then…
The fear had given way to awe, and awe had given way to sleep.
I wiped Ayesha’s shoulder with my sleeve. “Sorry about that, but… Ayesha? What are you doing here?”
She glanced over her shoulder. “Where else would I be?”
Yasmin was driving now, perched up high on Chup Chup’s shoulders, nudging him expertly with her knees. They’d swapped seats midflight. Swapped seats a thousand feet above the ground, flying faster than the wind. One misstep, one sudden change in direction and… the Long Drop.
I frantically checked the knots holding me to my side saddle. All good, but being locked in one position a whole day hadn’t done my leg any favors. Muscles had seized up and my joints were pounding, sending warning spikes of sharp pain up from the awkward hip. I could never get comfortable, never be free of the small misalignment in my hip and all the trouble that came with it. “So where are we?”
“Where do you think?” Ayesha pointed ahead, past Yasmin’s shoulder and between Chup Chup’s ear tufts. “The Rookery.”
Flocks of garudas; pigeons, magpies, and sparrows of the Common Fowl caste, but also songbirds, parrots, and kingfishers of the Bright Heralds, swooped through the drifting sky ships, their cries piercing the oncoming darkness. Some sky ships were no more than propeller-driven rowing boats swaying off the bottom of a single, sagging balloon, but others were aerial leviathans, colossal beasts held aloft by balloons the size of clouds, powered by storm engines, with lightning crackling upon their decks.
But the Kala Cheel wasn’t amongst them.
Yasmin, up front, raised her hand, slicing the air ahead. “We’re coming in!”
The Rookery, at last.
It was a forest, filled with titanic trees. Even the smallest towered at five hundred feet with trunks twenty feet—or more—in diameter. Others were thousands of feet tall, trunks a hundred feet wide, with towns built upon the huge boughs and slender branches. Not just small little shacks but great dwellings five stories high and ancient. Temples of course, docks for the sky ships, and perches for the rocs. Some trees had entwined together, their trunks and branches melting into one sprawling monstrosity that the other trees seemed to cower under. Bridges crossed between the boughs, and I watched a blindfolded elephant being raised up by an elaborate pulley system. It was not having fun.
And what was the most unique thing about the forest? The trees were made of stone.
Living stone.
Plenty believed they’d been made by Yavana. Others believed they’d once been real trees, but turned to stone in the war long ago between the garudas and us, when the world had been transformed—corrupted—by the magic of the ancient spirit singers. When we’d gambled with the natural world and lost.
Lightning flashed above us, illuminating the canopy.
Ah, the canopy!
Trees have leaves. That’s their thing. But these leaves were like glass—shiny, transparent, and swaying weightlessly in the breeze despite being the size of plates. They shimmered emerald, sapphire, ruby, and amber, painting the Rookery with their precious light.
Chup Chup shrieked at another roc gliding below us. Yasmin yelled at him as he bristled. “What do you think you’re doing? Oh, a fight? You’re nothing but a chick!” She gestured toward a majestic orange-throated vulture roc, its talons decorated with long streaming ribbons and clanging bells. “You really think you can beat that one?”
Its rider jeered, daring us. Ayesha screamed back at her.
Ayesha glanced back at me. “How many bells do you count on that vulture?”
I peered over my shoulder as we swept past. “Six? No, maybe seven?”
“Seven kills. Chup Chup’s just showing off. If that vulture even looked at him, he’d be darting to hide in the nearest nest.” She brushed her hands across the owl’s feathers. “But my daughters will make a warrior out of him.”
“Or maybe Yasmin’s will?”
Ayesha scoffed. “She’ll end up with sons.”
Then she slapped her sister on the back. They grinned at each other and began ululating. Roc riders from other tribes joined the chorus, all sharing the same joy of their colossal birds.
“What do you think?” yelled Yasmin over her shoulder.
What did I think? I didn’t know where to begin. My eyes ached from all the staring. The smell of the Rookery overwhelmed me too. I was used to the parched, baked emptiness of the desert, not the smoke of a million cooking fires, of naans baking in their ovens, of pastries sizzling in their pans, of the countless bodies—roc, Earthbound, and Air-born, all pressed together under the dazzling, dizzying canopy. Until a week ago I’d never ventured more than a few miles from Lalpani. To the villagers back there, the Rookery was as far, and as fantastical, as the moon. It was unreal, but here it was. And here I was.
If only Arjuna had been there.
“Who’s in charge of all this? It is Talon Law?” There were garudas and Earthbound mixing, like they were equals. Sky pirates traded with roc tribe-folk, buying goods probably stolen off other sky ships.
Ayesha rubbed her forefinger and thumb together. “This is the only law that matters here. Gold. If you have it, you can buy all the laws you want. Without gold, down you go”—she swirled her finger downward—“all the way to the Roots.”
Yasmin leaned close to Chup Chup and shouted back at us. “Hang on!”
Chup Chup tucked in his wings and stooped through the web of branches and bridges. Leaves chimed in our wake, and a flock of garudas had to scatter as Chup Chup dived through them, ruffling a lot of feathers.
Chup Chup pushed his wings out to their full extent and even spread out his tail feathers to drop his speed until he was almost hanging in the air above a stone branch. His talons had barely grabbed hold before Ayesha and Yasmin were sliding down his back. Dockers set to work immediately. Two pulled a wagon containing a cow carcass. Chup Chup snapped his beak impatiently.
I, on the other hand, got to work undoing all the knots that still had me tied to the saddle. I finally slid the jacket off and shook out my legs, rolling my knuckles over the aching thighs and loosening the joints—hips, knees, ankles, and each toe. It felt really good.
A place like this had to sell soma leaves. One of the men working on the perch held out his hand. “Watch that first step.”
Oye, Nargis. You got this. See those people walking along the branch? See how wide it is? You wouldn’t think twice if this was the ground.
The man smiled. “Don’t worry. People fall off a lot less frequently than you think. But if it’s going to happen, it usually happens on the first day.”
“I really wish you’d told me that tomorrow.” I took his hand and oh so carefully slid down off Chup Chup. He glanced back at me when I pulled one of his feathers a little too hard.
A spike of nerve-burning pain shot up my leg as I hit the stone bough, heels first. I tightened my grip on my new crutch, but it didn’t feel right, not like my real one. I didn’t want to think it was gone. That only made the pain worse.
“That bad, is it?” asked Ayesha.
I just gritted my teeth and waited for it to pass. It always did. Until next time. I forced a smile, convincing no one. “Let’s get a move on, then.”
Some of the branches had railings, but not many. Garudas mingled freely with the Earthbound. The first time I gazed at a garuda, straight in the eye, I thought I’d get shoved off the bough for my impertinence, but the garuda just carried on chatting with his Earthbound companion.
The rest of the Wild Hunt came to the perches nearby. The two osprey rocs settled onto the thick stone boughs, their talons fitting neatly into grooves carved by the countless rocs that had used the boughs before them. They were unloaded and fed, and the tribe-folk went off about their business.
Mistral was off his ride, shaking his wings as if freeing himself from the shame of having needed a ride through the sky. He caught me looking at him, and I found out that garudas could blush. “How was it?” I asked.
“Humiliating. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”
“My lips are sealed.”
Yasmin walked over, tearing at a strip of dried meat. “C’mon, we’re off to the Cloud Serpent.”
Ayesha smacked her lips. “You’ve not tasted paradise until you’ve tasted one of their lemon sherbets.”
“The Cloud Serpent?” I asked.
“Our favorite inn.” Yasmin tore her strip and handed half to Ayesha. “There are folk there who might be persuaded to help us, other roc tribes. They say the Red Talons are here. They’re good people to have, when things go bad.”
“The Red Talons?” Mistral bit his lip. “Father attacked their stronghold two years ago. Sentenced their leaders to the Feather Fall. Made a banner from the feathers of one of their oldest rocs.”
“Best not mention that, eh?” I suggested.
“Seems that the Cloud Serpent is the answer to all our problems,” said Mistral.
“You really think we’ll get other roc tribes to help us attack Alamut?” I asked.
“Not attack, but to sneak in. You’re my secret weapon.”
“Me? How?”
“Surprise me,” he said. Then added, “But in a good way.”
“I’ll try, but I’m not guaranteeing anything.”
We passed stalls selling cooked meats, fruits, goods from every corner of Bharat. The air stung with spices and the press of bodies, their perfume and sweat mingling with the heat rising off the stone. The light through the tinted leaves transformed the lofty road into a rainbow bridge.
A merchant and a magpie garuda sat hunched over a chessboard. I watched the man take the maharajah with his eagle, winning the game. I winced, half-afraid of how the garuda would react, but he merely slid a coin across the board to his opponent.
“How about that? An Earthbound beating one of the Airborn,” I said.
Mistral hardly glanced at the game. “Beating a magpie? Where’s the victory in that?”
“Ah, there’s the old arrogance I was starting to miss.”
Ayesha suddenly barged past. “Last one pays!”
Yasmin raced after her. “You cheated!”
We’d reached the Cloud Serpent.
The main trunk had been transformed into the body of a great serpent with its various boughs each painted as a differently colored snake. There were dozens of platforms nesting within the sprawling branches, connected by spindly bridges and spiraling stairs. Sailcloth awnings flapped in the breeze, and hundreds of lanterns hung overhead, their light ever changing through the transparent leaves. A haze of oily smoke drifted between the levels out from the kitchens, and garudas flitted between the levels while the Earthbound servants, spritely boys and nimble girls, swung from ledge to ledge, carrying trays of food and drink, somehow without spilling a drop or a grain of rice.
Ayesha and Yasmin were already sitting on one of the branches, tall glasses of sherbet in their hands, giggling together like only siblings could.
But another sound cut through the chattering, riotous laughter, and thudding of tables—a pure, single voice that seemed to make the trees sway.
An old garuda, a nightingale, sang from her perch over the main dining platform. She wore faded finery. The silks of her sari were threadbare and the gold embroidery plucked. Her jewels were tin and her wings less feathered than Mistral’s. She sat, hunched over, her eyes closed, singing her sad song.
Mistral watched her, his brow marked with a curious frown. “Strange to hear that song here. It was my grandfather’s favorite.”
One of the servants came up to me, a tray in her hand with a pair of frost-covered cups. “Here’s your sherbet. Those two girls ordered it for— Nargis?”
I spun around.
I’d thought I would never see her again, but there she was, short, tawny-haired, and dressed in the bright silks of a sky dog. “Tripti?”








CHAPTER 21
We stared at each other, not knowing what to do. It had ended so badly. But if she was here… “The Kala Cheel’s here? Where’s Arj? Is he with you? You’re alive!”
She just stared. Where was the sky pirate who’d ruled the decks above the clouds? She put—slammed—the cups down. “Your drinks.”
“How did you end up here?” I asked.
“There was nowhere else to go.” Her eyes were black with hate. “I’ve been grounded.”
“Grounded?”
“I’ve been kicked off my ship, and word went out to the other captains. No one will take me on board. Ever.”
“I’m so sorry, Tripti. I didn’t know.”
“Of course you didn’t. The Kala Cheel meant nothing to you,” she said bitterly.
And it had meant everything to her. I should have been angrier about her betraying us to Shamshir, but I wasn’t. I’d almost destroyed the Kala Cheel wanting to prove myself. Tripti wasn’t any different. “You made a mistake, that’s all. Your dad has to take you back. He has to.”
“Captain Geedar doesn’t have to do anything. Once the Kala Cheel is repaired, he’ll be off, and I’ll stay here.” Tripti tucked the tray under her arm. “Now, as you can see, I’ve got work to do.”
“What about Arj? Is he here?”
She shook her head. “Told the captain he was going back to Lalpani. He only took this trip because of you, and you were gone.”
“We need to do something, Mistral. Get word to Arj. Find a way to… Will you pay attention! This is about my friend!”
But Mistral’s attention was elsewhere, on a group of roc riders gathered around a table, arguing, and glowering. Takheem sat opposite an old sheikhah, marked by a trio of long scars down each cheek. She wasn’t talking much, was instead scowling. At Mistral.
“You know her?” I asked, dreading how bad the answer would be.
“Sheikhah of the Red Talons.”
“The tribe your father attacked a few years ago?”
“Yes.” Mistral got up. “Maybe I should go and speak to her.”
“That would be an unbelievably bad idea.”
“But I can explain everything! How my father wants to give the Earthbound their freedom! We don’t need to be enemies in the future.”
“Let’s just focus on not being enemies this very moment, eh? Let Takheem bring her people to your side.”
“But—”
“Yeah, I know all about how you’ve learned charm, diplomacy, and fine manners from the best teachers in all Bharat, but this isn’t your business, Mistral. Leave it.”
I pushed myself up from my seat. I wasn’t needed for any of this. I wanted to forget about Alamut, about Shamshir and all the troubles of the last few days, just for tonight.
The old nightingale garuda sat beside a low table eating her meal. Despite her faded clothing and junk jewelry, and the meal of roti and rice, she sat there as proud as a rani. I leaned on my crutch, resting my chin on the underarm rest. “Namaste, Memsahib. I just wanted to say I thought your song was beautiful. I’ve never heard singing like that before.”
She daintily tore a strip off her roti and popped it into her mouth. “You heard many nightingales?”
She had class. There was no hiding her posh accent, melodic yet sharp, with each word neatly clipped, just like Mistral’s. The sound of it made me want to brush my hair and sit a little straighter.
I shrugged. “Truth be told, there’s not much cause for singing where I come from. People too busy saving their breath for all the hard labor.”
“You have the hands of a ditch digger,” she said.
“Er… thanks?”
The songbird garuda leaned over the edge of the platform. “Interesting friends you have. My eyes aren’t what they used to be, but what’s an eagle garuda doing with the Wild Hunt? Mischief-making, I have no doubt.”
“What’s a little mischief?” I gazed down at Mistral and the twins. “Maybe more than a little.”
She chuckled. Even that sounded like bells chiming. “As long as no one gets hurt, right?”
“Unless they deserve it.” I thought about Shamshir, standing over me, death gleaming in his eyes. “And someone always deserves it.”
The garuda looked at me closely. Her delicate brows furrowed as if she was searching for something. Then she smiled. “So what can I do for you? Fancy a song?”
“That last one you sang. Know another like it?”
“I don’t often sing such songs, but perhaps it was seeing your eagle friend that brought it to mind. Such songs were sung for the maharajahs.” Then her gaze drifted across the inn to a pair of sparrow garudas, deep in the shadows, pipes tucked between their teeth. Unlit pipes.
I didn’t like the way they watched Mistral.
The nightingale garuda turned sharply. “You need to get the raj-kumar out of here.”
“What raj-kumar? I don’t know any—”
She grabbed my arm. “I’ve no time for this, and neither does he. Let me tell you about those sparrows. They’re spies, selling news to anyone who’ll pay, and right now Shamshir pays more than everyone else. But do you know the most important thing about those two sparrows?”
“No, what?”
“There were three of them.”








CHAPTER 22
Too late. Much, much too late.
I saw her, ragged wings, dragging her steel foot awkwardly behind her.
Sickle.
A deathly hush fell over the Cloud Serpent.
She’d repaired her wings, sewn in feathers to replace the ones I’d snipped off, so that one wing remained pure black while the other was a patchwork of colors, white feathers taken from swans, green from parrots, from whatever was available. Her henchmen, Quill and Ripper, landed alongside with similarly repaired wings, and they brought reinforcements. Hawk garudas perched on the branches above us as a pair of big armored vultures flapped clumsily down through the canopy, gripping ugly wing-severing axes.
Sickle climbed up onto a table, hands on hips, looking around at the sullen faces. She was deep in enemy territory, but she didn’t care. She unfurled the wanted poster, the same I’d seen back when the Kala Cheel had come in for repairs, and held it up for all to see.
“All I want is the traitor Mistral and his worm companion. Then you can carry on with your business.” She looked over at the sparrow garuda spy, who was hopping from foot to foot. “I know he’s here. The girl’s got a crooked leg, not hard to spot. Shamshir’s a generous—”
A roc rider shook his fist at her. “You’ve no authority here, Sickle! Nor does that bone-picker Shamshir!”
Sickle sighed deeply. “Now that’s where you’re wrong. His authority covers the whole sky and everything beneath it. Mark my words, tomorrow will be the beginning of a new day. The old eagle maharajah, Tufaan, and his wife are for the Feather Fall, at dawn.”
Everyone gasped. Killing the eagle maharajah and the maharani? This was the beginning of tyranny, plain and simple.
Mistral was down below, in a corner with the twins. I couldn’t get to him without being seen. There were guards everywhere.
“Make it easy on yourselves. Deal with me. You don’t want to know what Shamshir’s planning.” Sickle smiled and reached into her sash for a small bag. She shook it, and the sound of the coins clinking carried across the whole of the Cloud Serpent. “The Rookery is a place of trade, isn’t it? Some information for some gold. Don’t even speak, just point them out to me. That’s all.”
I slipped my sling loose.
One of the sparrow spies suddenly sprang up and pointed straight at me. “There she is!”
Quill, Sickle’s sparrow henchman, launched straight up, curved dagger in each hand.
But first he needed to get past Takheem.
Quill saw her draw her scimitar and hurled one of his steel darts at her, straight for her face. Takheem knocked it out of the air with a flick of her blade.
“Get them!” yelled Sickle as more of the roc riders joined the battle. The Red Talons were rivals with the Wild Hunt, but they fought side by side, as they had always done when facing garudas. The Cloud Serpent echoed with the clash of steel, the shriek of garudas, and tribal battle cries.
Tripti, appearing out of nowhere, began pulling me along the branch. “This way! Quickly!”
“What about Mistral?” I yelled.
Mistral darted through the fighting, slashing with his talons as he flitted from branch to branch, with Ripper laughing as he closed in on him.
There was no time to summon a spirit, no chance to create havoc with fiery ifreets, nor blow Ripper off the branch with pazuzus, nor crush him under a stone golem.
I needed to give Mistral his chance.
“Hey, Ripper! Smile!”
He looked up at me.
I sent the sling stone straight into his teeth. He screamed as he fell back, teeth and blood spraying from his ruined mouth. He tore straight through the canopy below, and crashed into one of the boughs far lower down.
“I think my work here is done,” I said.
The dark wings of a crow spread over me. “Oh, surely not quite yet.”
Sickle bristled her wings as she came toward me, a childhood nightmare come to horrible life. I dropped my sling and took my crutch in my shaking hands. “Any closer and I’ll knock your beak off.”
“Please, that’s just embarrassing.” Sickle grabbed the crutch before I even swung, pulling it out of my sweaty grip.
Sickle inspected the crutch, shaking her head with disappointment. “Not as beautiful as the last one. That was a true work of art.”
“If you don’t like it, I can tell you where to shove it.”
Sickle tossed it away. “Defiant till the last.”
There was so much going on, Sickle almost didn’t see Ayesha creeping up behind her. Almost. But you don’t get to be the greatest assassin in all Bharat without having eyes on the back of your head.
Sickle somersaulted, up and over Ayesha just as the roc rider was swinging her sword at the old crow’s back. Sickle’s steel talons flicked across the girl’s face. Ayesha screamed, and her sword clattered to the platform.
But the Wild Hunt was a tribe. If you fought one, you fought them all.
They came at Sickle, screaming their battle cries. Sickle was surrounded, but then she launched herself into the air, fleeing through the swirling feathers of hawks and vultures that swooped down to protect her.
“My eye,” sobbed Ayesha, clutching her blood-washed face. “My eye…”
I went over to her. “Let… let me see.”
The cut was bad, from her temple down to her jaw. A quarter inch to the left, and Sickle would have had another eye to feed on. “It’s okay. It’s okay, Ayesha.”
“Is it? Is it?” She was shaking. “Really?”
I wiped the worst of the blood from her face. “You’ll have a scar, though.”
She stopped shaking and brightened. “A scar? That will be amazing!”
No confusing the twins from now on. “Mistral!” I yelled over the din of battle. “Get your feathered backside up here!”
Those wings of his were enough to push him up to our platform. “We’re leaving?”
“Yeah,” Tripti said, shoving him along. “Before Sickle gets more reinforcements.”
I didn’t know why she was helping us when we’d ruined her life, but right now I didn’t care.
Ayesha searched the battle, looking for the rest of her tribe. Yasmin fought back-to-back with her mom. Mullah and the rest had their hands full with the hawk garudas coming in from all directions.
“You can’t reach them, Ayesha,” I said. “We need you with us.”
She bit her lip but nodded.
The nightingale garuda beckoned us to a narrow walkway without any railing.
Mistral took my arm. “I’ve got you.”
The old garuda led us away from the bedlam of the Cloud Serpent. Mistral helped me along with Ayesha while Tripti kept at the back, constantly glancing back to make sure we weren’t being followed. We crossed a short rope bridge toward a waiting hoist. The old nightingale garuda gave the man waiting at the pulleys a nod, and the moment after we’d stumbled onto the platform, we starting dropping, fast.
The air whistled between the flimsy planks under our feet, and the platform swayed dangerously as we descended between the ever-thickening branches into the deepening gloom.
The songbird sat on her haunches, peering at us. “We’ll hide out at my place. No one ventures down into the Roots.”
My head was spinning, and it wasn’t just because of the swinging platform. “I don’t even know who you are.”
“Chand-ka-Roshni,” said the songbird garuda. “Just call me Roshni.”
Mistral frowned thoughtfully. “There was a famous singer on Alamut called Chand-ka-Roshni, in the time of my grandfather. You?”
She bowed. “I’m flattered to still be remembered.”
Mistral bowed in return. “I want to thank you for saving me. My father—”
“I didn’t do it for you, Raj-kumar,” she interrupted, her gaze shifting to meet mine. “I did it for her.”
“Me? Why? I’m nobody special.”
The songbird smiled softly. “You’re Yudesh’s daughter, aren’t you?”
I almost fell off the platform, shocked by her words. “You knew my dad? When?”
“When? A long, long time ago,” she replied. “Back when he lived on Alamut.”








CHAPTER 23
Impossible. My dad never lived in Alamut. It’s forbidden for any Earthbound to step upon it. Everyone knows that. Earthbound. The clue’s in the name.”
“Alamut was built by the Earthbound. By Yavana himself, remember?” said Roshni.
“That was thousands of years ago.”
Roshni peered over the flimsy railing. The hoist was slowing down. “I’ll explain over a cup of chai. I’ll need to whet my palate for this tale.”
“Long, is it?” asked Mistral.
“Who knows? It’s not over yet,” said Roshni, looking back at the both of us. “There’s a few twists and turns to be played out, I suspect.”
“My dad was just a farmer. He grew things, out in the desert. That’s what he did. That’s what he was. That’s all he was.”
“Is it?” asked Roshni. “Growing anything out there would be hard. Might need a bit of magic, eh?”
“A bit,” I admitted.
Roshni gazed upward, eyes vague as if she was looking at something too far away to see. “Ever wonder how something as gigantic as a city could stay up there? Above the clouds?”
“It just… does.” Even as I said it, I knew how feeble that sounded. “No one understands the magic Yavana used to create Alamut.”
Roshni’s eyes twinkled. “Yudesh did.”
The platform juddered as it came to a halt. Roshni was helped off by Tripti. “Follow me.”
I turned to Mistral. “You know anything about this?”
He shook his head. “No Earthbound has ever stepped foot on Alamut. It’s against Talon Law.” Then he ran his fingers through the spiky feathers sprouting along his scalp. “But I’m learning that you can break Talon Law, if you’re powerful enough.”
Dad hadn’t been born or raised in Lalpani. He’d wandered in from the desert, drawn by Mom’s singing. That’s what had brought him to Baba’s door. Her voice, that song. She always sang the same song when she planted, the song of Monsoon, something any farmer might sing when dreaming of rain. I’d been too young to get my tongue around big words, so had just called it “Mom’s Song,” and it was the one I sang whenever I worked on that arid vegetable patch back home. The song for rain, the song that had brought them together.
I’d never thought about where Dad had come from. Had never thought it mattered.
Now my life depended on finding out the truth.
The Roots lay in a perpetual gloom broken only by the reddish glare of scattered campfires. People lived in decrepit shacks or patchwork tents, and they watched us warily. Two dogs fought over a bone, and a group of kids clambered over a rubbish pile, picking at leftovers and whatever other debris had made its way down from the boughs.
“Who are all these people?” Mistral asked, aware of the bitter, resentful looks he was getting.
Tripti glanced at one hovel made of broken planks and a discarded balloon canvas. “Refugees from all over Bharat. The wells are drying up everywhere. No prospects at home, so they pack up what they have and make their way to the Rookery, ‘where the leaves are made of gold.’ ”
Just like us. Arjuna and I had intended to go into business here, have Baba join us once we’d gotten established. Start anew away from all the troubles of the past. Instead those past troubles were catching up with me.
The tree roots, a dozen feet in diameter, wove into, around, and over each other, with huts cramped between. The place felt haunted, the people down here not quite alive. This wasn’t where you lived, not if you could help it. But this is where you hid secrets.
Roshni led us around a corner, and stopped. “It’s not much, but it’s comfortable and private. Tripti, put the kettle on.”
Roshni’s home was nestled in amongst thick stone wormlike structures. She led us through a badly fitting door into a small, dark dwelling. She shuffled across her cramped home, picking some jars off a stone shelf while Tripti heated the water on a small iron stove. It was whistling soon enough, and Roshni poured the chai into fragile porcelain cups and handed them out.
“It’s bitter,” said Ayesha, scowling.
“That’s because you’ve got too much sherbet in your bloodstream,” I said, and took a sip. “It’s delicious, thank you.”
The fire’s feeble light slowly revealed her home. On the opposite wall hung a silk tapestry of delicately embroidered winged dancers swirling in the air, long ribbons trailing behind them as they flew amongst the white clouds. Upon a rough shelf chiseled from a stone root were beautifully carved wooden pieces, animals mainly, but also a splendid painted garuda, fanning his glossy black wings as if ready to leap into the clouds. Anklet bells hung from a nail, and in a corner rested a sitar, treasures of her old life in the court of Alamut.
Roshni settled on her perch, her tattered cloak draped around her, and sipped. “Alamut is sinking. Has been for years, a few hundred feet at a time. The maharajah knows it, so did his father. Within a generation, perhaps two, it’ll no longer be floating amongst the clouds but a ruin, crashed against a mountain some place out in Bharat.”
“That’s… that’s not possible,” whispered Mistral.
Roshni didn’t argue with him, just sipped and carried on with her tale. “Whatever magic Yavana used to create it is failing. Your grandfather concluded that if a spirit singer first raised it amongst the clouds, then one would be needed to keep it there. He ordered his closest advisor, Shamshir, to scour all Bharat to find a spirit singer powerful enough to save Alamut. All in secret of course. If people knew how weak Alamut was, they would rebel against his rule. So much of the garudas’ authority depends upon the threat of Alamut.”
“Shamshir found my dad?” I was slowly seeing all the pieces of the jigsaw of Dad’s life come together. But it felt like there was still a great big hole in the middle of it….
Roshni nodded, a slight smile upon her lips. “He was a boy, no older than you are now. Shamshir had heard of how one village had an abundance of crops, a harvest twice a year of wheat, barley, corn, when the other village nearby barely scraped together a cartful between them. He investigated, found out it was due to Yudesh. The boy could whisper up the water spirits from the rivers deep underground, charm the plants out of their seeds, even drive out the corruption living in the tainted soil. A spirit singer more powerful than most. Shamshir took Yudesh up to Alamut, put him in an abandoned palace within the floating city, away from everyone, and set him to work on discovering what was wrong with Alamut. Why it was sinking.”
Mistral, ill at ease on his cushion, looked over at her. “If he was so well hidden, how do you know about him?”
“He was a child, Raj-kumar. Children love adventure. Love exploring. Simply put, he heard me singing and found me. We became friends. He was lonely. You must understand that. To be far away from everyone you know and love.”
I hadn’t known Dad at all. He’d kept his past secret from me, certainly from Baba, and maybe even from Mom? I felt… betrayed. I’d lost my precious crutch. My memories were the only treasures I had left of him and Mom. What if these treasures were all fake? Polished glass instead of diamonds?
Ayesha laughed. “Your dad lived on Alamut, Nargis! Like a raj-kumar! That… that makes you a raj-kumari! Shall I get down and kneel, or save it till you put on a crown?”
“You didn’t kneel before me,” muttered Mistral.
“And I never will. We’re the Wild Hunt and…” She yawned. “The Wild Hunt…” Her chin dipped and her eyelids fluttered. A few breaths later she was snoring.
With the cup still resting in her palms.
I took it before she dropped it, and sniffed. “Dream root’s bitter unless you hide it with other flavors.”
“You know your herbs? That’s good. Tripti, put our guest into the bed. That cut’ll need stitching, and better we do it while she’s asleep.”
Roshni collected a box off the shelf, one packed with bandages and healing herbs. She threaded a needle and, checking that Ayesha was deep, deep asleep, set to work. Tripti sat at her shoulder, watching intently, as Roshni stitched by candlelight. She sewed quickly, no fuss, and then wrapped up Ayesha’s face with a fresh white bandage. “She’ll have a scar.”
“She’ll love that,” I replied.
Mistral still wasn’t convinced by Roshni’s tale. “How could an Earthbound get around Alamut? There are few streets, even fewer bridges. Most of the buildings have entrances dozens of feet above the floor. Most don’t even have stairs connecting levels. You need wings.”
“Wings, you say?” Roshni got up and shuffled over to a long wooden chest covered with cushions. She brushed them off carelessly. “Lift this lid, will you?”
I did.
Within was a large object, taller than me and broader, covered in a silk sheet.
I heard… whispers.
I didn’t know the language but felt as if I might, with a little effort. Mistral came up beside me, eyes bright with curiosity.
I pulled off the sheet.
Wings. A great pair of wings.
“Beautiful,” Mistral admitted. “I’ve never seen such feathers. Peregrine?”
Beautiful? More than beautiful. Powerful. Mesmerizing. They were large, sized for an adult, dark gray upperparts but the underwings pale with distinctive dark stripes. The wings were folded, but I knew how they would unfurl. Not the splayed wings of an eagle or other large Raptor Lord, with their almost finger-spread of primaries, but narrow, backswept daggers that cut the air like no other could. Each feather fell perfectly into place, from the smallest to the largest. There was a set of shoulder straps and a second pair to be tied across the chest, all decorated with delicately carved small silver toggles.
“It’s true.” I reached out and brushed my fingers gently upon the feathers. They stirred. “He did make them.”
“Who?” asked Mistral, as if he couldn’t guess.
I lifted them out. They were almost weightless, so light that it felt as if they’d float out of my hands. The feathers fluttered, the pazuzus within them shaking off the years of slumber. “The race, Mistral, the race between your ancestor, the first maharajah of Alamut, and the man who crafted himself a pair of wings allowing him to win that race. These wings.”
The wings of Yavana.








CHAPTER 24
Tripti slipped out a long, low whistle. “Any rich peacock would pay you your weight in gold to have those wings.”
“They’re worth more than that.” I reluctantly folded them back into their silk. “Tell me more about my dad.”
The old songbird smiled. “Cheeky. Mind running off in a hundred directions all at once. Body as restless as his mind. Couldn’t get him to sit still, not for a moment. Got even worse once the old maharajah gave him those wings. Darting off, exploring every single corner of Alamut. Knew it better than anyone else. He was a handful, more than a handful for me to manage. He needed someone his own age who could keep pace with him. So I introduced one lonely child to another. That’s how Yudesh and Tufaan became friends.”
“My father?” exclaimed Mistral, mouth agape in shock. “He knew Yudesh? He had an Earthbound friend?”
Our dads had known each other. What had Mullah said? Kismet. Fate.
“What were they like?” I asked.
“Scoundrels!” cried Roshni. “Each was trouble, but combined? Terrors! The mischief they got up to, exploring the deepest levels of Alamut, vanishing over the horizon, trying to catch the sun before it disappeared. Everything seems possible when you’re young.”
“Not everything,” I muttered, shaking out the pain in my leg. “So what went wrong? How did he end up living in Lalpani instead of in the clouds?”
Roshni shook her head. “I… I don’t know. The old maharajah died, and there was no place in Alamut for me anymore, so I ended up here, in the Rookery. At first I lived far higher up, almost at the top. But time passes and songs fade. Then one night, fifteen years ago, there was a great storm. The clouds were lit by strange colored lightning, and the thunder was like the screams of ancient gods. The trees of the Rookery shook. Two smaller ones fell. And that night Yudesh visited me, swooping down on those wings. He was no longer a boy but a proud man, full of power. He’d cast off his jewels and fine court silks, swapped clothing with some laborer, and was on the run. He told me he needed my help to flee.”
“Why?” asked Mistral.
“He’d tried to destroy Alamut,” said Roshni.
We sat stunned into silence. How could you destroy Alamut? Why would you want to destroy it? “My dad did what?”
Roshni looked around at each of us, gauging our feelings. “He used his magic to try to bring it down. The storm and strange lights that night was the city falling. Several thousand feet before it stabilized again.”
“He betrayed my father?” said Mistral, digging his talons into the floor angrily. “After all the honor my father had bestowed upon him? He turned traitor?”
I glowered. “He must have had a reason. Right, Memsahib?”
Roshni shifted uneasily. “I’m sure he did, but he never explained it to me. He said that the rule of Alamut had to end and gave me the wings for safekeeping. I’d never seen him so full of passion. But the Rookery was swarming with falcons, vultures, and hawks, sent by Shamshir to hunt him down. I smuggled Yudesh onto a sky ship, and off it sailed. That was the last time I saw him.”
“Shamshir never gave up hunting him,” I said. “It took him years, but he found my dad, and killed him and my mom.”
Roshni dropped her cup. It was small, delicate, and beautiful, and it shattered into a hundred pieces.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, immediately down on her knees, collecting the minute pieces.
“Let me help,” said Mistral, darting forward.
Roshni hesitated, then reluctantly agreed.
She was flustered, struggling to regain her impeccable poise. Something was wrong. She was hiding something.
Roshni picked up the last of the broken pieces. “Let me make some more chai.”
“I’ll do it.” I headed for the kettle, passing the row of wooden carvings. I picked up the dog, smooth and perfect in every minute detail. “My dad’s work?”
Roshni shuffled around the room, as if she was looking for something. “Always so restless. He had to be doing something.”
I picked up the garuda. The rest were good, the sort of thing I’d seen him carve while idly sitting by the cooking fire, work to keep his hands busy. The garuda was different. It wasn’t much bigger than my palm, but the face was almost alive, and I knew it had to be Tufaan, Mistral’s dad. Mistral and the figure had exactly the same profile, with the eyes made of the minutest beads of amber. And, unlike the rest, this was painted, the wings jet black, the jewelry picked out in gold leaf with tiny insets of colored glass. The talons were sculpted obsidian and—
“Ow.” A bead of blood rose on my thumb.
Sharp.
“Your father made that for Tufaan, for his ceremony of manhood. Yudesh wasn’t happy with it, and was about to throw it away, but I begged him for it.”
Mistral gazed at it over my shoulder. “It’s when your adult feathers finally come through. Mine will turn out like those in a few years. Go from this rusty brown to midnight black. But turn the figurine round. You’ll see why we black eagles are so… special.”
I did. I wish… No, there was no point wishing things had been different.
Mistral pointed. “See? The jagged white pattern from wing tip to wing tip? No other garuda has markings like that. What do you think?”
“I think…”
They’d been killed during a storm. I’d been convinced of it, even though everyone else had told me there’d been no storm the night my parents had been murdered. I must have imagined it. Imagined the storm.
“I think it looks like lightning at midnight.”
The pattern had burned itself into my seven-year-old mind in a way I hadn’t realized until now.
Roshni’s voice fell to a whisper. “I’m so sorry, child. I loved them both as if they were my own sons. It broke my heart when I heard.”
Mistral came beside me, his brow creased with worry, and dread. “What are you saying, Nargis?”
I closed my eyes, immediately returning to that night. “All I remember is a flash of white in the dark. I thought there had been a storm, but that was my imagination. Why had I hung on to that detail? It wasn’t a storm. It was the pattern on the killer’s wings.” I turned the statuette toward Mistral. “This pattern.”
The others said nothing. The truth was out.
Maharajah Tufaan, Mistral’s father, had murdered my parents.








CHAPTER 25
Dad is at the door, listening to the scraping on the roof. “He’s found us. I knew this day would come.”
He looks around the room and puts his hand on the pick, hefts it, then shakes his head and puts it back down. “I’ll deal with this.”
Mom shakes her head. “We’ll deal with this.”
Dad’s about to say something, to tell her to stay, hide under the bed with me, but he nods and pushes open the door. I really want them to stay here, with me. There’s room under the bed for all of us to hide. He goes outside.
“Who is it?” I ask Mommy. “Is it… Sickle? I’ve been a good girl.”
“Of course you have. The very best,” she says. “My brave, brave girl.”
I don’t feel brave.
Mommy jerks her head upward as the roof shakes. There’s a rush of wings, flapping. Then Daddy’s talking.
“Who is it, Mommy?”
She bites her lip. “Someone Daddy used to know. A long time ago.”
“Is he a friend?” I ask.
She doesn’t answer. She would have said if he was. I reach for her. “Don’t leave.”
Mommy puts her finger to her lips. “As quiet as a mouse, Nargis. Do you understand? As quiet as a mouse.”

Some truths should stay hidden. Especially the ones you hide from yourself.
Mistral didn’t know where to look. He scratched the stone floor with his talons, not realizing he was doing it, digging a thin groove, sharpening the curved blade that was an eagle garuda’s favorite weapon.
Everyone back at Lalpani had tried to persuade themselves that my parents had been killed by bandits. Told themselves that lie over and over again, convincing themselves the wounds had been caused by knives and swords. Lies to protect themselves.
“I’m sorry,” said Mistral. “I didn’t know.”
It had been his father, Maharajah Tufaan, who had come that night. Who I’d heard on our roof. Who’d argued with Dad. Whose wings I’d glimpsed as the door had swung back and forth. I’d mistaken the jagged white across his black wings for a lightning bolt.
“I knew,” I whispered. “I just tried not to.”
Roshni put her hand on my shoulder. “The heart sometimes keeps the greatest pain from itself. Some traumas should stay hidden away.”
“I heard them arguing.” I asked her, “About what?”
Roshni sighed. “Alamut. What else? It was what bound them to each other, and tore them apart. I never understood that about Yudesh. He loved the floating city. Loved it. But he wanted to destroy it, not out of hate but out of necessity.”
Mistral looked from Roshni back to me. I saw, for the first time, the confusion. “There… must be a reason,” he said. “My father is a good man. I know him. There has to be a reason.”
I’d never heard him sound so unsure of himself. I should have been sorry for him, but I wasn’t.
“Good men do not kill their friends and their friends’ wives,” I snarled.
Mistral shook his head. “There has to be a reason. When we save my father, he’ll explain everything. I know he will.”
I could not believe him. “Save him? After what he did?”
“But what about Shamshir? He’s evil, Nargis. You’ve seen what he’ll do if he becomes maharajah.”
How could he be so featherbrained? “I am not helping the garuda who murdered my mom and dad.”
“But you gave your word.”
Our friendship was hanging by a thread, our partnership was all but over, but Mistral wasn’t going to be the one to rip it apart.
That was my job. “We were fools, thinking there can be any peace between the Earthbound and Airborn. Your dad, Shamshir, they’re all one and the same. Watch yourself, Raj-kumar, in case you turn out just like them.”
Tripti, who’d stayed beside the snoring Ayesha, suddenly pointed at me. “Your hair.”
It was floating, standing on end. So was everyone else’s. Static tingled in the air, and small, impish sparks crackled across the metal pots and pans dangling from the beams.
Everything starting shaking. The cups and pots neatly arrayed upon the table jumped up and down, chiming like silver bells. The door swung back and forth, banging in its frame.
Dust fell from the rafters as the roof warped and the wooden planks split open.
The air hummed with rising static, and I smelled burning. The air pressure increased, making my ears pop.
“What’s happening?” I asked. They all looked as bewildered as me. All except—
Mistral threw himself over me. We crashed to the ground as the gloom burst into a shadow-obliterating white, beyond white. The silence enveloped us, but just for a moment.
Then came the thunder.
A single, world-shattering explosion as the pressure reached its pinnacle, tearing the walls open, cracking the immense roots outside and sending the overhead branches tumbling down, down through the tree, smashing apart and filling the air with dust and falling debris.
I had time for one scream before we were buried by an avalanche of stone.








CHAPTER 26
Hey, Nargis.”
Who was that? Why was it so dark? Why couldn’t I move?
“Hey, Nargis.”
I wanted to curl up. I wanted to be so small that the world would never find me. Like a mouse. But they hunted mice, didn’t they? The eagles and the hawks and the falcons and vultures with their hooked beaks and evil talons. Hunted mice who were so small and weak. I wrapped my arms around myself, hugging tightly. Trying not to be afraid.
“Will you just get up, Nargis!”
I coughed hard. The dust clogged the air. I lay on the rickety bed, bruised through and through.
“At last,” said Tripti, sighing loudly. “I thought you were going to sleep through everything.”
We were still in Roshni’s hut, what was left of it. “What happened? Is everyone all right?”
Tripti point to the ceiling. “Barely. That branch landed right across the big roots the hut sits between. It shielded us from the worst of the falling debris.”
Through the curtain of dust I saw light. “It’s dawn?”
“No, that’s the Rookery burning. You’ve only been out for a couple of hours.” Tripti grimaced. “Shamshir fired the Dragon, Alamut’s great astra cannon. He’s playing for keeps.”
He wasn’t going to stop, not until he had Mistral, and not until he had me.
Roshni sat on the edge of the bed, holding a pot. “Drink this. It’s cold but it’ll have to do.”
Soma chai. I grabbed the pot and gulped the liquid down. Cold or not, it was delicious, cleaning my parched, dusty throat and spreading its magic through me, right to the toes.
Ayesha groaned as she awoke. She rubbed her face, then stopped when she felt the bandages. “I dreamed the sky had fallen down.”
“It has,” I replied. “Shamshir knocked it down with the Dragon.”
Ayesha’s one uncovered eye widened with horror. “He fired the Dragon?” She struggled out of the bed. “I need to find the Wild Hunt! It’ll be his target!”
Roshni shook her head even as she forced the injured girl back to the bed. “He’s not after your people, not this time.”
No, he wasn’t. He was after… “Where’s Mistral?”
Tripti winced. “He… he handed himself over to Shamshir’s people about an hour ago.”
“He did what?” I swung myself out of the bed, ignoring how my body screamed at me. “Why didn’t you stop him?”
“Why should I do that?” snapped Tripti. “He had to! How else could he save the Rookery? It was the right thing to do! Anyway, I thought you didn’t care about what he did anymore.”
“I don’t. If he hands himself over to Shamshir, then… that’s none of my business.”
Mistral’s dad, not Shamshir, had killed my parents. Shamshir wasn’t the bad guy I was after.
But Shamshir was still a bad guy, the worst.
They were all looking at me. I crossed my arms. “There’s nothing I can do. He’ll be all the way to Alamut by now.”
Roshni sat next to me and took my hand. “You can fix this, Nargis.”
“They’ll all be dead by dawn,” said Tripti. “The Feather Fall for all three of them. If we’re going to do something, we’re going to have to do it now.”
“He must have known he was dooming himself. Why did he do it?” I asked.
“To save the Rookery?” suggested Tripti.
“To save you,” said Roshni. “Whatever terrible tragedy took place between his father and your parents need not be repeated between their children.”
What could I do? I wanted the maharajah to pay for killing my parents, but I didn’t want Mistral to pay the price too. My desire for revenge might even lead to his death. I wouldn’t let that happen.
I hated what had happened. I hated his dad. But Mistral wasn’t him.
It was still the middle of the night, dawn a while off. We had a chance, but fleeting one. “Where are my clothes?”
“Those rags?” Roshni chuckled as she opened up a wooden clothes chest and carefully took out a bundle wrapped in tissue paper. “Try these. They should fit. You’re small and rather…”
“Scrawny?” suggested Ayesha.
“I was going to say ‘delicate.’ ” Roshni unfolded the wrapping. “I don’t know why I even kept them. It’ll be good for someone to get use out of these after so long.”
It wasn’t cloth; it was woven night. The silk shimmered, and the embroidered silver clouds seemed to drift across the material. There were minute diamonds sewn in. “Raindrops?”
Roshni nodded. “I wore this when I danced for the Midsummer Festival.”
“I can’t wear this.” I held up the lehenga, the long, full ankle-length skirt, losing myself in the depths of the darkness trapped within its folds.
“I don’t have anything else.” Roshni took out the choli, shaking the short-sleeved top free of wrinkles. “I’ll help you dress.”
I’d never worn anything like this. Not even Pandit’s wife, Geeta, had anything so grand. It was ridiculous!
“How will you get to Alamut?” Roshni asked as she helped me with the narrow-legged pantaloons.
“Oh, I don’t know. Does anyone have a dad who might own a sky ship, or perhaps a mom who’s a sheikhah of a roc tribe?”
Ayesha jumped up. “My mom’s a sheikhah! We’ve plenty of rocs! We could… That was one of those rhetorical questions, wasn’t it?”
The lehenga was weighed down with the immensity of the embroidery, but Roshni had the knack for making it sit on my hips so that I barely felt the weight. “You think she’ll be up for some revenge? Shamshir’s declared war on everyone who shares the sky.”
Ayesha wandered over to the doorway, gazing out at the flame-lit ruins beyond. “If I could find her. Mom will have taken the Wild Hunt far, far away from here by now. Back to the Eyries.”
“She wouldn’t have left you behind. You’re her daughter.”
Ayesha rubbed her bandage and sniffed. “She’s got another. Even looks a bit like me.”
Poor Ayesha. The Wild Hunt meant everything to her, but she didn’t mean everything to the Wild Hunt. “That leaves the Kala Cheel.”
Tripti sat on her haunches, looking miserable. “I’m grounded, remember? Dad wouldn’t take me back for all the gold in Bharat.”
The wings had survived the collapse. The silk sheet had torn, revealing the speckled peregrine feathers beneath. They shone with a light of their own, nothing to do with the flames outside. They ruffled, and I wasn’t so sure it was because of any breeze. “We’ve got something much more valuable than mere gold.”
I slipped on the black silk choli from the front. The band went around my waist twice, and then Roshni tied a double bow behind my neck, keeping the shoulders uncovered, for her wings of course. The cloth rustled, alive with the magic of the tailor that had created the outfit. Perhaps there were spirits in silk. Roshni held up a pair of slippers, but I shook my head. Barefooted suited me just fine. I looked at the others. “How… how do I look?”
Roshni’s eyes shone with pride. “Marvelous.”








CHAPTER 27
I’d thought it was dawn, but no sun shone such hellish light. Everything more than a hundred feet above was lost in a haze of smoke mingled with dust. Burning leaves floated down, carrying tiny ifreets that crackled with glee. Waves of heat bathed my upturned face, and the molten stone still hissed.
The trunk had split. Solid stone, fifty feet thick, cracked wide enough to walk through, the edges molten like wax. Branches had snapped and fallen down through the levels, breaking into more and more pieces, smashing through platforms, buildings, homes. The worst was obscured by the thick, choking dust floating all around us. People and garudas drifted through the debris, stunned and bleeding, calling for their loved ones, calling for help. So many of them were refugees, looking for a better life but only finding destruction.
Blue sparks still crackled around us, and the smell of burning air stung my nostrils.
Tripti had the wings, wrapped up and tied across her back. Every few moments they would shift with life, sensing someone was wearing them.
What would happen if she actually strapped them on? Would she fly straight up and never stop? You never knew with pazuzus, worse than ifreets when it came to making mischief.
We found a hoist where the hoistman was untangling his ropes, and Roshni flipped him a coin. “To the docks.”
The hoistman grunted as he undid his knots, shaking his head. “Everyone’s trying to leave, and you’re going straight up? I thought you had more sense, Roshni.”
Roshni handed him another coin as she got onto the swaying platform. “Nothing about today makes any sense.”
The hoistman raised an eyebrow as he saw me in my ridiculously grand outfit. “Now, those are fancy silks. Off to Alamut, are you?”

We’d ascended through the dust, smoke, and still-burning debris falling from the canopy. We’d passed branches that had melted like candles against a furnace; passed the blackened, skeletal frames of houses; passed walkways crowded with terrified people fleeing without knowing to where.
The moment the platform reached the branch landing, we barged out, Roshni pushing through the crowds all desperate to go down. I was right behind her, helped along by Ayesha, Tripti last with the wings. I tried not to think about how narrow the bough was.
Garudas darted in all directions, spreading rumors, spreading panic. There were magpie garudas, flustered, covered in dust, their wings singed, still trying to convince people it was all an accident and everything was perfectly safe. Trying to order people home. There were merchants barging their way through the mob, with servants laden with treasure chests, demanding a sky ship to get them out of there. Then there were hundreds of others, Earthbound and garuda, just scared and on the verge of panic.
The truth was that no one knew anything. Everyone was terrified. Just like Shamshir wanted.
Treetops glowed ominously all the way to the horizon. The towering structures with their entwined boughs, woven ladders and bridges, the platforms where people lived, their homes—all now smoldering. Smoke and ash clogged our throats as great clouds drifted across the Rookery. Teams worked to put out the fires, to prevent them from spreading further.
I gazed upward, trying to find a patch of sky, but we weren’t high enough, and the smoke was too thick. “Where is it? Alamut?”
Roshni continuing edging through the crowd. “It could be a dozen miles away. The Dragon’s range is huge, but it’s not accurate and uses gigantic amounts of power. It’ll be recharging now, if Shamshir intends to fire it again.”
I almost slipped off the bough. “You think he will?”
Tripti was still gazing at all the smoking devastation. “But what about the other astras on Alamut? Dad told me the city had six more, besides the Dragon.”
Roshni grimaced but nodded. “You’re right, but they’re nowhere as powerful. Range for those is only a few thousand yards. But the shot from the Dragon would have drained the charge out of all of them. There’s a small window of opportunity if we want to get to Alamut, but it’s closing fast.” Roshni hooked her arm through mine to keep me close. “So we need to be quick.”
Tripti nudged us along harder. “The docks! Right ahead!”
Everyone had the same idea as us. Hordes had converged on the pathways leading to the docks. People hauling carts with their belongings, others clutching their children, yelling and clambering over each other to reach the floating sky ships attached to their moorings, rope ladders dangling from their hulls.
We passed abandoned forges with bent propellers, cracked anchors, and crooked axles lying in the still-glowing coals. The crowd had trampled through the food stalls, leaving cauldrons and pans overturned, food scattered across the connected platforms. Partially stitched sailcloth flapped in the ember-carrying smoke.
We surged through the people, jabbing with elbows, shoving, and even treading on a few exposed toes. No time to ask nicely, no time to say “sorry.” Soon the sun would rise and Mistral and his family would take the Feather Fall.
Sky ships laden with fleeing locals drifted through the towering trunks of the docks. Some were no more than rowboats suspended under crudely stitched bags of mismatched cloth. Others were great beasts of a dozen swollen balloons covered with heraldry and with decks stacked on top of each other, not a single ship but a flotilla of vessels spawning from a central, original craft. Their propellers thrummed like brooding thunderstorms; their pipes hissed like nests of horned serpents.
Magpie garudas fluttered above the crowds, trying to impose some order on the chaos. One perched on a branch nearby. “Go home! The maharajah has found the traitor! The threat has been lifted! You are perfectly safe now! Go home!”
But no one believed him. Not with the smoke still swirling around the branches and the tree trunk so badly cracked. Every creak threatened further collapse.
The golems within the stone sobbed. Many had been obliterated, ancient spirits that had existed since the sculpting of the world. Gone in a flash of lightning.
“NARGIS!”
Somehow, despite the chaos, I heard my name. Maybe people’s ears are sensitive to that. Surely our name is our favorite word. Or maybe we’re sensitive to the voice that calls it, that shouts it out so that we hear it in our heart.
“Nargis! Up here!”
The sky ship hung over us, sailing as low as it dared to go. There were tears in the hull, hastily repaired with fresh planks and iron nails. The propellers rattled angrily as they turned, not quite synchronized together, and smoke pumped from its funnels, all but hiding it within a gray veil. It struggled in the air with two balloons, when it clearly needed three.
It had changed a lot. The sleek, glorious sky ship I’d traveled in was now a battered wreck, fighting for every foot of sky.
But it was still the Kala Cheel.
And hanging from the hull, one arm hooked around the rope ladder, waving his headscarf frantically, was my best friend in all the world.
He hadn’t gone home. He’d waited.
I cupped my hand around my mouth. “What kept you?”
Arjuna yelled back. “I knew the fall didn’t kill you! Gravity wouldn’t dare!”
The people around us started shoving and pushing. They waved their arms up at Arjuna.
“Take us!”
“I have gold!”
“Take us!”
Some begged. Others raised their children, yelling for the crew to take them. It was horrible. The crew came to the railing, weapons ready for anyone trying to get on board. The Kala Cheel was low, and people were frantic with desperation.
The magpie garuda flew back and forth. “Go home! It’s safe now! Maharajah Shamshir has the traitor! There’s nothing to—”
It was the static first. The hair rising on my head, the sparks jumping across the metal nails in the Kala Cheel’s hull, across the pipes.
Then the humming, growing louder and louder every passing moment.
There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. So everyone froze, too terrified to even scream.
Then it faded away, leaving only terror in its wake.
Roshni smiled. “Shamshir’s too eager. He’s trying to fire again without enough power. All he’s doing is draining the astras. This is our chance, Nargis.”
Arjuna hurled down a rope ladder. “Climb! Nargis! Climb!”
Roshni hooked her arm around the bottom rung of the swaying ladder. “You first!”
I started climbing. One bonus about spending your days digging ditches is that you get strong arms.
“I’ve got you,” said Arjuna, locking his hand around mine as I reached the top. One good pull, and I rolled over the railing and stumbled onto the deck. I’d forgotten how much the Kala Cheel swayed.
“What are you wearing?” asked Arjuna.
I straightened out the folds of the lehenga skirt. “Too much?”
“Waaay too much. I love it.” And then he hugged me. “Missed you. Had any adventures since you jumped off the Kala Cheel?”
“One or two. How about you?”
“One or two.”
The old Arjuna was fading fast. Stubble covered his scalp, the dye on his crest had long since washed out, and he went barefooted, like the rest of the crew. Pandit would hardly have recognized him.
“What is she doing on board my ship?” Geedar barged through the crew, Ammit at his shoulder. He swept straight past me and stopped in front of his daughter. “You are grounded.”
I pushed myself between them. “She’s here to help us rescue Mistral.”
Never thought I’d see Geedar stunned and open-mouthed with shock, but I did right there and then.
He glanced at Tripti. “Tell me she’s joking.”
Tripti shook her head.
“She’s not joking. We have to save him… Dad. If we don’t, there’s nothing to stop Shamshir becoming maharajah.”
Geedar paced back and forth across the deck. I’d never seen him so nervous. “We’ll go further east, out of Bharat. Start afresh with new skies… new opportunities.”
“That’ll make no difference,” I said. “Shamshir will find you, no matter what. Look what he’s done to the Rookery, just to get Mistral. He’s been at war with the sky pirates his whole life. Now that he has Alamut, he’ll turn all its power against you. The next time he fires the Dragon, it’ll be at the Kala Cheel.”
Arjuna’s eyes narrowed. “Where else can we go?”
It all swayed. The ship, my life, every hope and dream. “Shamshir has Mistral. He’s declared war upon everyone else in the sky, Arjuna. We have to stop him. Tonight. We have to go to Alamut.”
Geedar spun so fast, his hat almost flew off. “Alamut? You want me to fly the Kala Cheel down the very throat of the Dragon? You must have mist between your ears if you think I’m heading anywhere near Alamut!”
That’s when Roshni came up between us. It was almost funny. She was so short, she barely came to Geedar’s ribs, yet she dominated the deck as if it was her stage. “The Dragon’s out of breath. It’ll be dawn before Shamshir can fire it again.”
Geedar scowled at her. “And he has six other astra cannons on Alamut. Any one of them more than powerful enough to blast us to splinters.”
“Not six.” Roshni held up four fingers. “All drained by firing the Dragon. A cunning captain, guided by someone who knows the city, could sail right up to Alamut, especially on a cloudy night like this.”
This was the only chance we were ever going to get, but Geedar knew what he was risking. Everything. But then, weren’t we all? I shuffled forward. “Just get me to Alamut, Captain. I’ll do the rest. And if it all goes wrong, just wrap me up with a ribbon and hand me over to Shamshir. He might, might even save you till last.”
Geedar waved at Ayesha. “Why haven’t you asked the roc tribes to help you? Their rocs are flying around above the perches.”
That was news to us, especially Ayesha. “They’re still at the Rookery? Which tribe? Did you see their tattoos?”
Geedar tapped his forehead. “The Winged dagger. Just like yours.”
Ayesha was already swinging herself over the railing. “I have to go. I’ll speak with my mum. Try and get her to help.”
“And if she doesn’t? Want to help?” I tried not to sound too desperate. “Then what?”
Ayesha stopped, and took out her wind-roarer and tucked it in my waistband. “Call me.”
Then she was gone.
Was the plan coming together, or falling apart? Why were they all looking at me as if I had the answers? Sometimes I wished that I really was the terrifying witch from the stories who could turn the world upside down with a snap of her fingers. I hobbled up to Geedar. “You’ve met Shamshir. You know that even if you escape him today, one day the sky will light up with a blazing astra and your ship will be blown out of the sky. I promise you that.”
“What can one ship do against Alamut?” Geedar muttered. “It’s too risky.”
“What you mean is that the rewards don’t match the risk, right?” I asked. “But what if I could give you something that would make all this risk… worthwhile?”
“You’d need a pile of gold taller than my head, girl.” Geedar put his hands on his hips, rocking back on his heels in time with the swaying of the Kala Cheel.
I glanced over at Tripti. “Show him.”
“Show me what?” asked Geedar.
Tripti pulled the package off her shoulders and laid it on the deck. Some of the crew gathered around, and Arjuna slipped up beside me. “What are you up to, Nargis?”
I pulled the sheet away.
The wings caught the wind blowing across the Kala Cheel and slowly unfurled, a soft light spreading across each feather until the entire pair was glowing. “This a tall enough pile for you?”
Arjuna knelt down and drew his fingers lightly over the feathers. They rustled in response, rippling all the way through with a shiver of anticipation. “Are they what I think they are?”
“The wings of Yavana,” said Geedar. He chewed his lower lip, counting the sheer amount of gold in each pazuzu-bound feather, but he couldn’t count high enough quickly enough. Then he turned to me. “The moment a single astra lights up, I’m turning the ship around and sailing away. Got it?”
I nodded.
Geedar turned and took a step into the center of the deck. “I want full float now! Look lively, my dogs!” He then faced Tripti. “And that includes you. I have no passengers on my ship, only crew.”
“Aye, Captain!” cried Tripti, and she darted up the rigging.
“The course, Captain?” asked Ammit.
Geedar rubbed his chin. There was nothing to stop him from keeping the wings and throwing me overboard. I knew that, he knew that, we all knew that.
The only thing stopping him was his honor. He and the garudas weren’t that different. He flung his cape over his shoulder and pointed up. “Alamut.”








CHAPTER 28
Floating through a thunderstorm. Not my idea of a fun night out,” said Arjuna as the ship shuddered again.
“Missing being on the ground?” I asked, trying not to puke each time the Kala Cheel shuddered in the wake of another bone-shaking thunderclap. We were deep in the belly, safer that out on the storm-lashed deck, but truly, deeply, totally sick-making.
“Poor Nargis,” he said. Then he snapped his fingers. “Which reminds me. No point being lucky if you can’t share some with your friends.”
Then, from out of the corner, Arjuna brought out my crutch. He held it out as if it was a maharajah’s scepter. “I polished it for you but haven’t gotten round to stitching on any new padding. Sorry.”
It looked so new. Even as my fingers wrapped themselves around the worn-down wood, I felt… ready, for anything. My dad had kept so much from me, but not this. This was his best gift. And without the padding covering it, I could admire his carving of the strange one-winged man. On one side of the armrest he’d carved a man, not a garuda but a man with wings neatly folded and each feather exquisitely carved. But on the other side of the armrest the man had no wings at all. Why? It didn’t make sense. He wasn’t one thing or another. Maybe that was one of the reasons I kept it covered up, to stop wasting all my time trying to understand it. Or maybe the answer was waiting for me at Alamut.
“Let’s go.” I wedged the crutch under my arm and headed for the steps. “Being trapped belowdecks makes me feel sick. I need some air.”
We stumbled up onto the deck, keeping out of the way of the crew while the ship hung from two balloons that wobbled and strained while the pipes hissed with all the heat they could carry.
We floated through the clouds, using them to hide our approach to Alamut, which lurked somewhere in the heart of the storm.
Roshni sat up on one of the pipes, keeping warm, and softly crooning to herself.
The lightning cages crackled and glowed with sparks. They jumped on their chains, and the cables thrummed. Geedar stamped his foot. “Feel that? Our astra cannons are charging up nicely.”
I didn’t want to ask, but I couldn’t help myself. “And what about the ones on Alamut?”
“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Arjuna said. “There’s no way—”
The Kala Cheel shook. The nails in the floorboards sparked. My own hair began to float with the static. Everyone stopped, and waited. The sky rumbled threateningly. It only lasted for a few seconds, but I did let out a big sigh when it had passed. The winds were really making the sky ship feel unwelcome.
I scowled at Arjuna. “You were saying?”
“Incoming!” screamed Tripti.
The sky turned blinding white, and thunder exploded right above us.
The sky ship swung sideways as metal tore and wood snapped. I heard a scream, an awful sound of a man falling.
Geedar turned to Roshni. “They’re firing astras! I thought you said they’d be a whole day before their cannons were recharged!”
Roshni swooped down onto the deck. “They would have been, twenty years ago.”
“Twenty years…. Did it never cross your mind that the astras might have been improved since then?” He stared, hand tightening around his sword hilt. “We’ll be blown from the sky!”
Another astra blazed across the clouds, fifty feet to port. One of the crew shoved me aside and then swung himself onto the rigging. He was carrying two lightning cages over his back and clipped one then the other on to the cables that crisscrossed the Kala Cheel’s belly balloon. The cages looked ridiculously small to try to absorb the energy of an astra.
Geedar gathered some of his men around him, his eyes as hard as ice. “They know we’re coming—and worse, they know where we are.” He slapped one of the crewmen on his shoulder. “Tell Bawarchi to let it out as quickly as he can. I want us dropping a thousand feet per hundred count.”
“Aye, Captain. A thousand in a hundred.” The man dashed off.
“What about stopping Shamshir?” I pushed my way into the small group. “You can’t run now!”
“Someone, take this child belowdecks,” snapped Geedar. “And get us out of range of those cursed astras!”
“But you gave your word that—”
Geedar faced me, his eyes blazing as brightly and as deadly as any astra. “Open your mouth again, and I will personally send you on the Long Drop.”
I wasn’t going to tempt him. I shut up, and Arjuna took my arm and led me to the steps.
Another crewman yelled at us to get out of the way as he raced up the steps.
“Look at that,” said Arjuna.
There was a hole in the side of the ship. The edges of the frame were burned black. Two crew were hammering netting over the hole. The ship lurched again as it dropped farther.
“We can’t take much more of this,” said Arjuna. I’d never heard him so desperate. “We tried, Nargis. We really tried.”
“But Alamut must be nearby! Those astras are short-range weapons! We just need to search a little while longer. Mistral… he gave himself up to save me.”
“Then all the more reason to get away while we can. Don’ let his sacrifice be for…” He stared as the air around us became charged with static. “Oh no.”
The strands of my hair rose, sparks jumped from the nails and rivets, and the network of pipes running down the walls hummed.
Then the Kala Cheel was hurled backward as the prow disintegrated.
The wind roared through the lower decks, and everything not tied down was sent flying, including us. I ducked behind a post as splinters shot through the air, as sharp and as fast as a storm of arrows.
The prow stubs were burning, the flames flapping madly in the high winds and showering us with burning embers.
“Nargis! Nargis!”
Roshni stumbled through the wreckage, Yavana’s wings tucked into her arms. “Time to leave!”
What was she talking about? She couldn’t think I… Oh no. “I can’t fly!”
“Time to learn!” she laughed. “If you want to save the raj-kumar!”
Yavana’s wings shone in the storm light coming through the portal. A rainbow of colors rippled down the feathers and they seemed to struggle against their straps.
Why is it we can have all the time in the world to make the small decisions? What shall I wear today? What will I cook? You can just lie there in your bed, watching the sun come up, pondering the little things. But the big decisions? Those that change your life forever? How is it you never have any time to decide those? Maybe the brain’s not equipped to make the life-changing choices. Those are best left to the heart, and the guts.
I pulled the straps loose. “Help me get these on.”
Arjuna stared at the wings, then at me. “Do you even know how they work?”
I slipped my arms through the shoulder straps and gave each a sharp tug. “I’ll work it out along the way.”
Roshni gave the knots one extra tug. “How does it feel?”
“Like I’m about to die a horrible death,” I replied.
“But how does it feel, Nargis? Concentrate.”
I rolled my shoulders, letting myself imagine that the wings were fused to my body, that they were a part of me rather than a contraption hastily tied to my back. If this was going to work, I needed to think like a garuda, think that flying was natural, that the sky was my playground and my home was amongst the clouds.
I could not think that I would very shortly be a bloody smear on the ground far, far below. Definitely should avoid any thoughts of plummeting through the air, screaming.
The sky ship jolted again, and something crashed outside the door. The Kala Cheel couldn’t take much more.
Arjuna handed me my crutch. “It’s now or never, Nargis. You sure you want to do this?”
“Not really, but here I am.”
This was it. I’d gotten to the point where the waiting was worse than the doing. I squeezed Arjuna’s hand one last time. “Just heading off. For an adventure or two.”
Arjuna couldn’t even speak. He was holding the fear for both of us.
The wind roared through the ship. Debris flew everywhere, pieces colliding into each other, bouncing off the hull, as more and more planks shook themselves loose. The pipes rattled, and some had sheared apart, blowing great clouds of steam across the cramped, low ceilings. I had to jump away from the Kala Cheel. Otherwise I’d get blown back against it. I climbed toward the tear in the prow.
How did the wings work? They were folded against my back. I thought about the garudas, what they did. Dive, build up speed, then unfurl. Yeah, just do that. What could possibly go wrong?
I used my crutch to wedge myself in place, perched on the edge of the big hole. The winds roared as the skies below blazed with astras, lighting the clouds with their electric blue fury.
Now jump.
Except I couldn’t. My fingers wouldn’t let go! The feathers fluttered in the howling winds. The wings felt so fragile and I was so small. I’d be torn apart, plain and simple. Not even an eagle garuda would fly into this storm. Every instinct fought against jumping.
I had a million reasons why I shouldn’t, and only one why I should.
Mistral.
Every now and then you had to do the right thing, no matter what.
You can talk and dream and make plans, but when the moment comes to act, you back down. You make your excuses and go back to your old, unhappy life. Unhappy but safe. Being happy means taking a risk, doesn’t it?
Perhaps this wasn’t about Mistral. Perhaps this was about finally lifting my head, daring to look at the clouds, daring to look at the stars and wonder if I could touch them. People—even those who love us—will tell us not to try, not to risk the disappointment. They don’t want us to fly because they’re afraid of us crashing to the ground. But they’re also afraid of being left behind.
To be free, you need wings.
I jumped.








CHAPTER 29
I tumbled head over heels, spinning uncontrollably, my belly flipping one way, my head flipping another, the wind roaring and me screaming. The wings lay heavy and lifeless on my back.
“Come on! Wake up!”
The pazuzus inhabited the feathers, within the skeletal frame. But the spirits had been asleep for so long. Even as the storm roared around me, I had to find my voice.
But what song? The words weren’t coming, but the ground was. These were the wings of Yavana! The song they’d heard had been from the greatest spirit singer of us all! Who was I to dare sing to them?
“Dear beautiful…”
No, no, no.
“Oh, great and glorious…”
The wind mocked me, roaring its laughter in my ears. It was almost saying, Is that the best you can do? How dare you think these wings will respond to such half-hearted mutterings.
I had to sing something special. If I didn’t, then it was all over. I closed my eyes, licked my wind-blasted lips, and gave it one last try….
“Glorious stripe-feathered wings,
Dreams of flight for us upon the earth,
Listen to my praise, listen to me sing.
Pazuzus you are, dancers in the sky,
To you soaring spirits, bound by ancient spell.
Unfurl your wings and let the storm hear your cry!”
Nothing happened. The wings stayed close. I couldn’t wake the spirits. What was I doing wrong? I flipped over and over, my head so jumbled that I couldn’t think. There had to be something! I was running out of time, running out of height.
These spirits were old. They’d been bound to the wings for so long. They weren’t the free and fleeting air spirits I was used to, here one moment, gone the next. I’d never had to deal with them before, spirits made into slaves. They’d been broken when they’d been bound to the wings, forced to act against their natures, their instincts. And now they couldn’t be stirred. What was the point?
“Please, help me. Just this once,” I begged. “Help me, and I’ll help you.”
They didn’t believe me. The spirits within Yavana’s wings whispered to me, of how they’d been captured, how they’d been bound, one by one, to each feather, trapped forever with no choice, no hope.
“I’ve been bound my whole life too. Bound to the hard-baked earth. This is a chance for us all to be free. Just help me this once.”
The wings stirred. I needed them fully awake right now. I needed to be honest. They didn’t want praise. They wanted much, much more. I tried again. If this didn’t work…
“Poor, proud pazuzus, born free,
Who’ve been imprisoned in these fabled wings,
Now that I’m wiser, I hear your plea,
Of the dreams that you cry.
Aid me this once,
And I shall free you back into the sky.”
There was a tingling, like pins and needles, poking along my back, as if the wings were stitching themselves to my shoulder blades, bringing me the talent to fly. I saw campfires sparkling below upon the dark earth.
The wings unfolded, inch by inch. The wind hissed along the smooth overlapping feathers. I stopped spinning uncontrollably, steadied as I rode the currents. This was it. The wings opened.
And I soared.
Soared!
The wind blasted me, stinging my skin, undoing my hair so that it streamed behind me. The spirits sang, all in perfect harmony, making the wings fly faster and faster. No falcon could have matched me.
Every single part of me buzzed. From my fingertips to my toes. Faster and faster I flew. The air spirits hadn’t been let out for so long, they wanted to unleash all their energies, to celebrate the joy of being amongst the clouds again.
There was a shadow at the heart of the clouds. The Kala Cheel was gone, driven out of the sky, but the astras still flickered, sporadically erupting to zigzag from the thick misty walls of the clouds and blaze briefly against the dark night.
I surged upward toward the great shadow. I shifted my weight ever so slightly, a little to the left, a little to the right, weaving in my ascent. Moonlight shone through where the clouds thinned, the sky opened up to reveal the stars, and there, hidden in the heart of the clouds, was a city, glistening in the moonlight. A silver city of gleaming spires, crystal domes, and web-framed bridges.
I had found Alamut.








CHAPTER 30
Alamut floated serenely above the chaos of the storm, washed in moonlight, glittering with the reflection of an eternity of stars. Tree-inspired, there was a central trunk with a few huge boughs supporting vast platforms upon which rose needle-pointed silver towers, dome-roofed halls, courtyards, and palaces, many connected by spindly weblike bridges. Semitransparent vines, glowing with ever-changing colors, wound around the great trunk and slithered across the boughs while the trunk’s crystalline roots hung down into the cloud beneath, pulsing with ghostly energy.
And how Alamut glowed. It looked like it had been forged from silver, the work of a jeweler rather than a builder, perfectly assembled.
And Dad had wanted to destroy it all? But that was monstrous! Who could hate this so much that they’d want to tear it all down? He’s been raised here. This had been his home for years.
It didn’t make sense. Unless…
… unless Dad hadn’t been the person I’d thought he was.
He’d kept so many secrets from us. Baba hadn’t known anything about him having lived in Alamut. Had Mom? What if the secrets he’d kept had been dark ones? We all want to believe our parents are good people, the best people.
But what if they’re not?
I couldn’t believe that. Dad must have had a reason to want to destroy Alamut. I had to believe in him.
Hawk guards circled the towers, nightingale courtiers in their flowing silks darted from palace to palace, and I kept well away from them all. Even with my wings I did not have their natural-born grace. One or two glanced in my direction, bemused at my aerial antics.
The air hummed with power as I circled past a gigantic crystal-and-bronze cannon. Crystalline vines, pulsing with energy, wrapped themselves around the vast barrel, recharging it to fire another astra. The Dragon. Even now it was glowing. It would be ready to fire again soon, too soon.
I swooped beneath the bridges, through the slim towers, glancing through the candlelit windows. What was Alamut made of? It wasn’t stone, nor metal, but something a little of both, something crystalline. A jeweled city, an ornament set in the night sky to rival the constellations.
And yet so empty. Entire districts were dark, and silent. Lights shone from the windows and doorways of the dwellings clustered nearest to the main palace complex, and in other small areas dotted around the city, but Alamut had a sad air of abandonment.
I circled one of the towers. My wings fluttered as I settled upon a statue of three nightingale garudas, carved with such skill that I thought they’d start singing.
I tingled. I had flown! I wanted to shout out and tell the world. I wanted to jump off and fly all the way to the stars. How far could they be? The world was boundless when you had wings. No wonder garudas were so arrogant.
Oye, Nargis. Get your feet back on the ground. You’re here for a reason, remember?
To find Mistral. Where was he?
Nothing looked like a prison. It was just one jeweled palace after another. Banners fluttered in a gentle breeze. The clouds beneath Alamut churned with hurricane winds, but here all was calmness. Alamut was cut off from any hardship.
Then I caught the sudden movement of a garuda cutting her way through the air.
I’d seen her fly before. She’d carried me through the air. That’s why I spotted her. She flew awkwardly with her patchwork wings. Moonlight caught upon the edges of her steel talons.
 Where was Sickle going in such a hurry?
My wings unfurled. The spirits within the feathers sensed my intent. No words, no song, just an emotion, purer than both. I launched, and followed.
Sickle was heading toward a tower unlike the rest, one without windows. I circled high above, keeping my distance and making sure I had somewhere to hide if she looked up. But Sickle didn’t look. Why should she? She was in Alamut, and who would be foolish enough to be spying on her?
This girl.
I hid beneath the wings of a vulture statue that loomed over the tower’s entrance. Sickle’s steel talons clattered as she landed and approached one of the hawk guards perched upon a nearby flying buttress. Very slowly, very quietly, I shifted to the edge of the shadowy canopy of the vulture’s wings.
And listened.
“Namaste, Memsahib,” said the guard.
Sickle tapped her talon upon the translucent surface impatiently. “Anything from the prisoner?”
I grinned. Sickle had led me straight to him.
“No, he’s kept himself to himself. Even though he knows what will happen to him and his family tomorrow.”
“He surrendered himself so easily.” Sickle laughed. “Shamshir destroying the Rookery was a masterstroke. The boy’s soft. A true eagle would not care how many died.”
The guard nodded. “Shamshir will rule as the old maharajahs did. Those worms will be reminded of their place. Faces in the dirt, where they belong.”
Reminded of their place? There’s one right above you, beakie.
Tap, tap, tap went Sickle’s blades as she spoke to the guard. “He spent too long amongst them, became infected by their timidity. It’s shameful, but the eagles have become weak. It’s time for true garudas to rule, true believers in the Talon Law. There’s just one loose end. The girl.”
I gasped. I slapped my hand over my mouth, but too late.
“Did you hear something?” asked Sickle.
I drew deeper into the darkness. I wasn’t used to the extra space needed for my wings. That’s why it happened. The tips brushed against the stone, and one of my feathers came loose. It drifted in the air, and I tried to grab it, but a breeze pulled it out of reach. I watched it float down.
Sickle stopped tapping.
“Memsahib?”
There was a long silence before Sickle replied. “A peregrine feather. Where did it come from?”
I froze, not daring to breathe, both hands gripped tight around my crutch.
I heard her unfurl her wings. I wasn’t more than twenty feet above them, with nowhere else to hide. The falcon would catch me easily if I tried to fly off.
A shriek almost made me scream. Had I been spotted? I expected the daggerlike talons of some hawk guard to bury themselves in my back. Instead Quill, Sickle’s sparrow henchman, swooped down, and almost crashed into the platform floor.
I crept out of my hiding place for a better look.
Quill stood, hunched over, panting with exhaustion. “That was not a nice flight.”
Sickle grabbed him by the collar. “I told you to stay in the Rookery.”
He glowered at her. “I’ve just come through that storm. I could have waited till morning, but I thought you’d want to know.”
“Know what?”
They stared at each other for a moment, then another before Quill lowered his eyes. He was defiant, but not that defiant. “The sky ship was the Kala Cheel. A magpie garuda we pay to spy for us saw Nargis get on it.”
“Where’s the ship now?” asked Sickle.
Quill laughed. “Blasted to splinters.”
Blasted to splinters? Is that what Quill thought? He wasn’t the first to try to sink the Kala Cheel.
Quill ruffled his feathers as he freed himself form Sickle’s grip. “Tell Shamshir his worries are over. The girl’s dead.”
The news made Sickle forget all about the peregrine feather. She flicked it away, and the next moment she and Quill were gone.
Why did I matter so much?
Mistral was in that windowless tower. There were three falcons guarding the single entrance. I wasn’t getting past them. The tower was totally garuda-proof.
But was it worm-proof?








CHAPTER 31
No way to fly into the tower. But what if you were a worm? What if you came from underneath?
Alamut wasn’t flat but made from dozens of platforms, all linked together by strange crystalline vines and roots which would sometimes pulse with soft pastel colors. What if I could get under the platform?
I launched off my perch. I circled around the tower, then dived cleanly through a gap between this platform and the one beside it, slipping between the crisscrossing bridges and the glowing vines.
Just like the Kala Cheel, but instead of pipes, Alamut used these vines to carry power… from where? The vines spread across the whole city, reaching into every palace and dwelling. Was it spirits? Yavana had come from the far west. Perhaps he’d known of others, stranger than the spirits of Bharat?
I inspected the prison tower more closely.
Yavana had taken his inspiration from nature. Alamut didn’t look so much built as grown.
While the buildings all stood on platforms, they were being fed from underneath. The glowing crystalline tendrils dangling beneath the platforms were like roots. They were absorbing energy from the surroundings and then sending it up as glowing packets of power to heat, to light, and to make the building glow with that magical pearly light. Some of the larger palaces had twenty tendrils or more, while smaller buildings might only have one or two.
But some of these energy strands were dull and lifeless. I knew that if I touched them, they’d be cold. But, more than this, some of the strands had broken off.
And where they’d broken, there was a hole leading from underneath the platform to the lower level of the building.
No garuda would notice or think to use the passageway. It was too cramped for one of the winged folk. Even a sparrow would find it too constricting.
But not a worm.
I squeezed in amongst the tangle of roots beneath the platform supporting the prison tower. I tingled from the charge radiating from the roots. The air itself was humming and my feathers quivered violently. Thunder rumbled far below.
The wings were getting in the way. These routes had never been designed for garudas.
I unbuckled the wings and felt a sudden, sharp pain between my shoulders as the connection between me and the pazuzus within the wings was severed. I wanted to keep them. They were a treasure like no other, and yet…
Spirits should be free.
They’d been trapped too long. It was time for them to join the endless wind again.
“Spirits of the sky, wild yet trapped,
Return to whence you came.
Depart this feathered prison.
To linger any longer would be a shame.
So go! Be free, be bold and proud!
Good-bye, subtle breeze and fierce wind.
Dance within the clouds!”
The wings shivered uncontrollably. The threads unraveled and the feathers began to drift free, then disintegrated as if they’d been formed of smoke. The straps fell loose. The pazuzus briefly swirled around me. I heard them whisper their thanks. Then they were gone.
I tied my crutch across my back and started climbing upward through the glowing roots.
They were warm to the touch, and sometimes I felt a small tingle as energy pulsed along them. The crystal clusters grew everywhere, like weeds. They were green, red, blue, purple, some combining all colors while others were a muted pearly white.
I scraped my knee on a jagged shard of crystal. But I continued wriggling upward. Despite the strength of my arms, I was exhausted, as if I’d been digging ditches all day back at our old farm in Lalpani. My biceps ached and my fingers were losing their gripping strength. I was desperate to stop, to rest.
But if I did that, I didn’t know whether I’d be able to start again. Give in to weakness just for a little, and it might overwhelm me. I had to keep going. I squirmed some more and then saw it.
An opening.
There would have been a crystal root there once, but it had broken, or decayed, leaving a nice round gap that would lead me to the lowest level of the prison tower. Moments later my fingers were around the edge. I hauled myself up, to collapse upon the floor of the bottom-most level of the tower.
I was in Alamut. Perhaps the first Earthbound since Dad. It felt unreal. Only a week ago I’d thought my world was no bigger than the boundary walls of Lalpani, and here I was, on top of the world.
I shook my head. That wasn’t worth thinking about. I was here for a reason.
To save Mistral.
I got up and settled my crutch in place.
I was in a narrow corridor with empty cages lined up on either side, with a weapons rack at the far end. There was a faint humming in the background. And the rustling of wings.
It seemed not all the cages were empty, after all.
I’d heard them day after day throughout this whole chaotic adventure. I wedged my crutch under my arm and pushed myself back up.
Peering into the shadowy corner of the one occupied cage, I watched him turn around, those amber eyes of his widening.
“Nargis?” he whispered, barely able to believe what he was seeing.
That look on his face? It was worth all the pain, all the hardship, all the brushes with certain death. “Namaste, Mistral.”








CHAPTER 32
I knew you’d keep your word,” he said.
“Did you? How?” I inspected the cage. The lock was a knot of crystalline vines, but there was no keyhole. How did you open it?
“Did it not occur to you that you might… acquire some of my qualities?”
“Such as camel-headed stubbornness?”
“Oh no. You already had that in abundance. I mean unshakable determination. Immeasurable courage. Fearlessness in the face of utter calamity.”
“So what qualities did you pick up from me?” I gave the bars a shake. Unsurprisingly they didn’t move.
“Compassion.”
“That doesn’t sound like much.”
He looked at me with that serious expression he had. “It is, to an eagle. We’ve always lived—hunted—from on high. We thought we could see everything from up there, but the concerns of those below us seemed… small and insignificant. All we noticed was how you cowered when the shadows of our wings passed over you. It is not much of a life, to always be afraid.”
Oye, Nargis. What have you done to him?
I inspected the cage. “So, how do we get you out of this? There must be some hidden mechanism?”
“There must be.”
“So where is it?” I asked.
He shrugged. “No idea. Because it’s hidden.”
“Do you want to get out or not?”
“Yes. Sooner rather than later.” Mistral pointed over to the weapons rack. “Grab the heaviest mace you can find.”
I passed my crutch through the bars. “Hold this.”
I picked up a mace, two-handed and with a head of solid iron, and dragged it to the cage. How was I meant to swing this? I took it in both hands and tried my best to balance as I hauled it up to my shoulders. “Won’t the guards hear?”
“Leave them to me,” said Mistral.
“Trust me, I will.” Two big whacks and—
The lock shattered into a hundred sparkling shards.
Mistral climbed out, and shook his wings as he looked back at the cage with pure hatred.
No bird liked being caged.
Shrieks echoed in the distance. The guards had heard. Judging by the sound of the wings, they were coming in a hurry, and they were bringing all their friends.
“Best we get out of here.” I took my crutch and shuffled back toward the vent. “We’ll head to the Old District and”—I patted Ayesha’s wind-roarer tucked into my waistband—“get off Alamut.”
Mistral shook his head as he collected a scimitar off the rack. “You go. I have to free my parents.”
Of course he did. There was no point even trying to argue with him. Then he turned and his expression softened. “I’m truly sorry about what happened between my father and yours. I will find out why he did what he did. I will make amends, no matter what. I promise.”
“I won’t hold you to that promise, Mistral. Not until you know the truth.”
“I know the truth. They were both men of honor, and principle. There will be a reason behind all the suffering.”
If there was, I had to find it out for myself. “This’ll take the both of us, but you’ll need more than just a single sword.”
He frowned at his single blade. “You do have a point. The odds are very much against me.” Then he picked a second scimitar off the rack. “That’s much better.”
“So what’s the plan?”
Mistral pointed up. “The other cells are on the higher levels. If my parents are anywhere, they’ll be there.”
Child…
I looked around. “Did you hear that?”
What’s your song?
“Who’s there?” I asked the darkness.
“Just us, but that’s going to change very soon.” Mistral began looking back and forth, between me and the end of the corridor. “We need to hurry.”
“How could you not have heard her?” I carried on searching. It had sounded like a woman’s voice, so close that it had been a whisper in my ear.
Sing to me. It has been so long….
Who was that? Her voice seemed to be coming from everywhere, and yet nowhere. “Seriously, Mistral? She sounds as if she’s in this tower with us.”
“If we don’t hurry, then soon all you’ll be hearing is us screaming and dying. We need to move!”
Sing.
She sounded so tired, so lonely. Who was she? If only I could work out—
“Nargis!” yelled Mistral as he shoved the door open. “Come on!”
Around and around we climbed, Mistral struggling in the cramped staircase as much as I struggled with all the steps. Pad, pad, tap. Pad, pad, tap. The echo of my life. Each step was a personal bully, wanting me to cry out, give up, or beg Mistral to stop. How much higher did this staircase go? I wanted to rest so badly, almost not caring about the shrieks behind us getting closer. Almost.
Mistral stopped, suddenly raising his hand just as we reached a doorway in the wall, a gloomy chamber beyond. Flames flickered from tar-stained torches, and greasy smoke hung low in the air.
Mistral smiled as he gazed along the rows of prisoners. “Shamshir banished many garudas from Alamut, keeping only those whose loyalty he could count on. But those he feared most, he imprisoned. That was a mistake.”
So that was why Alamut had been so empty. “Shamshir clearly doesn’t have that many friends, eh?”
“You’ve met him. Would you say he had a winning personality?”
“Oye, Mistral. Are you trying to be funny?” I replied.
“Of course I can be funny! I was taught comedy by the greatest clowns in all Bharat!”
“Now, that explains everything.”
Prisons have a smell, like an animal pen, the air hot because of the press of too many unwashed bodies. There was the sound of endless shifting, scraping of talons upon the flagstones, the rustling of wings. Cages lined either side of the chamber, each one stuffed with garudas, mainly eagles and falcons, but some songbirds, swifts, and others in disheveled court robes and with grim frowns.
Then they saw him and suddenly all surged forward. An old snowy-winged owl garuda reached through the bars and clasped Mistral’s hand. “Raj-kumar! My prayers have been answered!”
“Sadhu!” Mistral exclaimed. Clearly the two knew one another and, judging by the smiles and the tears in the old owl’s big eyes, meant a lot to each other too. “My parents? Are they here?”
The owl garuda smiled. “Their hearts will burst with joy when they—”
I nudged Mistral. “Look up ahead.”
Mistral had been too busy caught up with all the friendly faces. He’d forgotten to look out for the unfriendly ones. Thankfully he had me on that job.
Two lumbering garudas were approaching, lanterns in hand and dressed in crude, patchy armor.
“Vulture guards,” he whispered as he pressed himself deeper into the shadows. “I’ll deal with them.”
“They’re big. You think you can take them?”
He searched the high, vaulted ceiling. “You stay here.”
With a flick of his wings he darted from ledge to ledge, eventually struggling into the rafters.
The guards were much bigger than Mistral. Mature adult warriors with wickedly sharp talons and razor-sharp blades along their forearms, perfect for slicing as they swooped by.
Not that it helped them.
A sudden gust of wind was all the warning they got. As they turned toward the noise, Mistral was already upon them. He slammed square into the shoulders of the first guard, and I swear the floor shook as the guard went down under the impact. The second knew his trade. While his companion now lay unconscious on the floor, he slashed out, great sweeping horizontal arcs aimed at Mistral’s neck. All he needed was one swing to connect, and Mistral’s head would spin off his shoulders. But Mistral darted away, step by step, so that the razor edge of steel never quite reached. The guard’s swings grew more wild, more vicious. Mistral stayed out of reach but was being slowly backed into a corner.
I had to help him. I hadn’t brought a weapon along, but the unconscious vulture had a club dangling from his belt. I went for it.
The chamber filled with the clash of steel, but as I knelt beside the vulture guard, I found something better than a club.
Keys.
Mistral was running out of space. The last attack took a few feathers off his already paltry wings.
“Here, girl!”
The voice dominated the cries and yells of the fighting. It was a voice that you couldn’t resist, coming from there, a cage with only two garudas. Cramped, no room for them to spread their wings, but the male stood by the bars, reaching out. “Here!”
I scuttled over to the cell door, and my hands fumbled as I tried to unlock it. Mistral cried out, but I didn’t dare look round. I had to open the—
The key turned and the door crashed open, sending me stumbling back and the crutch flying from my grasp.
The big, powerful, dark-winged garuda reached out and hooked his fingers deep into the guard’s shoulders and hurled him into the wall with bone-cracking power. He grunted with satisfaction as the guard slumped unconscious to the floor, then looked at Mistral and smiled. “It’s good to see you.”
Mistral dropped to his knees and touched the garuda’s talons. “Namaste, Father.”
Then the maharajah turned to me as I stood there, frozen under his regal gaze. “And who’s this?”
That’s how I met him. That’s the moment I came face-to-face with Maharajah Tufaan. My parents’ murderer.








CHAPTER 33
I’d expected a monster. A nightmarish figure with crimson talons and blood-splattered feathers. Something easy to hate.
Instead of a demonic howl, he laughed as he hugged Mistral. Instead of rage, there were tears in this monster’s eyes as he gazed upon a son he’d thought he’d lost.
The maharani stepped out of the cell and took Mistral in her arms, wings gently fanning with majestic grace. In appearance Mistral looked like a younger version of the maharajah, but his face was softer, not just because of youth but because of his likeness to his mother. It was the two parents’ crests and wings that most marked them as different. The maharani’s feathers were a rich brown and speckled with gold, while the maharajah’s were jet black, cut with jagged silver lines. He picked up my crutch and gazed upon the designs. It was just a moment, but his brow furrowed as he drew his fingertips along the designs. Then he held it out to me. “It is very beautiful.”
I took it, too stunned to reply.
“This is Nargis. I would never have made it without her.” Mistral looked uneasily between us. “Also she’s—”
“The child of Yudesh,” said the maharajah. “You look so much like him. He was my greatest friend in all the sky.”
Black rage pumped through my heart as I looked at him. It was seeping into every part of me, almost pouring from my eyes, hotter than all the tears I’d cried over these years.
“Then why did you kill him and my mom?”
All these years of wondering what it would be like, to see their killer and ask them. How could anyone be so cruel as to take them away? Did he feel any of the pain I did, trapped in my heart since that night? I fought the tears, the fury. I wanted him to deny it, to give excuses, to give me a reason to explode.
Instead he lowered his head, in shame. “I miss him every day, believe me. His wisdom, his laughter. I wish I could undo that night, I truly do. I wish I could ask for your forgiveness, but I don’t deserve it. Not from you. I wish I’d known that he and Ambika had a child. I would have treasured you.”
How dare he? To kill my parents, then have the arrogance to offer to replace them? “Why did you do it?”
“Yudesh knew Alamut better than anyone else, perhaps since the days of Yavana. Not just because of flying using the wings but because he spoke to the spirits of the city. And toward the end, he was disturbed. He tried to tell me.”
“Tell you what?” I asked.
“That Alamut was the cause of all Bharat’s suffering.”
I was stunned. Mistral and I exchanged equally bewildered looks before Mistral turned back to his dad. “Did he explain?”
“He tried, but I refused to listen. He was talking about my home, the home of our people for generations. He wanted me to order it to be evacuated. Evacuated so he could destroy it. I would not hear of it. Abandon Alamut? Make our proud caste homeless vagabonds?”
“But he went ahead anyway, didn’t he?” I said. Tufaan was holding nothing back. After all these years I was learning it all.
Tufaan nodded. “I remember the night the lights across Alamut began to die out. Palaces that had shone for centuries went dark, and Alamut fell. A thousand feet in an instant. Buildings fell and some of the bridges snapped as the platforms buckled. People were badly injured, but instead of crashing to the earth, Alamut stabilized, the crystals began glowing again, drawing energy and bringing light and life to the city. But the damage had been done. Some areas have never healed and are now empty. Your father did that, to a place that had been his home, our home, for years.”
“But he must have had a reason,” I said.
Tufaan sighed as he gazed about him. “A ruler’s duty is to his kingdom. All of it. Not just the shining palaces.”
The maharani slipped her hand into her husband’s. “Shamshir went hunting for your father, but he had disappeared. Then Mistral came along, and we put that part of our lives behind us. We would have let your father live his life, in peace, away from everything, but fate wasn’t going to be so kind. And it was all because of a peach we were served during one meal.”
A peach. I knew what that meant. “You found out about Dad’s orchard.”
“Yes,” said Tufaan. “So I went, alone, to speak with him. To even invite him back to live here. Shamshir, and others, wanted him dead. I wanted him back home.”
“You were willing to forgive him for almost destroying Alamut?” asked Mistral. “But why?”
“Because rarely in life does a ruler find someone willing to tell them the truth, especially painful ones. You’ll learn this one day, Mistral.” Tufaan turned back to me. “But when I found him and asked him to come back, do you know what he said?”
I shook my head. “He never told me anything about his old life, before Lalpani, before he met my mom.”
“He said he would only come back to destroy it.” Tufaan’s great golden eyes darkened. “I was filled with rage. We shouted at each other. He summoned the spirits to fight. The pazuzus pulled at my wings, and the ifreets jumped from the oven fire and encircled me. My feathers began burning. I… lashed out. I had only meant to knock him down, but there is a terrible instinct within Raptor Lords that can seize control of us. So it was that night. My rage was too great and my talon caught him across his throat. A moment later I heard a scream from behind me, and as I turned…” He drew a finger down a faint scar on his right cheek. “Your mother gave me this with a simple kitchen knife. She had just seen me murder her husband.”
“It was self-defense, Father,” said Mistral quietly.
“I could have disarmed her, son. But I didn’t. A moment of losing control, and then you have to live the rest of your life in shame. A maharajah is too powerful a person to ever give in to a moment of madness. Our capacity for destruction is too great for us to act on thoughtless instinct.” He sighed deeply. “As she fell, I was horrified by what I’d done. So, like a coward, I fled.”
After all these years I finally had the truth.
How did I feel?
“That’s not good enough,” I replied. “You acted without thinking? That’s the excuse of a five-year-old! Not a mighty maharajah! Shame on you. Shame on you.”
Mistral reached out for me, to stop me or comfort me, I don’t know, but I pulled away.
“I’ll never forgive you. You took everything that ever mattered from me, and don’t even try to make amends, because there’s nothing in this world that can fix what you did.”
Mistral looked at his dad. “But it was just a tragic accident.”
Tufaan put his hands on his son’s shoulders. “It was pride. Pride and arrogance. Don’t make the same mistake as me, Mistral. What I realize now is that Yudesh was challenging me to be a better ruler, one who put his people’s needs first. All his people, not just the ones with wings or those who live in silver palaces. To rule like a true maharajah, not a tyrant.” He looked at me. “I know I can never make things better. My talons will be stained with your parents’ blood forever. I cannot escape, nor deserve to escape, that guilt. But I can honor your father, and your mother. With your help.”
“Why would I ever help you?”
“Because your father was right,” said Tufaan. “And Alamut is not Bharat. A maharajah must commit to all of his kingdom not just the palaces, and to all his people, not just those with all the privilege.” He smiled at a memory. “When we played, even as children, he never let me lead just because I was the raj-kumar. He reminded me of that when we met in Lalpani. He said he would find his own way.”
Somehow those words penetrated my grief. “Is that what he said? Find his own way?”
Tufaan nodded. “Some words you never forget.”
I wiped my face so as to better look at my crutch.
What’s it for, Daddy?
For you to find your way, Nargis.
Tufaan was right. Some words you never forget.
I held out the crutch. “He made this for me, telling me to use it to find my way. Now I’m wondering if it wasn’t the same way as him.”
Tufaan’s eyes widened as he saw it, and suddenly he snatched it from me. He ran his fingertips over the carvings, awestruck. “The one-winged man. Of course. Of course.”
“What? Tell me!”
He handed the crutch back; he was shaken. “The night Yudesh tried to destroy Alamut, he did it from the Old District. It was already abandoned, and I suppose he thought no one would disturb him there. But it was the place that suffered the most damage too.” He pointed at the carving. “And that’s where it all started.”
Come to me, child. Come and sing your song.
“That’s where I need to go.” I looked to Mistral.
He nodded.
Dad had discovered something, something great and terrible that had given him reason enough to destroy the garudas’ capital. The reason he and Mom had been killed.
I had to find out.
Then the maharani interrupted. “Husband. We need to act.”
Tufaan nodded as the maharani gathered the prisoners in the corridor. She gestured first to the swifts. “Take word to our allies in the other nests. Tell them Maharajah Tufaan has reclaimed his rightful position. That Shamshir’s reign is over, before it even started. Go quickly.”
The swifts nodded, and darted off in a gust of wind. The maharani then turned her attention to the songbirds and owls. “Go to the Towers of the East and West. Sound the alarm conches. Tell everyone to leave Alamut. I would not have any innocents caught up in this battle.”
Then she turned to the remaining garudas, all eagles and falcons. “Arm yourselves. The guards are coming.”
Oh yeah. The other guards.
The vulture garudas swooped down, shrieking their battle cries.
“Stay close, Nargis!” yelled the maharani. “Get behind me!”
She fought beside her husband and son, as deadly and ruthless as either. She had an elegance, a grace that I’d glimpsed sometimes with Mistral, but his mother had mastered all the skills he was still learning, and she had full use of her wings. The maharajah was brute force and indomitable will. He took the brunt of the battle, placing himself in harm’s way to protect us all. The other garudas fanned out around him, darting in and out through the fighting, leaving the maharajah at the center of the storm.
Child, are you singing?
That voice again. Clearer than before, closer. But this time there was more than just a voice, there was a feeling. A tingling from head to toe. A little cold, but gentle too. And the feeling had a color. Weird, but I felt… green.
“I… What song do you want?” I asked.
She sighed. And then she was gone.
Led by Mistral’s parents, the eagles and falcons fought their way forward, forcing the vultures and hawks back, one wingbeat at a time until with one final surge we broke free of the prison and found ourselves upon a wide, windy ledge overlooking the city.
Freed from the constraints of walls and ceilings, the battle spilled skyward with all the garudas tearing each other in the moonlight.
Maharajah Tufaan gazed at the labyrinth of buildings below the ledge. “Head to the Old District, both of you. We will distract Shamshir’s forces.”
Mistral looked in pure anguish. “But what do you want from me, Father?”
“For you to serve the kingdom, Mistral. Not just the silver palaces, but all in between the sun and the earth. All this.” He gestured to our surroundings. “This isn’t the kingdom, this is vanity. We have lived too high too long. We have forgotten what we owe our people. All our people.” Tufaan faced us both. “You are the future of Bharat. It should have been me and Yudesh who led us there, but fate has passed that burden to you. Go build a better tomorrow.”








CHAPTER 34
No lanterns lit the windows, the vines were dull and lifeless, and the air was ominously silent down in the Old District. The sounds of the fighting between the eagles and vultures were far off, muted by gathering mists amongst the lower levels of Alamut.
“This is the Old District?” I asked.
Mistral nodded. “It’s the oldest part of Alamut. But no one lives here anymore. Father forbade me to ever come here.”
“So you sneaked down here every chance you could?”
He took my hand and squeezed it. “Of course.”
“I don’t feel anything. It’s lifeless.”
There were waterless fountains, small gardens of withered plants and sickly weeds. It reminded me of home, but not in a good way. Didn’t this go against everything Dad had believed in? He’d tried to make the desert bloom. Instead, because of his sabotage, he’d created a wasteland amongst splendor.
Conches echoed across the night sky. Their long, mourning sound rippled through the city. Again and again they called out. Mistral looked grim. “I never thought I’d hear them, not in my lifetime. They are the alarm for all to abandon the city.”
“As per your mother’s orders,” I reminded him. “Do you think anyone will listen?”
“I hope so.”
He stopped, and gestured ahead of us. “Here’s the man behind it all. Yavana.”
We’d exited into a small courtyard. It was still beautiful, in a sad way. The small, elegant covered walkways surrounding it were home to the sighing wind, and there was a statue in the center lit by the moonlight, looking like a ghost rising from the floor. He had one wing. The other had been smashed off.
I held up my crutch, comparing the carving to the statue. It was the same.
Yavana was old, yet proud, right hand out with a miniature replica of Alamut on his palm, and a feather pinched between the forefinger and thumb of his left.
Dad had planned this from the beginning. He’d known that if he never made it back to Alamut, there was a chance that maybe one day I would. But Alamut was vast, its secrets too well hidden. To everyone but Dad. He’d have wanted me to know what to do. He’d have found a way to tell me. He’d given me this crutch and told me it was to help me find my way. Find my way back here? Or further?
All those games I’d missed out on. The things I’d struggled with that everyone else had found so easy. I’d be lying if I said the crutch had made it all better. But when I’d gotten really low, I would put my crutch across my lap and trace my fingers along the patterns, wander through the labyrinth of grooves as if they were…
“A map.” My heart skipped a beat. “It’s a map. Look, this rectangle on the wood. It’s that doorway in front of the statue.”
“Are you sure?” said Mistral skeptically.
“Look.” I drew my fingernail along part of the design. “If that rectangle is that door, then this line has to be the path beside it.”
His eyes widened. Then he smirked. “I knew there was a reason I’d let you tag along.”
“Tag along?” I shook my head, but now wasn’t the time to teach him manners. “This way!”
We followed the map, heading down narrow alleys, across empty courtyards, and through crumbling old palaces, my crutch taps echoing in the abandoned grandeur. We followed all the way… to a small opening in a wall. The map ended.
Sing your song.
“This is the place,” I said.
“How do you know?” asked Mistral.
He couldn’t hear her, none of them could. I was beginning to suspect why.
The tunnel was small, and draped with cobwebs. Dust lay upon the floor, stirring with the draft coming through the parting slabs.
The last person to go down the tunnel had been my dad. He’d gone down there and uncovered a secret that had cost both my parents their lives.
I followed his footsteps to find it.

What was at the end of this tunnel? Mistral was still pulling cobwebs from his bristly scalp, his wings fluttering nervously. Garudas hated enclosed spaces, and clearly this hadn’t been designed for a visit.
We ventured deeper and deeper into the secret heart of Alamut, following the dusty footprints left by my dad, all those years ago.
What do you remember about those who have gone? You don’t get to pick and choose your memories. Our lives are a whole series of fleeting moments, of emotions. Bad times fade, but so do the good ones. What are you left with? A smile from my dad as he looked at my mom. Me riding on his shoulders, feeling prouder than any maharani. Mom singing her song as she worked in the herb garden.
Grit blew into our faces as a wind roared through an opening.
Once it had faded away, I was able to shake the worst of the dust off and gaze at Dad’s great secret.
And, at last, I understood why he had died, and why he’d tried to destroy Alamut.








CHAPTER 35
We entered a vast crystal cave, fifty feet across and equally high. A huge egg-shaped diamond, roughly fifteen feet in diameter, was suspended overhead. It was held up there by the dozens of roots radiating out of it into—and through—the walls. The diamond pulsed with light, ranging from red to green to blue, sending its energy through the strands to serve the city.
“It’s just like the Kala Cheel,” I said. “This is the engine that keeps Alamut above the clouds. It has to be.”
Welcome, child.
There was no timid softness in her voice now, but immense power. She resonated deep into my bones, into my soul. She surrounded me, embraced me, suffocated me. Pressure built in my head, the prelude to something gigantic. That feeling when the wind changed and the sky turned dark.
My heart pounded. That tingling, I knew what it was. It was… rain.
How often had I stood in the yellow dust of Lalpani, gazing up at the cloudless blue sky, dreaming of it? Repeating the stories from before even Baba’s time, when the world turned, from season from season. When the great rivers ran, when the desert bloomed. When she, greatest of all elemental spirits, brought her blessings upon a thirsty world.
Mistral walked amongst the semitransparent roots, following the light pulses in amazement. “Yavana must have trapped a thousand pazuzus in here. Ten thousand to keep Alamut aloft.”
“It’s not thousands. It’s one,” I said. “It’s Monsoon.”
Yavana had trapped the storm spirit herself. She was the power behind Alamut, and she always had been. I reached out to touch one of the crystals and—
Mistral caught my hand. “Don’t.”
“I’ve dealt with spirits my whole life, Mistral. I just want to have a word.”
“And what if it is Monsoon? Remember what happened on the Kala Cheel when you tried to bring those pazuzus down out of their clouds? Remember the Backlash when you tried to summon those golems to fight the horned serpent?”
Everything he said was true, but I gazed at my crutch. “Dad wanted me here for a reason, Mistral. I can’t turn back now. I have to do this.”
Monsoon had brought the annual rains, turning Bharat green with her tears of joy. Without her the kingdom had turned into an arid, waterless desert.
I pressed my palms together and bowed. “Namaste, Monsoon. Namaste.”
The dancing lights coalesced in the great diamond, taking form. It was a woman, twice my height, indistinct as she struggled to keep herself literally together. Her hair billowed and she seemed to be made of rain clouds, and lightning flashed in her eyes. She would waver, momentarily, almost break apart into a thousand pieces, but then force herself to keep her single shape. She reached out, touching her palm against the inside wall of the crystal.
“Nargis…” warned Mistral.
She was so lonely. She’d been born to roam across the endless sky.
“Monsoon wants to be free,” I said. “Free her, and Bharat will be green again.”
“But what will become of Alamut?” he asked.
“I think you know, Mistral.”
He frowned. “We’re ruled from here for a thousand years. It’s hard to do the right thing. Alamut is my home.”
“Bharat’s your home. Your dad accepted the truth. Alamut is the cause of Bharat’s suffering. Remember when we first met? Remember what I said to you?”
He arched an eyebrow. “I remember you having a lot to say about pretty much everything. Could you be more specific?”
“A ruler’s job is to protect their people.”
Mistral nodded slowly. “Ah. That.”
He knew what was needed, the sacrifice he’d have to make for us. A coward might have backed off, made an excuse. But what eagle garuda had ever been accused of being a coward?
Join with me, child. Let me channel my strength through you.
Join with? She was talking about Backlash. “What’ll happen to me?”
You will be a spirit of storms, free, forever. As long as the wind blows, you will roam across the endless sky.
I backed away. I couldn’t give up myself! Even for all the rain in the world. I was all I had. “There has to be another way. There has to be.”
“What’s going on?” asked Mistral even as his feathers fluttered in the rising wind. “What’s she asking of you?”
Everything. Everything I was, and would ever be.
But Earthbound no more.
Monsoon showed me how the crops would grow, how the flowers would bloom in wild, barren places, and how the great desert of Bharat would turn green, the rivers sparkling as they wound their way through the kingdom. Full of fish and children splashing. The crops would sway from the brush of my fingertips. The sky ships would sore from my breath. My fingertips would caress the feathers of the wings of the garudas.
I would be part of every growing thing, from the smallest blade of grass to the greatest of forests. My song would echo across the mountains of the Eyries, and I would see my reflection in the vast mirror of the ocean. It would be marvelous.
Backlash wasn’t something to be afraid of. It was a gift.
The countless reflective surfaces of the crystals fractured Monsoon’s strength into thousands of feeble pieces. She couldn’t break free without tearing herself to shreds in the process, reducing her to a whirlwind of spirits.
She needed me.
Nargis would be gone, but was that such a great loss? I was nobody.
Was it death, or was it a new life I was heading toward? How did I know what—?
Mistral pulled me away as a silver dart ricocheted off the crystal.
Shrieking war cries echoed around me, and the air stirred with the flapping of wings and the sounds of talons skittering across the crystal hall. Mistral picked up the dart and shoved me behind a block of crystal. “Keep your head down.”
“What’s happening?”
“Do you really need to ask?” Mistral flipped the dart over even as he drew his scimitar and yelled, “Oye, Shamshir! Too frightened to face me by yourself?”
Shamshir squatted on the topmost crystal root, wings folded back. He wore billowing yellow-and-purple silken robes, and instead of armor he was bedecked with jewelry—four or five necklaces, and heavy gold earrings dangled from his long lobes. His feathers had been dyed in loud, vulgar colors that looked as if someone had thrown buckets of paint over him. He looked ridiculous, and terrifying.
“So you found Monsoon’s prison? Your father would be proud,” said Shamshir.
Mistral’s feathers bristled angrily. “You knew about this place? You knew and didn’t tell my father? Your ruler!”
“That fool?” Shamshir replied. “He almost let his friendship with a worm destroy Alamut. He proved he was not fit to rule! We are the superior race. The worms should be our slaves. It’s all they’re fit for.”
Two others landed above me. My heart sank as I recognized them. Sickle and Quill.
Quill danced upon his perch, more steel darts in his hands. “There they are, Memsahib! The chicks! Come out and play, little chicks! We have such fun games planned for—”
The last words died in his throat. He clawed at the steel dart jutting out from under his chin, gurgled, and fell.
“Now, that was amazing,” I said to Mistral. “Nasty, but amazing.”
“I was aiming at Shamshir.”
Shamshir tapped his talons ominously on the crystal. “You’re barely out of your shell, Mistral. Why should I wet my talons on you?”
“You shall address me as ‘Raj-kumar,’ traitor.”
Shamshir glared from his perch. “I still have Alamut. That’s all that matters. Your parents may fly as far as the moon, but I will find them. They will be able to trust no one, for the reward I will offer will make the one who betrays them as rich as a rajah.”
“Not everyone comes with a price tag,” Mistral replied.
Shamshir smirked. “Some you get for free, but what are they worth? Your only ally is a poor, misshapen worm?”
“She’s all I need,” said Mistral, winking at me.
How about that?
Shamshir flapped his wings angrily. “She is nothing but a worm. She is nothing.”
“Then why are you so afraid?” said Mistral.
Times like this, you think that maybe, maybe there’s a chance. “You can’t take them both. Leave Sickle to me.”
“You sure?” asked Mistral.
“Am I sure that I’d rather fight a limping old woman than a vulture lord at the height of his powers? Yes, I’m sure.”
Mistral frowned. “When you put it like that…”
I nudged him. “Go on. Be heroic. You know you want to.”
He grinned, then flicked his scimitar into the air, and caught it neatly. “Come on, then, wattle-neck! My blade’s waiting!”
“Mistral’s mine!” yelled Shamshir. He launched himself off the tall column, diving straight at Mistral. Mistral spun out of the way and jabbed at Shamshir as he shot past. They were going to keep one another busy.
So… time to deal with Sickle. How long could I hide for? I slipped away, deeper into the maze of crystal. Sickle’s dry old feathers rustled as she fluttered down. She cackled to herself, sounding way too close.
“I’ve been thinking about those big brown eyes of yours, worm. How they’ll taste.”
Sickle’s metal foot clicked upon the floor as she searched for me.
“As sweet as ripe figs.” She chuckled.
I held my crutch so tightly, it shook.
The tapping was echoing from all around me. The crystals seemed to amplify the sound. Was that what they did? I felt I was about to make sense of something really important but just couldn’t concentrate on it because of the eye-gobbling crow assassin hunting me.
Monsoon drifted through her crystal prison, watching from a thousand reflections. I needed to find some elemental spirit to help—
“There you are.” Sickle’s steel toe punctured straight through my right shoulder. Straight through.
The pain? I didn’t feel it at first. I was numbed by the shock. I tried to move, couldn’t understand why I was so stuck, then felt sick, light-headed. I couldn’t take my eyes off the steel talon in my shoulder, or the blood soaking into my clothing.
Sickle spread out her wings and rose up, with me dangling from her talons, high up into the roof of the crystal chamber. I screamed. It felt as if I was being ripped apart.
Sickle buried her claw deeper into the flesh for a stronger hold and called, “Drop your sword, Raj-kumar!”
“No! Don’t!” I yelled, even as Sickle shook me and a fresh wave of nausea flooded through me. “I’m not worth it.”
Mistral didn’t even hesitate. His scimitar clattered to the floor.
Shamshir stalked forward and kicked the sword away. “So, so true. To think a garuda, an eagle no less, should humiliate himself for a worm. It sickens me.” He looked up at me. “Sickle, remind the raj-kumar how we treat worms who presume to lift their gaze toward the sky.”
Sickle peered down at me and licked her lips. “Which eye first? Left or right?”
With one claw buried in my shoulder, she reached for my eyes with the other. I did the only thing I could. I grabbed her foot and bit hard. She shrieked… and dropped me.








CHAPTER 36
I lay barely conscious upon the great crystal heart of Alamut, drifting between wakefulness and dreaming while above me an eagle fought a vulture and crow for a kingdom.
Then I saw her in one of the facets of the crystal. Dressed in a sari woven from mist, regal in her raindrop jewelry and crown of lightning.
“I have to save him,” I whispered. He didn’t stand a chance against both Shamshir and Sickle.
Save us all, Nargis.
“How?”
Monsoon came closer. Close enough for me to see the power flashing in her storm-gray eyes.
Sing, Nargis. Sing me a song.








CHAPTER 37
What are you singing, Mommy?” I ask as I join her by our small herb garden.
Mommy shades her eyes as she looks at me, and smiles. “A song. One I made up when I was your age.”
“What’s it about?” I shift on my new crutch. It’s still not easy getting around, but I love it. Daddy made it especially for me.
“It’s about Monsoon.” Mommy brushes the dirt from her hands and sits on the edge of the low wall, patting the space beside her. “Shall I teach it to you?”
“What wishes do I have, raised in the desert,
Where the sands gather, day after day, against my door,
Where saplings die in the poisoned soil?
So I dream, I sing, of so much more.
Raised on tales passed down through the long, dry years,
Of jewels from above, of the gifts that once came,
To bring green riches to a land sick and torn,
I dream of rain.
I sing of a storm.”
Small cracks broke out upon the faces of the great diamond. At first they were as fine as spiders’ webs, barely visible upon the surface of the glistening stone. One of the taller shards fractured and came crashing down. The chamber started groaning, tilting. All around us more and more crystalline clusters exploded, hurling jagged shards across the chamber as its walls began splitting. The whole floor rocked.
The wind rose and the lights that had been trapped inside the crystals burst out, dancing and swirling in the rising maelstrom.
The raging wind grabbed Sickle and swept her around and around the upper reaches of the chamber, bashed her against one wall, then hurled against the next. The old crow’s steel talons snapped, and suddenly she was no longer the nightmare we’d been raised to fear but a terrified old woman, crying pitifully. The moment the wind lulled, she fled, crawling away in her desperation. That was my last sight of her, half flying, half carried, her screams snatched away by Monsoon’s triumphant laughter. And mine. I swelled with the power of the storm. I was becoming part of Monsoon. The chamber juddered and tore apart, exposing us to the tempest raging outside.
Mistral stumbled over, shouting above the din of shattering stone. “What’s happening?”
Your world is ending.
I spoke in thunder that echoed throughout Alamut. The last of the crystal prison shattered to a triumphant cry.
Free at last, Monsoon danced, a being made of lightning and storm. She danced furiously, in a frenzy. Her arms, three pairs, even four, directed the winds into a howling chorus, broken by the percussion of thunder.
Is this not joyous, Nargis? Is this not freedom? Is this not what you have always craved?
I was her; she was me. What does a storm see? What does it feel?
Passion. So pure, so perfect that you cry, and laugh. You can’t hold it in, so you have to dance. And when I danced, the world shook.
“Nargis!”
I watched Mistral, bracing himself as the winds hurled shards of crystal around the chamber, shattering the walls, tearing his skin.
Run, Mistral.
“Not without you!”
Why did he stay? Couldn’t he see I wasn’t coming back? Why would I want to? He needed to—
Mistral!
Shamshir screamed as he crashed into Mistral and raked his talons down along Mistral’s chest. They fought with all the savagery of their ancient kin. Mistral was faster, but Shamshir was bigger, and far stronger.
Shamshir flipped over, and was suddenly diving at Mistral. There was no time for Mistral to dodge away, and he fell as the vulture garuda slammed him into the rubble.
Shamshir dug his talons into Mistral’s chest. “This will be your tomb, boy. So be happy. You will die as the last ruler of Alamut.”
I turned to Monsoon. “I have to help him.”
Why? He is of those that imprisoned me, Nargis. Forget him.
“Please. He’s my friend,” I said as tears swelled.
Why do you cry, child? For a single garuda? I offer you the world.
My tears were for them all. For Baba. Tripti. The twins. Arjuna.
But most of all Mistral.
“The world?” I whispered, heart heaving with the weight of it all. “I already have it.”
The rain soaked me down to my soul. I could be washed away. I wouldn’t resist. But I’d never realized how rich my life had been till now, at the end.
Monsoon smiled.
Then do what you must.
I plucked Shamshir off Mistral. I merely enfolded him—how feeble mere arms felt when you had the very breath of the world in your lungs—and I… puffed.
Hard.
Shamshir was as helpless as a leaf in a hurricane. I threw him against the wall, lifted him off and hurled him against another. The fear filled his eyes as he saw my face within the storm dominating the chamber, my eyes flashing with lightning. Everything he’d feared had come true.
“Please! Have mercy! I will give Mistral everything! Alamut is his!”
No, it’s mine. And you’re not welcome.
I unleashed the winds, blasting the feathers off his wings, and hurling a cloud of tiny crystals at him, covering him with hundreds of stinging cuts.
And then I stopped. Despite all he’d done, I was no killer. The wind died around him. He collapsed to his knees.
Go, Shamshir. Crawl away. Find a rock to hide in and live… like a worm.
But the old vulture garuda could not let go of his bitterness. He searched the shattered walls for my reflection, his gaze burning.
“So you freed Monsoon? Did you ever think what that might mean? You think she’s some benevolent goddess who will rain her blessings down upon you? You’re worms! She doesn’t care! Just wait until the floods, the ruined crops, the swamps that will rise up and the diseases that will infest the villages.”
He stood, slowly, flapping his ragged, broken wings to try to raise himself. He swayed unsteadily as the city rocked and another great crack opened up in the wall. Beyond was the crumbling city, and the sky.
Shamshir made his way to the edge, the shreds of his royal robes flapping wildly about his long, angular frame. He gazed at his wings, and pulled out one of the remaining primary feathers, and gripped it tight.
“Bharat is beyond saving. Who wants to live in a world where the great garudas must live in the dirt alongside filthy worms?” He looked back at us, and spat. “Not I.”
And then he fell back. Gone in an instant. He didn’t even bother to open his tattered wings.
Mistral was on his feet. He looked awful, pale and bloody, but he smiled, and held out his hand. “Let’s go, Nargis.”
“Can I?” I asked.
Monsoon’s kiss upon my forehead was as soft as a warm summer rain. Go, Nargis.
“Nargis?”
“Ow,” I said. Back in myself, I realized how painful it all was. “Owww…”
“Are you okay?”
I blinked, and looked him over. Those cuts looked nasty. “Are you?”
He winced as he chuckled. “Time to leave, I think.”
“Not yet,” I said. My crutch lay in the wreckage. It didn’t matter what else was happening, but I wasn’t leaving without it. Once it was in my hands, I faced him. “Ready.”
Mistral picked me up and rode the winds, even without half his feathers.
The few remaining garudas were abandoning the city. The broiling clouds were ablaze with the streaming colors of their wings. Some were clutching small babies, others their dearest treasures. Others just stumbled around, dazed. One old dove garuda, her wings and crest pure pearly white, just stood, watching one of the towers totter.
Mistral swooped down, letting me go as he landed. “You must fly!”
The garuda blinked, bewildered. “It will steady itself. It will steady itself. Sometimes the winds give Alamut a battering, but it will steady itself.”
“I really don’t have time for this,” said Mistral. He scooped the old garuda into his arms and threw her over the edge. She screamed as she fell, and there was a moment when I wondered if she’d forgotten how to fly, but then she pushed out her wings and joined the ribbon of fleeing garudas.
The rumbling grew rapidly. First the towers swayed. Then the great bridges between them cracked and shattered like glass, filling the sky with glittering debris. Alamut itself was ripping open.
“Time for us to leave,” I said. I reached into my waist sash and pulled out Ayesha’s wind-roarer.
It clattered to the floor in two broken pieces.








CHAPTER 38
Mistral peered over the edge of the bridge to the swirling maelstrom below us. “I could jump, and you could summon those pazuzus like last time.”
“Not in a storm like this. The pazuzus are too wild to listen. Perhaps we could tie some cushions to our heads and hope for a soft landing?”
Mistral laughed.
Oye, I ached so much. I settled down on the edge of the bridge, no railings in Alamut, and rested my crutch across my lap.
Mistral shuffled beside me and tapped the crutch. “Your father would be proud of you.”
“I think both our fathers have reason to be proud of both of us. And our moms, too.”
“Mom’s Song” would change the world. Dad had possessed the magic but not the words that gave Monsoon the strength, the longing, to be free. Mom had worked every day, digging, planting, trying to wrestle life from the dust. She had dreamed of green.
The wind caressed my cheeks, like a warm kiss. Where they out there, still? My parents? What spirits lived beside us, unseen? I blew them a kiss of my own. I hoped Monsoon would carry it to them, wherever they were.
We’d freed Monsoon. We’d destroyed Alamut. Whatever happened next wasn’t down to us anymore.
We sat at the edge of the old world and watched it fall apart. The city shook as more towers toppled earthward and the palaces collapsed into the void of sky below, while great shards of lightning rent the black clouds.
“Lightning at midnight,” I said, awed by the spectacle.
Mistral took my hand. “I think… I think I might be scared, Nargis.”
I laced my fingers through his, and squeezed. “I’m pretty tired of falling. Since we met, I’ve been hurled to my death way too many times. I would rather not do that anymore.”
Mistral frowned. “Alamut’s going down, Nargis, and we’re going down with it.”
“Are we?”
I’d seen the huge, dark shadow forming out of the dense mist. Who would have thought something so gigantic could be so silent?
The mists were blown apart by the beating of Chup Chup’s great tawny wings. Yasmin sat up front, with Ayesha yelling instructions from behind, much to her sister’s irritation. The winds threw them this way and that, Chup Chup shrieking in outrage.
“Oye, Raj-kumar!” yelled Yasmin as Chup Chup settled on the broken end of a bridge. “Where’s that ruby you promised us?”
More rocs descended from the storm clouds. Not just the Wild Hunt but the Red Talons, too. Takheem leapt from her own mount and swiftly gathered the few remaining garudas, those too feeble or afraid to fly, onto the waiting giant birds.
I got to my feet, clutching hold of Mistral as the bridge buckled under the weight of the roc. “You came anyway? What about waiting for me to call you?”
Ayesha huffed, her hands on her hips. “What would be the fun in that?”
She didn’t need to tell us twice. I limped over to the roc, hoisted myself up, and settled awkwardly into the saddle, then turned to Mistral. “What are you waiting for?”
Mistral gazed at his city, at the collapsing towers, the crumbling palaces, and the slowly disintegrating gardens and courts. “I was born here. My family have been here since it first rose into the sky. Alamut is, was, the Eagle’s Nest. I just want one final look.”
“I’m sorry, Mistral. But I did what had to be done.”
“Yes, I suppose we all did.” Then Mistral climbed onto Chup Chup’s back.
Ayesha glanced back at us. “Hang on. It’s gonna get bumpy.”
We flew away.
Monsoon took her revenge on her prison like a child ripping up a paper house. She knocked over towers, tore open palaces, and smashed apart the gardens and bridges. Multicolored explosions lit up deep within the crumbling city, and arcs of lightning burst from the astra cannons and other weapons as they erupted.
Alamut fell from the sky. So ended the reign of the garudas.








CHAPTER 39
I shivered as the gusts grew stronger, and Mistral pressed his arms tighter around me, locking me into the saddle, his amber eyes shining with pure wonder.
The clouds rumbled, vibrating deep into my bones, and shaking a cry of indignation out of Chup Chup. Lightning flashed, knife sharp, ready to cut the clouds open.
That first drop. That pellet of water, it stung. As hard as a diamond, right against my forehead. I blinked as the droplet slipped down into my eyes. I blinked, and then… and then…
The clouds tore open. They erupted open. A wall of sound so loud that it sent Chup Chup spinning before Yasmin took back control. Monsoon unleashed all her power, trapped for so long, and she was not going to hold back.
Tidal waves of rain smashed against us, soaking me through in an instant. I didn’t care.
I howled, I yelled. I shook the water off my head, not that it made any difference. We were drenched. Yasmin and Ayesha looked at each other, sharing their coded language through raised eyebrows and frowns, wondering if I’d finally gone feather-headed.
Mistral? What did he think? Were there tears in his eyes, or raindrops?
He could have balked, he could have stopped me, but instead he’d sacrificed Alamut, the great floating city and the heart of the garuda world, for us, the lowly Earthbound.
The proud Raptor Lord had put his pride aside for something greater—nobility.
Mistral would make a great maharajah one day. He needed no throne in the clouds.
He watched Alamut burst into a constellation of falling stars. There was a flare as another sky cannon exploded, and a moment later its boom rumbled through the wailing winds.
“Down there!” yelled Ayesha, prodding her sister. “There’s shelter!”
Chup Chup descended with a single tug of his tufty ears. He cried out, alerting the other rocs to what he’d found, delighted that he, a mere chick, would lead the elder titans to safety. Rocs and garudas alike swooped and soared through the wild downpour, their wing tips trailing silver streams of raindrops.
Oh, the marvelous rain…

Chup Chup settled in some ruins beyond the Rookery. There were the stumps of ancient stone trees and cracked roots that formed undulating waves through the hard earth. Every now and then he’d shake his gigantic feathers, drenching us with a fresh deluge. I stood there, head raised and mouth open, trying to catch the biggest drops. Other rocs came out of the swirling rains, graceful titans of feathers and fury. The distant explosions still wracking Alamut illuminated the darkness and painted their feathers with splashes of red, green, purple, wild colors that would have shamed a peacock. The other rocs joined Chup Chup, and despite him being the youngest—and smallest—they gave him a perch of his own. The young owl hooted with pride.
The garudas who’d fled Alamut had gathered here, some at least. There was nowhere else to go. Kingfishers and songbirds of the Bright Heralds; magpies, pigeons, and swifts of the Common Fowl; and even vultures, the Carrion Eaters who had been, until moments ago, loyal to Shamshir.
The maharajah and maharani descended through the downpour, surrounded by their host of eagle and falcon warriors. The sound of so many wings rivaled Monsoon’s thunder, and the raindrops glistened upon the feathers as if bathing them in diamonds.
The loyal Raptor Lords settled upon the high points and watched with menacing wariness as the Carrion Eaters lowered their weapons with great care. Then, one after the other, each went and touched the talons of Maharajah Tufaan and swore their loyalty. The Talon Law cut both ways, it seemed.
Others were bewildered and lost, refugees now as they watched, high up in the lightning-dashed clouds, the final moments of Alamut. The city in its death throes as Monsoon unleashed her fury and joy.
Had Dad imagined it would be like this, when he’d carved his secret upon my crutch? And Mom, the gardener. She had always dreamed that one day Monsoon would hear her song, and at last she had.
I’d followed in both their footsteps along this weird and winding path. The path to make Bharat green again.
And how it rained. Great rivulets ran between our feet as huge sheets of water rolled off the stone debris surrounding us.
Some sheltered under the sprawling ruins of the stone roots and rock-like tree stumps, but I stretched out my arms as if I could embrace the storm.
The earth shook as Alamut struck the horizon, exploding on impact and filling the darkness with multicolored supernovas. Moments later the booming shock wave slammed into the stony ruins, tearing up the loose sand and sending it scouring against skin and feather. Garudas screamed as they were hurled through the air.
It must have felt like the world was ending. It was, for them.
Ayesha and Yasmin huddled in the ruins nearby. Ayesha, as ever, was enjoying it. She pointed to her bandage. “I’ll have an amazing scar! And given to me by Sickle herself! Top that, Sister!”
“Easy.” Yasmin glanced up as more thunder rumbled, heralding a fresh deluge. “I flew in the Monsoon.”
They scowled at each other, then hugged.
Mistral stood by his parents, striking a regal pose taught to him, no doubt, by the greatest poseurs in all Bharat.
The Bright Heralds dragged other castes into the air to spin and swoop through the rain. The rocs raised their heads and added their cries to the thunder. Everyone was sharing the rain with someone. Everyone but me.
Until a great dark mass drifted out through the curtain of rain. The Kala Cheel, or what was left of it, hanging from a single, partially deflated balloon. Smoke rose from a hundred scorched timbers, and pipes rattled in their brackets. Raindrops hissed upon the hot metal. Geedar stood at the wheel while Tripti swung across the tattered rigging, ordering the crew as if they were her own.
Arjuna sat cross-legged in what remained of the prow, waving his scarf. “So you got your wish?”

The desert turned into ever-moving sludge; rivers appeared from nowhere. Out on the horizon what was left of Alamut burned. It was only when the sun timidly appeared in the east did the rain, reluctantly, diminish to a heavy shower, and a few of us finally stirred out from our shelters.
The maharajah and maharani were amongst a flock of garudas facing Sheikhah Takheem and her alliance of roc riders. Each side watched the other warily, hands resting on their sword hilts, or flexing their talons, while the maharajah and the sheikhah talked. Mistral sat at the edge of that circle, with Ayesha, Yasmin, and others across from him.
Arjuna pulled an orange from his satchel. He sliced it with a new knife, the sort any pirate might have tucked into his sash, and handed me half. You could always count on Arjuna to make things better.
I took a juicy mouthful. “Thought you’d be halfway across the world by now.”
“With the Kala Cheel in that condition? It’ll be months in the docks.” He finished off his orange and licked his fingers clean. “The captain’s planning a whole refit and he’s going to have to pay for them somehow. You still have Yavana’s wings, don’t you?”
I gazed up at what was left of the sky ship. How could it still be in the air with just a single balloon? Maybe because there wasn’t much of it actually left. “These repairs are pretty expensive?”
“You have no idea. And the ifreets in the furnace have all but escaped.”
Maybe I could work for him? It would only take a hundred years or so to pay him off.
Arjuna’s eyes narrowed. “The wings, Nargis. Where are they?”
“I…” I couldn’t bear his gaze. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stick up. “Oh, look. Is that a rainbow?”
Suddenly the maharajah of the garudas and the sheikhah of the roc riders stood up. Takheem drew her sword, just half out of the scabbard, and sliced her palm open upon its edge. Maharajah Tufaan nodded, crouched, and slashed his own palm with a flick of his talon. The two shook bloodied hands.
All the while Geedar watched from the Kala Cheel, Tripti dangling her legs carelessly over the side of the broken hull. The maharajah glanced up at him, and the two nodded in understanding. Promises had been made, and promises would be kept.
The roc riders ululated as the eagle garudas added their wild cries. The rocs joined with ear-piercing shrieks, and up above us all, Monsoon celebrated with her song of thunder.
Mistral nodded toward the twins, then walked over to me, all the while shaking the remaining raindrops off his shoulders. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to water falling from the sky. It doesn’t seem right.”
I tore a segment of my orange and handed it over. “What happened? Are we all best friends forever?”
“We’re a long way from being friends, after so many centuries of hatred, but we’re beginning to find a better path. Alamut’s gone, Nargis. We need a new home, and the roc riders have offered us one, in the Eyries.”
“That’s good, isn’t it?” I asked.
He looked back over his shoulder as the tribe-folk and the garudas began to mingle, warily. “I hope so.” Then he turned that golden gaze upon me. “You freed Monsoon. Undid the great work of Yavana himself. Should I kneel in your terrifying presence?”
“Sarcasm, Raj-kumar? Which great expert taught you that?”
“You,” he replied. “How do you feel?”
“Soaked through?” But there had been a moment when I’d been part of Monsoon, felt what it was to be far, far greater than the poor village girl with a crooked leg who barely made it over a sand dune.
Now here I stood, drenched by the first rain in generations, surrounded by rocs, and garudas of all castes, and under the shadow of a sky ship, nestled against my crutch. My glorious crutch.
Arjuna rung out his scarf and tied it over his bristly scalp. “A new kingdom, eh, Raj-kumar?”
“Just ‘Mistral’ now,” he replied. “Alamut is gone forever. We’ll live here, on the ground, the same as everyone else.”
I stared out at the desert. Bloated clouds hung over the entire world, it seemed. Monsoon’s voice was in the thunder, promising she would never again be bound. She was unleashed, and perhaps I should have been more afraid. “I thought I was doing the right thing, freeing Monsoon.”
“It’s done now. No point dwelling on it,” Mistral replied with the simple practicality of the eagles.
“So this is it, the journey’s end. You’ll be heading to the Eyries with the rest?”
I tried to keep it light. I’d always known it would turn out like this. We’d been through so much, but we’d gotten what we wanted, even though we’d had no idea what that would be when we’d first met. Mistral had his parents back, and I’d learned the truth of my dad.
Then something caught my attention. I don’t know why, maybe because you keep an eye out for dangerous things. Just a single feather, drifting down. A black feather. I held out my hand and let it settle upon my palm.
Arjuna glanced at it. “What feather’s that?”
“A crow’s,” I said, searching overhead for the glint of steel. There was none.
“She’s long gone. I don’t think we need to worry about her,” said Arjuna, trying to sound more confident than he really was.
I let the feather drift off. “Maybe.”
Arjuna rinsed out his scarf and tied it back around his head, just like a full-fledged sky dog. “Why don’t you come with me, Nargis?”
“Where are you headed?”
He pointed to the horizon.
I nodded. “That’s good enough for me.”
Mistral gazed at the sky ship as it floated above the gathering. “Think there might be room for one more on your ship?”
Arjuna blushed. “It’s not my ship, Raj… I mean, Mistral.”
“Not yet,” I said, with a wink. Free from Lalpani, who knew how far Arjuna would go, or rise? I reckoned pretty far and high. Then I faced Mistral. “What about the Eyries? Won’t your parents need you there?”
“To do what?” he said, shaking his head. “I spent my whole life up in the clouds, far away from everything. It’s about time I saw Bharat. Want to show me?”
Yeah, I did.
We might even have an adventure or two.






AUTHOR’S NOTE
One piece of advice you’re always given as a newbie writer is to “write what you know.” Maybe, but probably not. If that were the case, this would be my fifteenth novel on designing air-conditioning systems.
No, not what you know, but what you feel.
Writing can be like flying through a storm. You’ve so many ideas, so many powerful beliefs and passions that compel you to put pen to paper, but they are contradictory, unfocused, and too wild to make sense. Those currents throw your story in this direction and that while you search for that one safe route that’ll stop you from being hurled to the rocks below. Feelings are our greatest strength and greatest danger, and we can’t control them. Should we anyway? Isn’t that what art really is? An expression of our feelings that we just can’t contain inside ourselves?
My dad was a man of great passions. He was a gentle man, in both senses of the word. Yet he felt strongly, overwhelmingly. Even in his quietest moment, there was an energy, a restlessness, that lasted till the very end.
That restlessness inspired this book. Nargis has it, and so does Mistral. Arjuna has a bad case of it, and Tripti? Try and tell her to stay in one place. Impossible!
They all want to be free. Don’t we all?
To fly off from your troubles and leave the world and its cares behind? To escape, even just for a little while? Have you ever felt that, when lost in a book? The weightlessness of being outside of yourself, of being transported far away without effort. That’s what I hope for whenever I turn a page, and what I aim for when I write. You’ll be the best judge of how well I manage that.
Dad traveled a lot when he was young. Born in Pakistan, he took a boat to America, lived in California during the late 50s, then drove from England across Europe and the Middle East to get back home. He didn’t stay for long—that restlessness, you see—and ended up in England, which eventually became his home. But those tales got me traveling too. Escaping my worries to backpack across Asia and end up working in Hong Kong. But then I came home. You come back down to Earth, having seen new sights and gained a fresh perspective of the world.
We talked a lot about traveling. I learned more about his perspective on things, a sort of bird’s-eye view of life you gain as you grow older. It was like an eagle’s viewpoint. He could see vast distances of time, yet focus on a minute moment, something long ago, with utter clarity. We shared stories, and that’s when we decided to collaborate on what would become this book that you’re holding.
Have you seen The Thief of Bagdad, the 1940 version staring Sabu? It remains the most magical movie of all time (with a 100 percent Rotten Tomatoes score!) and sparked my love of fantasy that’s guided me through my entire career. Conrad Veidt remains the gold standard of villainy (and, as an aside, his role in The Man Who Laughs created the look of the Joker), the Silver Maiden still gives me nightmares, and there has never been a genie as great as Rex Ingram. Go watch it. I beg you. It was also my dad’s favorite film. Dad talked about meeting Sabu when he was studying in the US back in the late 1950s. Sabu himself was a fascinating character, an Indian hathi who worked with elephants who then became a Hollywood star and war hero.
When I started working on Storm Singer, we’d talk about its plot, throw ideas back and forth. Dad loved The Arabian Nights and, coming from India, knew all about the legends of the Garuda. It was our book, the book that bonded us over the things we loved most of all. Then a few years ago, as his hip began giving him trouble, he started using a crutch. Seeing how it affected his mobility, and how he dealt with a combination of frustration and simple, practical acceptance, was revealing, and certainly fed into my decision to give Nargis a similar tool.
Then, in early 2023, as I was finishing off the manuscript, he fell ill and ended up in the hospital. He got worse, quickly. My daughters dropped their studies to rush home and see him while my sisters and I took turns being by his bedside at night. I brought Storm Singer along to read to him. I read him the first chapter as he drifted in and out of troubled sleep on what would be his last night. He knew it, and was ready to go. He had his wife, my mother, waiting for him, and he was keen to be by her side again. He passed away the following morning with my sisters and me beside him, and I like to think, I hope, his last dream was a dream of flying.
A few weeks later I was back at his home, tidying up around the bedroom, and found a copy of The Arabian Nights that I’d bought him years ago. The cover was falling off, the spine broken and the pages well-thumbed. He had read it over and over again. On the very back page, he’d written, “This belongs to Sarwat Chadda.” He knew how much those tales meant to us both.
This story wouldn’t have existed if not for my dad, Nazir Chadda. He looms large in each character, from the irascible Baba, the restless Nargis, the noble Mistral, and the ambitious Arjuna to even the tyrannical Shamshir.
Dad was born in a tumultuous time, at the end of the imperial Raj, and survived the horrors of the Partition of India. He traveled far and wide, but at home, he was truly loved. He was an adventurer, a storyteller. He was a man of passions and deep feeling. I learned a lot from him.
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IMAGE DESCRIPTIONS
Description 1: The map portrays a fictional landscape with various labeled locations and features. Near the top left is "The Old Fort," a large structure with domes and towers. To its left is an arrow pointing left, off the map, labeled '"The Misty Isles". Below that is "Pandit's House," located near a cluster of buildings labeled "Lalpani," surrounded by "Dad's Orchard" and "The Wall." An opening to "The Wall" is near a river and marked "Rivergate". To the right of the fort is "The Kala Cheel," a ship floating above the ground, held up by balloons, and below it "The Lalpani River (Dried Out)," a winding riverbed. Above these is "The Rookery," a tree-filled area with other ships. In the top left corner, "The Eyries" are depicted as mountainous peaks with large birds flying overhead. At the bottom of the map, "The Banyan" is a large tree dominating the area, with "My Parents' Shrine" nearby. To the right is "Our Farm," with a small house and a figure labeled "Baba" next to a figure labeled "Me". Above that is an arrow pointing right, off the map, labeled "The Great Salt Sea." The map also includes whimsical elements like clouds, mythical creatures, and a sun in the top left corner. BACK.
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