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The Glass Skylark
Helena Carroux
In the floating city of Aeralis, young glassblower Kae shapes living glass. When the city’s wind-heart falters and a magistrate tightens control, Kae forges a glass bird and sails to the cloud reefs to earn a storm seed. Facing sirens, a living gale, and power’s lure, he must tune breath and courage.
ProseHub


    
Furnace and Wind
Heat shimmered above the furnace like a living mirage, bending the view of the floating markets beyond the workshop windows. Kae drew the gather from the glory hole and rolled the glowing globe on the marver, palms steady, breath measured. The glass recorded his breathing the way a pond remembers a pebble. Outside, Aeralis drifted on pale currents, its terraces pinned to the skeleton of an ancient leviathan that had once learned to hover. Air tasted of ozone and roasted sesame from a street stall that popped seeds in an iron pan, a sharp, homely smell that snuck in under the door.
“Mind your wrists,” called Tavi from her low stool. She was a slim thing in old quilts with eyes like polished walnut. Her cane tapped twice as she rose to check the wavering shape at Kae’s rod. “Lift on the turn.”
“I’m lifting.” Sweat trickled behind Kae’s ear. He turned, lifted, breathed through the blowpipe. Gold thinned to a pellicle, a bubble swollen by his lungs. He sheared the lip and tilted, letting gravity draw a beak, then nudged with tongs. Out of heat and breath, a little bird began to show its curve.
Pia’s reflection bobbed in the window, a small face with freckles pressed to the glass. She flung the door wide. “Kae! The festival strings are up on the cusp. There are sugar kites shaped like whales!”
“Tell them to bring one down here,” Tavi muttered, but her mouth twitched.
“I will,” Pia said solemnly, then leaned toward the furnace with both hands behind her back. “Is that going to fly?”
“It’s going to cool,” Kae said. He parted the bird from the rod with a practiced twist and slid it into the annealer. The quiver in his forearms slowed. He wiped his brow with the back of his wrist and looked out through the window at the wide light-gilded decks. Streamers hung from guy wires above the rim, catching sun like scales. The day swelled with music from bamboo flutes and clacking spoons. Somewhere higher, he could hear the steady thrum of the lifting turbines.
He loved that sound. It was the city’s pulse.
He took a stool beside Tavi, and she reached for his hand. Beneath the quilts her fingers were cool, the skin thin as rice paper. “You breathe too deep,” she said. “You leave your breath inside the glass, and it’s wasted on a trinket.”
“It’s not wasted if it’s beautiful.” He grinned. “I’ll mend your oil lamp later. It’s smoking.”
“Fix the chimney and I’ll forgive it.” She peered at him. “You still haven’t been to the registry to argue about your permit?”
“I argued yesterday. The clerk said come back tomorrow.” He lifted one shoulder. “So I will.”
“Your father would have cursed.”
“I am not Father.” The words came out softer than he meant. He glanced at the annealer’s dull glow until his eyes watered, then took a breath of cool air from the window, letting it rinse his chest.
The turbines’ tone shifted a semitone lower. Kae felt it first in his teeth, then in his bones.
At first, the market chatter drowned it. Stalls clapped open; drums drummed; a pair of jugglers in cloud-blue jerkins tossed copper rings that flashed in arcs. The change undercut all of it, a sour harmony that made the hairs rise along Kae’s forearms.
He turned toward the skywell at the heart of the terrace. Through the oval gap, where one could look down past the racks of drying kelp and the lines of laundry to the lower decks and underbones of Aeralis, the air looked thicker, like steamed glass not yet fully cleared. A bell tolled—not the bright bell of festival calls, but the deep massy one used for squalls.
“Close the vents,” Tavi said. Her voice had the authority of habit. Pia darted to the shutters and dragged them closed on their leather hinges. Light banded across the floor. The sugar whale kites above the cusp folded and were hauled in on ropes. The turbines’ hum darkened. If the city’s pulse had been a drum, someone had put a hand on the skin.
A crier hurried along the terrace, red sash shining even in the muted day. He carried a black case and a small brass speaking horn. “By order of the magistrate,” he called, “all flights are suspended. Dock your sails. Bring in your gliders. Curfew at second bell after dusk. Repeat—”
People clutched their goods. The jugglers caught their rings and held them against their chests. Kae stepped to the doorway, wiping his hands on his apron. The crier paused by their gate, eyes pale as watered milk, breath sharp. “Flights are suspended,” he said again. “Tell your neighbors.” He knocked the black case hard against the gatepost to drive the point. The case’s corner clipped the wood trim and sparked like struck flint.
A sliver of glass dropped, no bigger than a fingernail, catching light as it fell. It landed by Kae’s boot and buzzed against the plank like a plucked wire.
He bent and picked it up. The sliver was not glass from his kiln. It was clearer, with a faint green vane trapped inside, as if a tiny leaf were held mid-sway within. It thrummed against his skin.
“What is it?” Pia breathed.
“Windglass,” Tavi said, her voice a whisker above a whisper. “Hidden craft. Old. Give it here.” But Kae did not move. The sliver’s thrum matched the new wrong in the turbines.
The crier had no idea he had dropped anything. He lifted his horn. “By order of Magistrate Corven, all approaches to the Fane of Currents are restricted. Dock crew to remain at their stations. Mechanists to report to the hub.” He snapped shut the black case and strode on, boot heels counting time.
“Corven,” Tavi said into the hollow between her teeth.
“The hub?” Kae asked.
“The place we go when things go bad,” Tavi said. “We’ve done it before. But that sliver—it doesn’t belong in a crier’s kit.”
After dusk, the city wore a different light. Oil lamps appeared one by one along the main decks like tiny dawns; the festival streamers hung still, their work unfinished. The turbines persisted in that wrong-key hum. Kae closed the shop and made a broth with anchovy bones and sea greens, but Tavi only sipped. She slept in her chair, blankets snugged around her shoulders, cane tucked under her wrist.
“I’ll go see Old Mael,” Kae told her, though she slept. “He always knows some path sideways.” He packed the sliver in a cloth pouch and slid it into his vest pocket. Pia had been sent home with a loaf and firm injunctions to sleep early; her mother had promised to latch their shutters.
The rim market was not as bright as it should have been. Sailors played dice by the glow of a brazier, their laughter quiet. Racks of smoked eel leaned in a row like dark sailcloth. Old Mael’s shack leaned against the guard rail as if it were considering a leap and had thought better of it. Mael himself sat cross-legged on a rug with a wine bottle as his footrest, a three-string wind-lute splayed across his lap. His hair was the white of salt crystals and his hands were black with oil.
“Kae,” he said, as if he had expected him. He wore three scarves against the chill, and bells glimmered on the ends of two. “Your shadow’s long tonight.”
“Don’t say that word,” Kae said automatically, drawing a breath. “The crier came by. Flights are grounded.”
“And yet my toes itch for a deck.” Old Mael plucked the wind-lute. The note went flat. He grimaced. “This cracked when the hum broke wrong.” He tapped the sounding board with one finger. “Everything that listens properly changes when the big things shift. What do you need, Kae?”
Kae pulled out the cloth pouch and showed the sliver on his palm.
Old Mael sucked air through his teeth. “That fell to you?”
“From a crier’s case. He banged it on our gate and this came loose.” Kae rolled it. The green vane caught the lamplight like a blade of grass in a hidden field.
“I haven’t seen new windglass since I had both my knees,” Old Mael said. “Your father had little wafers of it in his kit. He kept them in a tin with a hawk on the lid.”
Kae’s throat scraped. “You played with him on the cusp.”
“I played. He hummed. The city lifted.” Old Mael thumbed the crack again and frowned at the out-of-true note. “I’ll say this once: that sliver means someone is pocketing the old art. That wrong hum means the heart is out of step. If Corven has closed the Fane, it’s because he wants fewer eyes.” He looked up. “You still fly?”
Kae thought of the glider folded in the rafters above the workshop, papery wings wrapped in sailcloth, the leather harness still smelling faintly of sweat and sun. “I can.”
“Then you will,” Old Mael said. “Tomorrow you come back to me with a pot of clear and a small torch. I’ll test your hand.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “If the heart has slipped, to mend it you’ll need a seed from the cloud reefs. Those seeds aren’t coins; they seize fingers and keep them. You’ll need a guide and a thing that speaks to them.”
“A thing?”
“Something made from breath and heat. The seeds listen to true breath. Your father could make a whistle from glass that made a gull land on his head.” His smile cut quick. “If you can shape that, we might ask the reefs for mercy.”
Kae touched the pouch through his vest. The sliver throbbed faintly, keeping time with the sour hum in the air. On the higher decks, a new set of bells chimed: long, short, long. Mechanists calling to each other. The market murmured like a tide in a cave.
He walked back along the curve of the terrace, past the spice stall and the tinsmith’s table. At the guard rail he stopped. The world fell away under his hands into cold vapor and moving bones. He could see the underbelly of Aeralis, pale and ribbed, sails fluttering faint as moth wings.
At the hub, the Fane of Currents reared like a white shell, all ribs and airy chambers. He could make out shapes moving at its doors, and in one flash of lamplight he saw a profile he had seen only carved in wood: a long-peaked head, a narrow mouth, hair braided with silver wire. Magistrate Corven himself, hands folded into his sleeves, gaze lifted to the turbines as if he were listening for a word only he could hear.
Kae’s jaw ached. Along the magistrate’s sleeve, a filigree glinted—the same pattern as the little green vane in his sliver.
He turned and walked home with the bell-throb in his ears. The furnace was a red eye when he came back in; Tavi slept, mouth open, a little X of dried broth on her lower lip. He adjusted the blankets, slid the sliver in a bowl beside the annealer, and stood listening to the wrong hum as if by will he could bend it back to true.
“It’s not wasted if it’s beautiful,” he whispered. “But sometimes it has to be useful.” He stoked the fire. He laid out a rack of thin rods. He set the tools in a half-circle the way his father had. He worked until the windows went from ink to pearl.

    
Feather of Glass
By first light, Kae had sketched three designs on a sheet of butcher paper and torn all of them up. The fourth he drew on the soot of the workbench with the tip of his tongs, the lines clear as paths in snow: a small bird with a double chamber in its chest and a tapered throat. The sliver of windglass lay on the bench wrapped in the corner of a cloth, a tiny promise.
Tavi woke to his clatter. “You should be in bed.”
“You should be on a throne,” he said, and she smacked the air in his direction without heat.
The furnace roared. He gathered a lump of clear, rolled it, shouldered it open with a breath. A wing grew. The metal squealed under his hand and he soothed it with flame. “If I do this right,” he said, mostly to his own fingers, “it will answer the seed. If I do it wrong, it will be another pretty thing that won’t lift a feather.”
“Try both.” Tavi tucked her feet under her. “Beauty helps at the worst times. So does a tool.”
When the body was formed, he used a thin rod to draw a channel down the bird’s throat and into its paired chambers. He set it on its back and added a crown hole at the head. Into that he slid the sliver of windglass, held in place with a kiss of heat until the edges fused. The little vane inside vibrated; the entire piece hummed like a kettledrum heard from far away.
Kae lifted the blowpipe and breathed. The hum altered, made a new note, and the green vane spun on its microscopic axle. He felt a borrowed breeze gather around his fingers, a coolness that tasted of mint and metal. The bird trembled. The beak parted. A small, bright sound chimed from its throat, like a bell peeled from ice.
Tavi’s eyebrows shot up. “What will you call it?”
Kae nearly said a name his father might have used and stopped himself. “Whistle,” he settled on. “If I shout a long name into it, it will only be cross.”
He eased the newborn bird into the annealer with both hands as if lowering a live thing to rest. He could feel the hum through the door, felt it slide along his bones and tug at the tiny hairs inside his ears. In a corner, a coil of fishing line lifted and snaked, making a quiet rasp like an animal shifting in its sleep.
“Tie it down,” Tavi advised dryly. “Then go see Old Mael, before he complains to the gods about my noisy grandson.”
Old Mael was already awake when Kae arrived, the wind-lute in pieces on a rolled mat. The wrong hum of the city overlapped the buzz of street flies and cast a shadow even on the bright brass coins laid out for breakfast bread.
“What have you brought?” Old Mael asked.
Kae set his pot of clear and his small torch on the rug, then unwrapped Whistle. The bird sang a single curious note and went quiet, as if listening.
Old Mael smiled like a fox. “That will do.” He pressed a thumb to Whistle’s glass chest, felt the vibration, and nodded. “But first we see if your hand can mend something that listens.” He pointed at a tight, pale fissure along the wind-lute’s head. “This crack is thin as a hair. Smoke would hide it, but smoke also hides the truth.”
Kae lit the small torch. The blue feather of flame hissed softly. He heated a sliver of clear and dabbed it along the fissure, coaxing it to flow without flooding. The smell of heated resin rose as the wind-lute warmed under his fingers. Offshore gulls cried above them like laughing children.
“Not too much,” Old Mael murmured. “Not too little.”
“I know.” Kae breathed and stopped his hand before his nerves could shake. He quenched the torch. The mend paled to invisibility. Old Mael plucked a string. The note roundened, just slightly. He plucked again and laughed under his breath.
“A small fix,” Old Mael said, “and the whole instrument listens differently. That’s what we need.” He dug under a pile of scarves and brought out a lens set in a circle of brass polished by many thumbs. It was clear as water and light caught in it in ways that made Kae’s stomach dip. “A windglass lens. I swore I’d sell it for bread when I got too old to climb, and then I kept it. You’ll keep it for me, and you’ll give it back when you return.”
Kae held it to his eye. The air had seams, pale flows like silent rivers. He could see the breath from his own nose moving in a ribbon.
“It shows the way air is going,” Old Mael said. “But it shows something else, too: where it wants to go next. Don’t look too long, or you’ll forget your feet.”
“And a guide?” Kae asked.
“Rook,” Old Mael said. “He’s rough on the edges and soft where it matters. He’s got a skiff that can skim a shear like a fish. He owes me six favors and two songs. He’ll meet you at Dock Seven with a packet of dried pears and a hole in his sleeve.”
Dock Seven lived in the shadow of the underbones, always cooler than the upper decks, always smelling of rope sap, tar, and the sea’s far breath. Kae found Rook asleep on a coil of line with a hat over his eyes and a pair of boots unlaced like yawning mouths.
“Captain,” Kae said.
Rook jerked like a fish and sat up with his hands tangled in the coil. He was the sort of man who looked like he had been put away wet and taken out dry; the skin at the corner of his eyes creased into happy sunbursts even when he frowned. A hole near his left elbow revealed a rope-burn scar. “Who calls me that?”
“Kae,” Kae said. “Old Mael’s friend. He says you owe him songs.”
Rook stood, stretched, sniffed the air. “I owe him the best ones. He kept me from marrying a shark.” He squinted. “Curfew’s bitten us. You still want to cast off?”
“I have to.” Kae set the wrapped bird carefully in a padded basket. “The city’s heart is wrong. I think a seed from the reefs could mend it.”
Rook looked at the oil lamps hung under the deck to mimic sunlight. His gaze wandered up past the beams to the Fane’s white ribs in the distance. “You think I’m afraid of a magistrate’s bark?” He grinned. “Help me lift the sail.”
They pushed the little skiff out on its rail, wheels squealing a protest. The hull was patched with leather and care. Rook checked the stays, hummed at the mast, and spat neatly into the wind. “You brought a charm?”
“Tavi’s hair in a knot,” Kae said, and held up the little tassel Tavi had pressed into his palm. It smelled of her tea and the smoke of their walls. “Pia tried to come. I told her to guard the shop.”
“A good task. The city needs guardians as much as it needs fools who leave it,” Rook said cheerfully. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Dock master! We’re taking out for drift testing!”
The dock master looked at them over the top of his ledger and rubbed his brow. He did not look convinced. He did not ask questions. He lifted a hand and made a circle, which in the language of hands meant: be quick; be gone; if you die it will not be paperwork on my desk.
Wind coiled under the skiff. The sail cracked and pulled. Kae’s stomach went hollow as the wheels left the rail and the skiff slid into open air. Aeralis fell away behind them like a city carved of vertebrae.
Rook whooped. “Keep your head low. Don’t look down too much or you’ll forget what up is.”
Kae looked down immediately and then looked up, laughing with his mouth open because the wind pressed it so. Whistle chimed from the basket, a high, clear pair of notes that told them where the air stumbled.
Beneath Aeralis, the world was a blue-white tumble. Clouds curled in caverns and billowed like slow surf. Things lived in them that should have had fins and instead had sails. A sky-jelly unfurled a curtain of tendrils and drifted past, its body pearlescent like the inside of a clamshell. Sun caught its bell and made a cathedral of light from within.
Rook steered with heel pressure and a wrist flick, keeping them skimming the face of a pale updraft like a gull riding a crest. “Hold on,” he said, cheerful as always. “There’s a shear up ahead.”
Kae braced. The air split like two palms clapping. The skiff dropped a handspan and then caught, and Whistle chimed an alarm. Kae touched the lens to his eye, and the flows became clear, ribbons of pale movement. He tugged Rook’s sleeve and pointed. Rook bobbed his head and let the skiff ride the leftward seam.
“Is that thing singing?” Rook asked.
“It listens and answers,” Kae said. He reached into the basket and steadied Whistle with a fingertip on the warm glass breast. He felt a pulsing like a bird’s heart.
They slid into the lee of a cloud shelf and stilled the sail. The shelf went on for yards, wide enough for them to stand. Rook set a grapple in a nodule of ice that looked like a knuckle and brewed tea on a little brass stove. The tea smelled of grasses and something that remembered citrus. Kae chewed dried pears and thought of Tavi under her quilts, Pia under her mother’s arm.
He slept a little with his back against the mast. In his dream, the old bones of Aeralis bent their heads to listen to a song. He could not tell if it was his father singing or Old Mael or the turbines themselves. When he woke, the blue beyond the shelf had paled to gold. A shape passed under them—vast, shadowed, silent. A sky-ray the size of a plaza flapped its bell-shaped body once, twice, and settled on a cushion of air like a formal gentleman taking a chair.
They drifted down to it on the tiniest pull of sail and made a camp on its smooth back. The skin under their palms was cool and faintly damp. The ray’s heartbeat was a long, unhurried thump that the soles of Kae’s feet felt as comfort.
“We’ll ride on its back until we’re close enough to the reefs,” Rook said, and rested his head on a coil of rope. “It’s too far to sprint on one lung.”
Kae watched the swollen cloud line in the distance where the reefs waited, layered and sharp, like mountains if mountains could shift. Whistle lay in his lap, warm as a living thing. “We’re coming,” he said to nothing that could hear him. The ray flexed and glided into a path Old Mael might have called lucky, and the first swifts of the day wrote thin curves high above them.

    
Reefs of the Sky
By midmorning they had left the gracious country of soft shelves and entered the broken archipelago of the cloud reefs. Spires pierced the air like inverted stalagmites. Some glowed faintly within, as if they trapped fireflies that had learned patience. Wind slid through their lattices with a whisper that made the back of Kae’s neck cold. The lens showed flowlines twisted tight, currents doubled back on themselves in knots.
Rook leaned forward and set his jaw. “No fast moves here. No boasting. See that spire? It’s carved by air so thin it would peel your skin if you fell against it.” He left the sail slack, and the skiff kissed its way between two white blades that looked soft as pastry and were sharp as coral.
The first song reached them in a way no sound should have reached. It did not travel from a mouth to an ear. It seemed to be written into the air and then into Kae’s teeth. It tasted sweet-sour, like fruit left in a bag too long. He swallowed and he wanted to laugh and cry at the same time.
Rook went rigid. “Do you hear—”
“I do.” Kae touched Whistle and the glass bird unlocked its beak and answered with a small crystalline tone. The sweet-sour shifted as if embarrassed.
“Sirens,” Rook said softly, as one talks about a storm in a room where a baby sleeps. He licked his lips. “They sing your own voice back to you and tell it lies.” He knotted a rope around his waist and handed the coil to Kae. “Tie me. Tie yourself to me. If one of us steps off, the other keeps the idiot’s feet on the deck.”
Kae knotted the rope and made his hands do it twice for certainty. The song wound around his hear-thoughts and tugged. He tasted salted sugar, thought he heard Tavi’s voice calling him to come, please come, bring me water. He closed his eyes.
“Listen to the fabric of it,” Old Mael had said, once, when a squall argued with the flutes. “Find the thread that lies.” Kae refused that forbidden word and substituted another. He felt for the false filament with his tongue and his ears. It tugged upward, toward a white spire whose interior gleamed.
He put Whistle to his mouth and breathed a single level tone. The answer changed again, uncertain now. He slid his breath down a step, then another. The tangle of sweet-sour lost its clutch.
The sirens did not show themselves. The song passed like a flock of whispers. Kae opened his eyes. Rook had tears in his beard. He wiped them with the back of his wrist and laughed hoarsely. “I was about to throw myself into a hole because I missed a woman who couldn’t stand me. You saved me from a stupid end.”
“They’ll be ahead of us, too,” Kae said. He took the lens. Air here ran through fissures like crowds through alleys. He pointed to a darker seam that cut diagonally down through the reef. “There. If we slip along that, we sidestep the worst.”
They sidestepped, and the reef answered with a new riddle. A shadow uncoiled from a spire and lifted its head, and Kae knew before it fully moved that it was alive in a way the cloud creatures were not. It was a thing of coalesced wind, of long bones made from pressure, scales like facets of invisible crystal. Its eyes were holes with light in the bottoms. It opened its mouth and showed a throat like a storm trumpet.
“Storm serpent,” Rook whispered. “A big one. Hush now. Pretend to be dead wind.”
It slid around them, tasted the skiff with its tongue. It smelled of rain that had not yet fallen. Its body arced along the shelf and left frost where it touched. Whistle shivered in Kae’s hands and chimed a single questioning note.
The serpent slowed and brought its head to the basket. It blinked—if a hole can blink—and the frost whitened Whistle’s beak for a breath and then let it go. Kae fought the urge to pull Whistle away.
“Do you understand?” Kae asked in a voice that felt too loud even though it was barely a breath.
Light pulsed in the serpent’s eyes like a heartbeat. It swung its head toward the heart of the reefs where the spires grew so thick they made chambers with ceiling and floor. Rook drew the sail in by the smallest fold. The serpent made a motion that in another beast would have been a shrug.
“Old Mael says they guard the seeds,” Rook said, lips barely moving. “Or the seeds make them. Or the seeds are their eggs. He tells it different each time. He says if you take a seed without asking, you lose your way home and live in a storm until your hair goes white.”
“We’ll ask.” Kae set Whistle on the rim of the basket so the serpent could see. He breathed very gently into the bird. It sang a few notes, pure, plain. It was not a song of begging. It was a song that said: we are not thieves; we are a part of a city that is sick and we mean to mend what we can.
The serpent regarded him without blinking and then moved. It spiraled away into a passage between spires with that ungrounded grace of air-born creatures. Rook gripped the tiller and followed at a distance.
They had not gone twenty yards before a new threat showed in the mirror-faces of the spires: men in harness and masks, riding a thin crescent of wood barely thicker than a palm. They were not dock crew. They wore Corven’s silver filigree at their throats.
“Skymarks,” Rook said. “He sent them fast.” He dropped the sail and let them sink a fraction. The Skymarks skimmed where they had hung, peering downward. One raised a tube to his lips and blew. A dart struck the mast and quivered; frost bloomed around the wound.
“Keep low!” Kae yelled, and then apologized to the reef with his breath as if he had shouted in a cathedral. He pressed the lens to his eye. The serpent had stopped and was looking back, light steady in its holes. It made a sound now, and the sound was the sound of wind in a bottle.
Whistle answered. The Skymarks veered, seeking the source of that music. Rook took the chance. He jerked the sail and the skiff slid sideways into a chimney of air. Frost dusted them like flour as the darts missed flesh by inches.
The chimney led them into a chamber that felt like the inside of a lung. The walls were slick, the ceiling low, the floor soft with cloud-crust that compacted under boots. The serpent followed, coiling in a slow, orderly way that made Kae think, absurdly, of a careful teacher arranging tools on a bench.
“Why are you helping us?” Kae asked the air. He felt foolish. He asked anyway.
The holes that were eyes pulsed again. The serpent turned its head toward a fissure in the wall. Kae held up the lens. The fissure showed a gentle drift inward followed by a quick slip downward, the sort of current a careless sailor would mistake for safety. He nodded. “You want us to take that?”
Rook eyed the narrow mouth. “It’s going to scrape paint.”
“So don’t paint it.” Kae handed Rook the lens. “I’ll lead on foot.” He slipped over the side and his boots sank to the ankle in cold foam that took his shape and then forgot it. He tethered the skiff with a short length and climbed, fingers numb against ice. The fissure bit his shoulders. His jacket snagged and tore. He smelled his own fear like iron and pepper. Whistle clung under one arm like a warm jug.
He came out into a basin lit from below by a subtle glow. The walls were cloud, but the floor had the look of fused glass. In the center, something pulsed on a stalk: a seed the size of his palm. Lightning crawled inside it in tiny careful steps. He could hear a chime he knew was not real sound. Rook gasped behind him.
“Don’t touch it yet,” Rook said. “Look at the serpent.”
The serpent lay across the basin’s mouth like a gate. It did not advance; it did not retreat. It watched.
Kae set Whistle on the floor and knelt. He breathed. Whistle sang. The seed’s lightning paused and then made a little circle as if a little creature had drawn a finger around its own name.
Kae reached. The seed leaped. Pain shot through his palm like a nail driven by a hammer. He bit a knocked-off curse and held. “I’m not stealing,” he said through teeth. “I’m borrowing to mend.” He felt his skin crisp around the edges of the seed.
Whistle chimed again, more loudly now. Without thinking, Kae touched the bird to the seed. The glass drank the spark. For a breath the seed and Whistle were one piece, and Kae’s hair stood on end and his teeth ached as if he had swallowed a mouthful of hail. Then the spark settled. The seed dimmed to a sleepy glow and lay quiet in his hand.
The serpent drew back one coil. Rook exhaled so hard it made dust skitter. “That’s permission if I ever saw it.”
Permission granted did not mean the path out was clear. The Skymarks had not guessed the wrong hole twice. They were waiting at the chamber’s high mouth with ice darts balanced in their tubes.
“Leave the toy,” said one, his voice muffled by his mask. “Leave the seed. Go home.”
Rook laughed softly. “Good day to you too.” He dug his heel into the skiff and barked, “Hold!”
Kae looked at the serpent. “Do you mind?” he asked, with more apology than fear in his voice. The serpent bunched, and frost bloomed under its chin. Kae saw it then in the lens: a pocket of air under the Skymarks’ ledge that wanted to be somewhere else very much. He showed it with a lift of his chin. The serpent knew already. It whipped its tail. The pocket burst and rocketed upward, flinging two Skymarks into a safer distance where they clung and cursed.
The third kept his place and blew. The dart struck Whistle. Whistle sang like a struck crystal and went still in Kae’s hand, heavy as if someone had placed a stone inside. Panic thrilled his pulse.
“No,” he said, low and fierce, and put his mouth to Whistle’s beak. His breath fogged the glass for an instant. He breathed again, slow and careful. The ice ringing the dart softened and slid. The glass around it closed as if sealing a wound. Whistle trembled and then chimed low, a note like gratitude.
“Move!” Rook shouted.
Kae tucked seed and bird and slid down the basin wall. Rook tipped the skiff, let it drop like a coin between knuckles, and the serpent lifted its head so they passed under the door it made of its body. Frost kissed Kae’s cheeks and left them tingling.
They fled into the chain of chimneys they had slid through before. The Skymarks followed less elegantly, scraping their crescents on white rock, swearing in a language of clicks and sighs. A dart sang past Kae’s ear. He ducked. “Left!” he called. Rook took the left seam and then the right and they popped out into open blue so suddenly Kae made a small involuntary sound that might have been a prayer.
Rook whooped once—not triumph, not yet; relief. “Hold your joy,” he said. “They’ll throw a net at the city’s underside if Corven’s guessed our path.”
“We’ll be faster than his orders,” Kae said, and believed it because he had to. He looked back once. The serpent had coiled on a spire and was watching them go. He felt watched with a strange affection, like being seen by weather that had chosen him for a reason he could not yet know.

    
Song of the Fane
They made a straight dash for the underbones, sail full to bursting, hull creaking like a house in a gale. The clouds unrolled beneath them like fields. Kae leaned into the wind so far his lips bent. He could feel the sleepiness in the seed begin to lift, like a child waking and stretching.
Aeralis rose ahead, its ribs like a great colonnade hung with nets and sails. Rook cut their speed as they approached the repair slits near the hub; dockhands below lifted their palms in confusion, then in resignation. “We saw nothing,” one said, not quite loudly. “We touched nothing.”
“Good men,” Rook murmured, and slid the skiff into a slit that smelled of machine oil and damp stone. They emerged into a service corridor lined with pipes that sweated. The wrong hum here vibrated the back of Kae’s eyes. He swallowed bile and kept his feet moving.
The Fane of Currents had always looked to him like a shell, lovely in the distance and a little too big to be comfortable up close. Today it felt like a chest you could not breathe inside. Guards stood two by two with crests on their helms like combs. They eyed Rook’s patched coat and Kae’s soot-smeared face and did not move.
“You have no right—” one began, and Old Mael’s cracked voice cut him off from the doorway like a knife cutting rope.
“I have every right left to me,” Old Mael said, leaning on his cane but somehow taller than all of them. “I have served more magistrates than you have fingers. Stand aside and let my grandson pass.” He said grandson as if it were an oath, and the guard’s mouth opened and then shut.
Within, the Fane was a cathedral of wind. The turbines turned sullenly under the ribs, their vanes smudged with frost. The Zephyr Core—Aeralis’s heart—sat on a pedestal with cloth thrown over it as if someone had grown ashamed of its face. The cloth bellied and sucked with each breath of the Fane.
“Corven!” Old Mael called. His voice came back to him altered by the space, like a friend pretending to be polite.
Magistrate Corven came from behind a rib with his sleeves folded opposite to habit, hands half-hidden. He was not old, but his face had the city’s carved planes. Fine wires braided his hair. The filigree on his cuffs caught and threw the cold light. He looked at Kae and saw the basket and smiled without humor.
“You’ve fetched a toy,” he said. “Put it down.”
Kae’s mouth was dry. “We fetched a seed,” he said. “It can mend the slip.” He did not move to obey.
Corven’s smile did not change. “The Core is damaged. I am not ashamed to say it. The old ways fail. We will secure the city by simpler means. We will moor it to the reef.” He spared a calm glance for Old Mael. “You used to say safety is a kind of beauty. I have learned that lesson. This city will not float out of my grasp to please a romantic’s song.”
Old Mael’s hand tightened on his cane. “You would chain a creature that was made to be held by lighter bonds.”
Corven spread his sleeves so the filigree winked. “I would sleep without listening for the wrong note in the turbines. I would stop paying dockhands to throw their lives into hollows. Give me the seed, boy.”
Rook shifted his weight and picked his teeth with a splinter, which was his way of holding a weapon without being shot for it. Kae lifted Whistle instead. “The seed will not set if it is used to chain.”
A twitch at the corner of Corven’s mouth betrayed that this struck something in his knowledge. He flicked his fingers. Skymarks stepped from the pillars into the Fane’s light. Rook had not exaggerated their speed. They held their darts ready.
“Let me show you something,” Corven said lightly. He took the cloth from the Core.
Kae tried not to flinch. The Core’s glass was crazed with hairline fractures, a map of breaks too fine to count. He could hear it: a chorus of almosts, a gathering whine. It made his stomach cold.
“This is what sentiment gets us,” Corven said. “Hubris, wrapped in a pretty casing. It has slipped, as you say, and if we place your seed inside it shines brighter for a breath and then shatters and we all die more beautifully than I care for.”
“Let me try,” Kae said, and heard what he had just promised himself, the thing he had decided hours ago on the back of a vast ray: that if this could be mended, he would be the one to set his breath to it, no matter what it asked. “Give me room.”
Corven’s eyes cooled. “I don’t like when craftsmen speak like saints.” He nodded to a guard. “Take them. Put the boy in a cell. Keep the other as a caution.”
Rook spat out the splinter and lunged. He took a dart in the forearm and hissed through his teeth, then broke the shaft and barked, “Hold steady!” Old Mael—dear gods—threw his cane. It struck a Skymark in the throat and made him grab instinctively, buying a breath. Kae ran—not away; forward—cradling Whistle and the seed, straight for the pedestal.
Corven was faster than he looked. He caught Kae’s sleeve and his filigree bit like tiny cold teeth. “You’ll do it my way or not at all.”
Kae had never been stronger than the magistrate. He would not be stronger now. He thought sideways. He lifted Whistle to his lips and blew a single level note that he had learned in the reefs, the one that told lies from their neighbors. The turbines answered with a tremor. It was a small revolt, nothing more than a ripple running out from the vanes, but it was enough. Corven looked up, just for a breath, because a man who has learned to listen listens even when he shouldn’t.
Kae wrenched free. He set the seed against the Core where the fractures made a star. He knew the shape of stars. He had made their cousins in glass for children to hang in windows. This one bit him. The seed’s lightning ran up his fingers and into his wrist and into his shoulder and ate at him. He tasted metal and winter. “Whistle,” he said, through a throat that wanted to throw up everything he had ever eaten. “Please.”
Whistle opened its beak and sang. The sound was not loud. It was clear. It was so clear that the fissures in the Core paused mid-crawl. Kae saw them and breathed deeper into the bird. Whistle’s throat glowed a thin, green-white. The seed softened like wax near fire and let itself be pressed into the Core’s shallow dent the way a seed will let itself be pressed into good earth.
Corven shouted. Skymarks moved. Rook did something with a rope that tied two of them together with their own harness so they knocked skulls and forgot their aim. Old Mael laughed like a boy. Citizens—where had they come from?—had flooded the back of the Fane with oil lamps and curious eyes, their fear overtaken by the magnetism of spectacle and need.
“Hold them!” Corven cried. “It will burn through and slay him! Get him off that platform!”
Kae could not have moved if he wanted to. His legs belonged to the Core now. His breath belonged to Whistle. The bird drank his air and returned it purified; he borrowed courage from its certainty. He drew the lens up and set it against his eyebrow, just at the edge of his sight, not looking through it but allowing its truth to seep into his idea of the air. The vanes’ drag lined up in his mind like beads. His father’s voice—steady, not saintly—filled in the next step the way memory sometimes is a gift: “Tune your breath to the thing you want. Don’t force it. Invite it.”
He invited. The turbines shifted into place like a table righted on its true legs. The Core stopped whining. It made another noise now, lower, rounder. It was the sound of a good kettle settling at a simmer.
For a breath, Aeralis floated without losing altitude and without flinching. The guards stopped pushing. Even Corven went still. Some people wept. Someone near the door laughed, high and bright, and then muffled it with both palms.
Whistle burned brighter. The bird swelled and became not exactly bigger but more itself. The green vane inside spun like a leaf in a steady stream. The seed’s lightning went out and up and into Whistle and stayed there without complaint. The little glass bird rose from Kae’s hand and opened its wings for the first time.
It was still glass. It had edges you could have cut bread with. But it moved like something grown for this. It lifted a few inches and turned its head and looked at Kae with no eyes the way a bell looks at a hand that rings it. It made a sound like an ocarina held to a clean wind. The breath it gave back into the Fane found all the hollow spaces and soothed them.
“Beautiful,” Old Mael said, with the reverence one gives to a well-mended thing. “You’ve made a skylark out of sand.”
Corven went white and then red. He struck for Whistle with both hands. The bird sprang and the gust from its small wings grafted his sleeves to a rib with a sound like a sail catching. His own filigree snagged him and dragged him sideways. He cursed and tore free, leaving a silver ribbon behind.
“Seize it!” he snarled.
Rook picked up Old Mael’s cane and swung it with glee, cracking a Skymark across the knuckles in a way that made teeth ache to hear. “Maybe don’t,” he suggested. “It sings better than you.”
Kae stepped back from the pedestal on legs that were not his. The Core held. The wrong note did not return. He laughed once, raw with relief, and then swayed. Old Mael was under his shoulder instantly, strong in a way no one had expected.
“We aren’t finished,” Corven said, breathing hard. He looked at the citizens by the doors, and his gaze swam, seeking allies. He found fewer than he might have yesterday. “You want to bet your homes on a toy and a boy?”
The skylark wheeled high in the Fane and sang again. The turbines responded like a choir that had found its right key after muddling about. The song moved through the city’s ribs and decks. Tavi heard it all the way at the shop and put her hand on her cane and stood without wobbling, though her knees argued.
The guards looked at each other. One by one, they lowered their darts. Rook took the darts and broke them across his knee and tossed the halves into a bucket for cracked glass. The bucket chimed.
Corven took a step for the door and found it hard to walk with his own silk tangled around his ankles. Two dockhands tripped him, clumsy as puppies, and pinned him with their knees on his elbows, apologizing to him by name; they had been taught to be polite even when tackling their magistrate. Old Mael’s voice, suddenly very old, said, “You’ll be allowed to speak in your defense. We keep that part of the old ways.”
Kae put his palm flat on the Core. It was warm now, like a living thing, and steady. The skylark spiraled down and settled on his shoulder, glass wing against his neck. It felt like a promise that had decided to be a companion.

    
The Open Current
In the weeks after the Fane’s song found its true pitch, Aeralis learned to breathe again. The turbines wore beads of condensation that gleamed like pearls and dripped, rhythmic, along the ribs. Repairs took place in the open, with tea kettles and baskets of bread laid out on coils of rope to feed the hands. Children carried rivets in pockets and were forgiven for losing a few to games.
Corven stood before a council under the low arches of the registry. He said the word safety in a dozen permutations and looked less grand with his hair unbraided. When he finished, Old Mael spoke without standing, and his voice made a shape that fit the room better. The council decided with their palms up: not a hanging; an exile. Corven went out by the same dock his Skymarks had used, and the dock master scratched notes in his book with the concentration of a man who loved complete lists.
Kae did not attend the last telling. He sanded the bevels on a dozen small wings and showed three apprentices where to set their wrists. He slept some mornings and woke others at dawn to the skylark’s voice finding his window like a narrow stream finds a culvert. Tavi took her tea on the steps and told the story to anyone who brought pastries.
Rook replaced a plank on the skiff with a flourish and made the knot at the back of the bench like a signature. “We could use us somewhere not in trouble,” he said.
“We could,” Kae agreed, but he was looking at the lens. The air around it made a halo. “The seed is comfortable in the Core. It hasn’t coughed or bitten anyone in two days.”
“I saw the serpent in my dream,” Rook said, rubbing his forearm where the dart scar had already faded to a pale crescent. “It said nothing. It just looked at me as if it knew my favorite food.”
“Dried pears,” Kae said, without looking up.
Rook grinned. “I feel seen.”
Pia came pelting up the steps, hair in a crooked braid, cheeks flushed. “The festival officers asked me to ask you if you would make twenty whistles that sound like the skylark,” she said in one breath. “Also, Tavi says if you don’t come eat she will send me to throw water on your furnace.”
Kae made a face of theatrical horror and folded a cloth over the glass like a blanket. “I better obey.” He tucked the lens away with reverence that stopped short of fear. The skylark perched on the doorframe, head cocked. It had taken to resting in unlikely places: the crook of a sign, the finger of a statue. It never pecked and never took food. It sang and it watched and it escorted strays home with a wingbeat.
Kae watched it and felt a tug under his ribs. You don’t keep a thing like that in a pocket forever, something in him said. You let it choose. The thought was a seed that, once planted, made room for light.
The festival of updrafts unfurled two weeks later with flags the size of sails and sugar sculptures that left children sticky from elbow to ear. Musicians tied bells on their ankles and played standing on one leg on the cusp’s narrow edge; the sound of their foot tapping carried up into the ribs and came back as a warm echo. Oil lamps threw light up into the underbones, and the meeting of lamp-glow and sun made a color that did not exist any other time of year.
Kae stood on the plaza’s rim with Old Mael one side and Tavi the other, a living bookend between histories. Rook leaned on the rail with his back to the drop and pretended this was because the view bored him. Pia stood on a crate and waved a paper wing she had cut herself and painted with a crooked version of the skylark.
Old Mael struck a chord on the rebuilt wind-lute. The note was so true that Kae felt the hair lift on his arms. The skylark heard it from somewhere and came like a thrown note itself, a glinting slash against the clean blue.
Kae lifted his palm. The skylark landed on it. Its weight was surprising for a glass thing. He felt the hum in his bones.
He looked at the faces around him—greedy for joy, starved of fear at last—and then looked at the bird. He had already made his decision, but decisions become real when you tell them to people you cannot take them back from. He pitched his voice so it carried without shouting.
“This city is held up by breath and bones,” he said. “The skylark was made with mine and yours. It sings our true pitch. It is not mine to keep.” He lifted his hand and gave a little toss that was not dismissal, not sending away. It was invitation.
The skylark opened its wings and did not look back. It circled once, twice, on a radius that took it over the Fane, over the markets, over the docks, and then it rose until it was a glitter, and then a sound, and then a feeling in the ribcage that said yes, you chose well.
Tavi sniffed and pretended smoke had got in her eyes. Old Mael leaned his head against Kae’s shoulder for a breath. “We ought always give back the wind,” he said.
Pia hopped off the crate and wrapped herself around Kae’s waist with a force that made him wheeze. “If you ever throw me, I will crawl back up,” she warned.
“I believe you,” Kae said, laughing.
Rook scratched his chin. “It’ll still come if you whistle,” he predicted. “Some things like being invited, even after they’ve been set free.”
Aeralis settled into an attentiveness it had not held while the wrong note thrummed through it. People walked as if listening to sand in a glass, careful and curious. Kae went back to the reefs with Rook one golden afternoon with a parcel wrapped in oil cloth in his lap.
“We’re visiting?” Rook asked.
“We’re returning part of the favor,” Kae said. He had cut a sliver from an unformed seed—a byproduct of the seed’s settling into the Core—and sealed it inside a small vial blown from Whistle’s leftover clear. It was a trifle, and it mattered. He had not told anyone they were going.
The reefs were softer, or maybe he no longer heard the sweet-sour as something that could climb his spine. The sirens sang like a flock far off; the song did not try to dress itself in Tavi’s voice. They slipped through seams Kae could see without the lens. He felt hands on his shoulder blades that were not hands and trusted them.
The serpent rose without drama. It was not smaller up close. It pinned the skiff with its gaze as a librarian pins a child sneaking a book. Kae set the parcel on the cloud and stepped back.
“We took a seed,” he said, because honesty is sometimes another version of a tool. “We used it to mend. There is more in it than we need. This is yours if you want it.”
The serpent uncoiled the last two feet of its tail and touched the oil cloth. It took the parcel without hands, somehow. It did not bow because that was not its way; it changed the pressure in the air so that Kae’s ears popped, which in this place was the same as thanks. It lifted its head and made a slow spiral around them, then vanished into a seam so narrow Kae would not have found it with eyes alone.
On the way back, Rook lay on his back with his hat over his eyes and let the skiff find its path. “Do you ever think we are ridiculous?” he asked the sky.
“All the time,” Kae said, “and it doesn’t stop me.”
Rook grinned. “Good. I was worried you’d grown sensible.”
The city looked up to meet them. The skylark appeared from the ribs and escorted them in, singing a braid of notes that made dockhands whoop and toss rope more neatly than usual. It landed on a beam and watched Kae secure the skiff with a supervisor’s air.
That evening, the furnace was a tame glow. Tavi drank tea with two slices of candied peel in it and held the cup in both hands to warm her fingers. The breeze that came through the window tasted of salt and crushed mint and the faintest memory of lightning. That was how the Core’s health tasted, Kae had learned.
He blew a small charm: a wing the size of his thumb. It had a tiny hole in the base where it could be strung on a cord, and within the wing a faint ghost of a vane waited forever to spin. He filed the edges smooth and let it rest on the sill to catch the light.
Pia came in with a face sticky from festival sugar and eyes twice normal size. “Did you see the fireworks made of fish bones?” she demanded. “They threw light like schools.”
“Describe every one to me,” Tavi said, tucking her feet under her.
Kae leaned on the workbench and listened to their words as if they were notes in a tune that held the room together. Rook stuck his head in the door and made a face at a pot on the stove. “If that’s food, save me some. If it’s dye, don’t let me drink it.”
“It’s soup,” Kae said. “Come in.” He set bowls on the bench without measuring, and they ate in a contented thunder of spoons.
Between one mouthful and the next, a note floated in the window, high and sure. The skylark’s song carried through the bones of the shop, settled on the furnace, then rose and went. It felt like an answered letter, like the first quiet after a hard day when your shoulders drop for the first time.
Kae put his palm on the furnace’s brick. The warmth under it answered his hand. The turbine’s steady song under it answered his chest. He breathed and the room listened. He picked up the little wing and hung it on a nail near the door where it could catch every change in air.
“Sleep,” Tavi ordered, but gently, as if sleep were a flock of tame birds. “You can save the city again tomorrow.”
“Let someone else,” he said, smiling. “I’ll teach tomorrow.” He doused the lamps one by one until the windows showed the sky like spilled milk. The city held, and he held with it, and the breath he let out went where it belonged.
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