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CHAPTER ONE


Jacob ran. He heard the shouts of the market guards as they chased him through the muddy cobblestone streets of Ancora. Their armor gave away their position as the metal plates clanged together and their boots fell heavy on the stones.

“There!” a guard said.

Jacob dove under a peddler’s table, scattering rugs and crates as the woman hissed at him to run faster. Jacob grinned when he realized the peddler was rooting for him and not the guards. The armored guards would never be able to dip under the thick stone tables that rested across the ancient troughs. They’d have to go around, or over, and Jacob knew their armor was too heavy for that.

“Get back here, you Lowland maggot!”

Jacob glanced back. The enraged armored forms were momentarily frozen in front of the brightly colored tents and tables before Jacob vanished down an alley. They could still catch him on the next street if he wasn’t careful, or if he wasn’t fast enough.

Something sizzled in a large metal pot near the last stall he sprinted past, and for a moment, Jacob wished it were food in his pocket instead of the loot he’d been lucky to take. He slid around the corner of an old brick house with a tiled roof and slipped into a narrow alley most people never would have noticed. The Highborn guards, used to the wide streets behind the city wall, didn’t have a chance of tracking Jacob through the maze of dim back alleys.

He eased farther into the shadowed space as the shouts and curses of the guards grew louder and then faded as they passed him by. He caught a glimpse of polished silver armor as two of the men rushed onward. None of them glanced at the small alley. Jacob smiled and felt his pockets. Still there, his fingers met the reassuring bumps of his prize. He forgot the smell of food as he imagined finishing the pistons he’d built with Charles for the new boiler. With a good cushion, they could run for hours, or more. They’d just have to—

“Jacob Arthur Anders,” a voice said from behind him, deeper in the alley.

Jacob spun, knocking his elbow on an uneven brick in the wall and cursing as he stumbled back a step. “Alice! What are you doing here?”

Alice leaned forward, her gray wool dress barely clearing the wet ground. Her red hair hung in curls, brushing her shoulder as she looked down at Jacob’s hand and frowned. She raised her eyes to meet his, and he could still tell they were blue, even in the dim light of the alley. “What did you steal now?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You have your hand over your pocket.” The amount of accusation in her voice startled him. Alice pointed at his hand. “You only do that when you’re hiding something.”

“None of your business,” he said, squaring his shoulders and standing up as straight as he could. It left him a fraction of an inch taller than Alice.

“Oh, I think it is my business,” she said. “Festival is coming up, and we’re supposed to dance. You’re my partner.”

Jacob rolled his eyes.

“Stop that. You’re my partner, and if you get caught, they won’t let you dance, and I’ll be stuck alone.”

“It’s just a stupid dance.”

Alice snapped. “Just a stupid dance?” She glared at Jacob. “Once per year we have Festival to celebrate the end of the Deadlands War, that’s it. Festival is the biggest fair of the year, and this is the only year we get to dance, Jacob, the year we turn sixteen. I’m not missing this because you can’t keep your priorities straight.” Alice wrinkled her nose—Jacob thought she was rather cute when her nostrils flared—before she turned around and stomped off. At the alley’s end, her foot came down in a mud puddle, sending a small arc of filth up onto her gray dress. She paused and stared at her mud-caked boots, shot a look at Jacob that he thought might literally cut him, and then disappeared around the corner.

Jacob followed Alice to the end of the alley. She continued on, vanishing down another narrow street before he carefully studied the sparse crowd, making sure none of the guards were around. The afternoon sun cut a clear path past the few clouds in the western sky, a fact he hadn’t much noticed while he’d had his mind on his thievery. The Highlands stood to the north. A fine layer of clouds obscured the highest towers, but he could still make out the city walls.

He hadn’t been to the city since he was a young child, and in his own eyes, that was many years past. Some part of him wanted to see the Highborn men and women, to see how other children lived when they didn’t have to fear what might come over the walls.

Jacob casually stepped out of the alley and merged into a slow-moving group of townspeople as they continued downhill. They were all dressed in muted grays and browns, with an occasional burst of color from something purchased at the market.

He followed the crowd as they moved to the south. A few carried fresh, steaming bits of chicken and some dried beef from the Highlands. Jacob hadn’t tasted beef since the last Festival, and he eyed another boy’s snack with jealousy.

A shout from across the street startled Jacob. His eyes landed on one of the guards, and he was relieved to find the man occupied with a fight between two older teenagers. Jacob drifted over to the other side of the group, just to be safe. He slipped down an old winding street as soon as they were clear of the guards.

It was quiet there. Most of the retired folk lived in the higher parts of the Lowlands. A few people waved and smiled at Jacob as he walked by. Most of them knew he was a pickpocket, but they didn’t mind so long as it wasn’t their own pocket being picked.

The street came to an abrupt end at the edge of a cliffside. Jacob leaned on the fence and looked down. The lift was all the way at the bottom. He frowned and studied the cable. Even with the gears that Charles, the old tinker, had installed, it would take forever to get it back to the top.

Jacob unlatched the gate, even though he knew he wasn’t supposed to do that unless the lift was topside. He pulled a pair of gloves from his back pocket and slipped them on. After making sure his loot was secured, he reached out for the nearest pole supporting the lift.

“Jacob! Don’t you dare!”

He turned his gaze over his shoulder and saw his schoolteacher, Miss Penny, scowling at him from her parents’ yard.

“Bye, Miss Penny!”

“Jacob, you get back here right—”

He didn’t hear anything else she said. The wind screamed past his ears and pulled on his jacket as he wrapped himself around the pole and dropped. The cliffside was a blur beside him, but the sweeping mountain range across the canyon was clearly in focus. Jacob grinned as he tightened his legs and hands on the pole to begin slowing himself down.

He could see details in the lift now. The huge flywheel on top of it sat idle beside the grate on the lift’s roof. Once he was slow enough and close enough, Jacob let go. His boots slammed into the top of the lift, causing the grate to clatter in its frame. No one waited at the bottom when he jumped to the ground, so he didn’t have to worry about explaining himself. That made him quite happy as he hurried down the hill and into the deepest parts of the Lowlands.

The homes weren’t as nice here, not even as nice as the north side of the Lowlands, but it would always be home to Jacob. The roofs didn’t match, showing an array of tile and slate where they’d been repaired. A few homes couldn’t afford even that, and instead they layered thatch for insulation and to stop leaks.

Jacob slowed as he started up out of the poorest part of town. The outer wall was partially collapsed here, and Parliament’s men were still cleaning up the last of the invaders from the latest breach. They’d have a temporary wall built by the end of the night, but it could be a while before the brickwork was restored. The sky had darkened since Jacob started his trek, and a few sparse raindrops littered the street around him. He watched a group of men in dark blue uniforms push the great mottled brown carcass of a Walker—it was up to Jacob’s waist when he stood beside it—back through the hole in the wall.

The monster had large jaws and what seemed to Jacob to be a hundred orange legs. A portion of the thing slid down the mountainside before the men moved on to the next segment, sawing through it and pushing it outside the wall in turn. It had only been a day, but most of the invaders had already been harvested or at least pushed back outside.

The thin bricks and wood of the wall here was nothing like the mighty stone fortress around the Highlands. The invaders grew bolder every year, reaching higher and breaching the Lowlands as often as they could.

Something had burrowed through the wall here, exposing the people to this Walker and two other invaders. They’d been fortunate to have a Spider Knight on patrol when it happened. No one had been hurt this time, but they weren’t always so lucky. A giant beetle had managed to smash through the home nearest the wall, but the family had been at a neighbor’s house.

Miss Penny used to tell stories about a time when the invaders almost never came through the walls looking for food. The mountains kept the Lowlands safe, the elevation too great for the creatures to thrive in the thin air. When the invaders grew larger and climbed higher, Parliament raised the walls around the Lowlands. The thick stone walls rose up around the Highlands soon after, leaving the Lowlands wall to slowly decay into disrepair.

Jacob turned back to the road and shivered. He didn’t want to look at the monsters outside the wall. He daydreamed about leaving and fighting off the invaders, keeping his people safe. Alice had the smarter idea, he knew. She planned to use her studies to get a job in the Highlands behind the city wall, where she’d be safe from the constant threats of the Lowlands. When Jacob saw the havoc the creatures could wreak, sometimes he’d rather pretend they weren’t there. Jacob ground his teeth and increased his pace, happy to get away from the carnage. The excitement to show Charles what he’d stolen returned as he put more distance between himself and the breach.


CHAPTER TWO


The old observatory sat on the largest hill in the Lowlands. It stretched high into the air, a huge cone that came to a fine point. Jacob smiled as the wind picked up and sent the long grass around the observatory swaying. The door was closed, but he could see the yellow glow of the old man’s lanterns through the small windows.

Jacob reached out for the etched steel handle on the old wooden door. It didn’t so much as rattle in its frame. Charles had it locked, which probably meant the tinker was doing something interesting.

Jacob turned to the left and walked away from the door. The first sounds of the spring crickets could be heard. They were quiet small creatures that time of year, but soon they’d be a nuisance, wailing louder than the neighborhood cats.

He followed the curve of the giant metal plates at the base of the observatory until he found what he was looking for. A gap he’d covered with a small wedge of wood waited, just wide enough for him to slip through undetected. The metal pulled at his jacket as he wiggled past. The small crawlspace led him to the back of one of the many shelves the old man had filled with treasures and parts and junk. Complex knots of rope supported the scaffolding above him.

A small Jumper stared at him for a moment and then scampered up the wood to a higher part of the tower. A low whine replaced the chirp of the crickets. Jacob shifted a box of metal fasteners, as quietly as possible, so he could see the old man’s workbench.

Charles looked up, lifting his spectacles and resting them on his graying head. Rhythmic puffs of steam from a small, dirty engine joined the low whine. The candles cast a flickering orange glow around the room, and it was only then that Jacob realized Charles had extinguished the lanterns.

Jacob’s eyes followed Charles’s gaze and he almost shouted. Jacob noticed the dancing reflections on the glass globe only in passing. It was the rising glow within the glass that kept him riveted. The timbre of the whine grew higher. Charles adjusted the knob on a small valve, and the tiny black ball beside the globe spun faster and faster, the glow growing brighter and brighter until the candles seemed dim.

Charles laughed and clapped his hands together. Even when the spinning mechanism seized and cracked and the glow died, the old man didn’t stop smiling. He released the valve with a gloved hand, and the steam engine slowed immediately.

Jacob gasped as the candles once more became the only light source in the room.

“I know you’re there, son,” Charles said. “Come on out.”

Jacob sighed. He knew better than to make noise. That was almost always how Charles caught him poking around. Jacob set his back against one of the scaffolding supports and pushed a wooden crate full of piping forward about six inches. The grating, squealing crate left just enough room for him to squeeze through. He crawled out from beneath the chaos and ran a hand through his dingy light brown hair.

“You have a Jumper on your shoulder.”

Jacob frowned and glanced at his shoulder. He couldn’t be sure it was the same spider—there were a lot of three-inch Jumpers in the old observatory—but he liked to think it was. It rotated its furry body back and forth, looking at the young man with all eight of its eyes. He held out his hand and the Jumper skittered onto his palm. He studied it for a moment longer before raising his arm and letting the spider hurl itself up into the scaffolding.

“Jumpers aren’t pets.”

“They’re not poisonous,” Jacob said, unable to keep the exasperation from his voice. If he was smart enough to know they weren’t poisonous, the old man certainly was too.

“A knife isn’t poisonous either, but it will cut you just the same. I don’t want to explain it to your mother.”

“Uh huh,” Jacob said, only half listening at that point. His eyes were all for the cracked glass globe, which had lit the room like a small sun before it had broken. Well, maybe not quite as bright as a sun, but it had been bright. “What was that?”

Charles bent his head down to look at Jacob over the rim of his glasses. He pushed the glasses farther up his nose and said, “It was called a lightbulb a long time ago. Before the war.”

“Which war?” Jacob asked, half curious and half wanting to annoy Charles because the old man only ever talked about one war.

Charles sighed and turned his attention back to a binder full of yellowed papers. “It’s the same principle as the lights in City Square, but on a much smaller scale. They used to be in every home, Jacob. Can you imagine that? No lanterns, no candles, just light whenever you needed it.” Charles lifted the glasses from his nose. They weren’t really glasses, but even after three years of apprenticeship, Jacob couldn’t remember the name for them. There were extra lenses attached to a brass frame. The old man used them to look at little things.

Jacob smiled and fished around in his pocket, eventually pulling out three small black orbs. He set them in a green bowl on the workbench. “I got these at Festival. Will they work for the new pistons?”

Charles picked up one of the balls and looked at Jacob over the rim of his glasses. Charles sighed and ran his hand over his wide white beard. “Yes, but how did you get these? This looks like the work of the city smith, and if I can’t afford his goods, I’m quite sure you can’t either.”

“I found them.”

The old man’s lips tightened, and he frowned. “You’re going to have to return them, Jacob.”

Jacob’s jaw opened slightly as he scrambled to think of a better alternative. “I can’t.”

“And why is that?”

“Alice would… Alice would never let me forget,” Jacob said in a very small voice.

Charles laughed and flipped the ball up into the air. It thumped against the workbench and bounced nearly as high as where it had started. Charles caught it and eyed the dark piece of rubber. “I wouldn’t want to miss seeing you at the dance with Alice either.”

Jacob blew out a breath and glared at Charles.

“I’ll pay the city smith for these,” he said. “You just worry about getting those steps down.”

“I hate dancing,” Jacob grumbled.

“I appreciate the thought, Jacob,” Charles said as he gestured at the rubber orbs. “I believe you have Cotillion tonight, yes? You better run along. Miss Penny won’t be happy if you miss another rehearsal.”

Jacob groaned. “I forgot about Cotillion. What am I possibly going to do there that’s better than getting the new boiler up and running?”

“You’ll be out and living,” Charles said. “You need to do that while you’re young if you want to be a proper hermit when you get to be an old man. Be sure to tell Miss Penny hello for me.”

Jacob turned away from Charles and grumbled.

Charles smiled and pointed to the door. “I do enjoy your company, but I don’t enjoy Miss Penny’s stern talking-tos. Now get yourself down to the Hall.”

Jacob looked at the windows. It was getting dark. It was time for Cotillion, and Miss Penny was going to tear him up one side and down the other.

Charles laughed and quickly shooed Jacob with his hand. “Run along. You won’t be much of an assistant if Miss Penny throws you off a cliff.”

Jacob hesitated and thought about arguing, but when the logical side of his brain decided the old tinker was probably right, he nodded repeatedly and ran through the door.


CHAPTER THREE


Jacob passed the lantern men as he ran back through the Lowlands. They’d already lit most of the street between the observatory and the Hall. Yellowish-orange light revealed the worst of the holes in the sidewalk, and he only stumbled twice in the darker parts of town.

The Hall was in the middle of the Lowlands, as any proper Hall should be. Jacob glanced up at the enormous cut stones that piled one atop the other until they met in a sharp peak to form the roof. The Hall was the nicest stone building in the Lowlands, filled with stained-glass windows and ornate carvings. It was once the center of the entire city.

The old man had said that had been almost a century ago, before the invaders came through the walls. Then, the Highborns wanted to build higher, too high for the bugs to climb. Jacob didn’t think any place was too high for the bugs to climb, but the wall around the Highlands could keep out just about anything.

Jacob leaned back to pull open the old oak door and made his way into the Hall.

He looked up at the ceiling, as he always did. How could anyone not marvel at that height? A cough brought his attention back to the crowd of people in the center of the Hall. There were a few bored-looking parents on carved wooden chairs on either side of the room. The other kids were lined up on the sides of the floor, boys on the left, girls on the right.

Alice glared at him.

Miss Penny cleared her throat, and Jacob smiled sheepishly as he made his way over to the boys’ side.

“Now,” Miss Penny said, “if there won’t be any more interruptions?”

Some of the girls laughed and pointed at Jacob. The boys looked jealous of his late arrival. There were only one or two boys in the entire village that enjoyed Cotillion. Frankly, Jacob thought they were crazy.

“Good,” Miss Penny said, lifting the hem of her skirt slightly and moving her feet in a three-count rhythm.

It could only mean the waltz. Jacob wasn’t too fond of the dance, as he always felt bad for stepping on Alice’s toes.

“Girls, request a dance of your partner. Use proper language.” Miss Penny turned away and started talking to two seated women.

“I’m ready for the toe crusher,” Alice said.

Jacob turned to her and narrowed his eyes. “That’s not funny. I can sit this one out if you’d prefer.”

“Hey, they’re not your toes,” she said, completely disregarding his second comment. “I can make jokes about my crushed toes if I want to.” She had a point, but he’d never tell her that.

Jacob glanced back at the seated women, and his dread of dancing died off. Miss Penny had brought in two actual musicians for rehearsal. It made all the toe crushing jokes worth it, just to hear them play.

One of them held a guitar, and the other had an instrument Jacob had never seen before.

“What is that?” he asked as Alice took his hand.

She put her arms out and began to flow toward the musicians. “It’s a cello,” Alice said. He’d heard of them, but he couldn’t recall ever seeing one played. The strings came to life in the woman’s hands. A bow made of hair moved gracefully across the instrument, filling the Hall with a layered sound that brought everything else to silence.

Alice spun on the third beat, and Jacob moved his hand to the small of her back. Miss Penny had drilled the waltz pattern into their heads for almost two months now. Not surprising, since their big performance at Festival was coming up soon, after all.

Jacob took two small steps and swooped forward with Alice for a big step as they slowly turned with the rest of the dance floor. He kept his eyes on the musicians when he could—that is, when Alice’s hair didn’t get in the way. The guitar was subtle, letting the cello breathe without struggling.

Alice giggled as Jacob spun her around again. He even found himself smiling at Alice while her skirt twirled and the music slowly died away. All the kids applauded. It wasn’t often they received a treat like live music. It was usually the old hand-cranked music box with the big discs that weighed as much as he did.

“Didn’t step on my toes once,” Alice said.

Jacob looked down at her feet, and then met her bright green eyes. “Not once?”

“Nope. Apparently we just need music for you not to be a complete klutz.”

The musicians bowed and began packing away their instruments.

Miss Penny clapped her hands together and beamed at the room. “Not perfect. A little sloppy in the form, yes, but good job, all of you. Now, if you can do that at Festival tomorrow, I won’t need to throw any of you off the cliff.”

Jacob blinked and stared at Miss Penny. Sometimes she could be a little crazy. Miss Penny crooked her finger at him and he walked toward her, shoulders slumped. He wasn’t sure why Alice followed him over.

“Are you hurt?” Miss Penny asked.

Jacob furrowed his brow and looked up at her.

“From earlier? You scared me when you slid down that pole.”

“I… I thought you were mad.”

Miss Penny shook her head. “No, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Yeah,” Alice said, “then I wouldn’t have anyone to dance with.”

Miss Penny laughed and nodded at Alice. “Are your hands okay? It’s a long way down those poles.”

Jacob fished around in his larger pockets, which ran from his thigh to his knee. He pulled out the gloves Charles had given him. The little metal scales woven into the palms and fingers clinked as he turned them over to show Miss Penny.

“Oh my,” she said. “I see.” She brushed one of the coppery scales with her fingers.

Jacob placed his gloves in his pockets once more when it became obvious Miss Penny wasn’t going to do anything else with them.

“Be careful, Jacob. I don’t want to have to tell your mother something terrible has happened to you.”

“I’ll have my white shoes on tomorrow,” Alice said, “so try not to step on them. Or something terrible will happen to you.”

Miss Penny smiled at Alice.

“Well,” Jacob said, “we’ll have real musicians there too, so maybe I won’t.”

Alice pushed his shoulder and he swayed backward. She smiled as she picked up a small wool satchel and left the Hall.

“Bye, Miss Penny,” Jacob said as he ran after Alice.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Did you see the bugs that broke through the wall?” Jacob asked.

“Yes,” Alice said, her voice trailing off. “One of them was a Walker, but they said it tried to attack everything it got close to. Walkers don’t do that. They’re not hostile.”

“Watch out,” Jacob said. He pointed to a hole in the sidewalk. One of the cobblestones had gone missing.

Alice stepped around it, and they continued through the yellow warmth of the streetlights. Jacob always walked Alice home from Cotillion. She didn’t like to be alone on the streets at night. It’s not that they weren’t safe, but sometimes things did come over the walls.

“Not all Walkers are friendly,” Jacob said, remembering a driver who got a nasty bite from the two-foot scythe-like mandibles of a Walker. He looked up at the broken-down wall as they neared it.

“It’s gone,” Alice said. “I guess they finished cleaning it up.”

“Jacob, Alice.” Jacob jumped in surprise and Alice gasped when a slightly deep voice called their names from above.

A Spider Knight was perched on one of the stone roofs. The streetlights glinted on the obsidian-black eyes of the spider and the gleaming, coppery armor of the man riding it.

“Samuel?” Jacob asked.

The knight nodded, his armor squeaking briefly with the movement. The knights who patrolled the city wore flawless golden armor that never made a sound, nothing like Samuel’s. Samuel told Jacob the golden armor wouldn’t stop a sword, or even most bugs, so he didn’t have a use for it. His mount was a rare giant Jumper. Most Spider Knights rode on beasts that preferred to stay on the ground. Jumpers were fast, but incredibly dangerous to ride.

“What are you two doing here?” Samuel asked. He tapped his foot near one of the spider’s legs, and the beast hopped down from the roof, barely making a sound when it landed in front of Alice.

“He’s walking me home,” Alice said as she reached out and touched the furry bristles of the spider.

“Careful now,” Samuel said. “Old Bessie’s been a bit grumpy.”

Alice smiled and fumbled her satchel open. She pulled out a fairly large, and very dead, fly. The spider began to pump its legs up and down as it stared at the treat.

“Alice,” Samuel said, putting a bit more strength behind his words. “I wouldn’t—”

The spider lunged forward and snapped the fly out of Alice’s outstretched hands. Jacob frowned and scrunched his face up as the spider’s jaws began moving side to side, grinding up its unexpected treat, while its smaller limbs—what did the old man call them, pedipalps?—kept the fly in chewing distance.

“That could have been your hand,” Samuel said.

Alice laughed and patted the beast between its two largest eyes. “No way, Bessie knows who gets her the best Sweet-Flies.”

Samuel looked as though he was about to offer an argument and then thought better of it. “Okay, get moving you two. There are more of us watching the wall tonight than usual, but those boards won’t be able to keep anything large out.” He gestured at the makeshift structure blocking the hole. The rest of the wall had long, narrow-angled spikes that most invaders couldn’t grasp. Sometimes the bugs would get smart, though, or lucky, and that’s when people got hurt.

Jacob nodded as his gaze moved back to Samuel.

Samuel unlatched a leather pocket on the front edge of Bessie’s saddle. He pulled something out that glistened in the dim light and tossed it to Jacob. “There’s a lot of activity on the mountainside. You two hear anything inside the wall, blow on that.”

Jacob looked down at the shining silver whistle and could barely contain his excitement. It was a wall whistle—one of the Spider Knights’ whistles! It was big, a bit oval-like, with twelve holes and covered in rich etchings, a Widow Maker carved into the center. They were terrifying creatures, Jacob knew, but they were also the emblem of the Spider Knights.

“You know the song already, yes?” Samuel asked.

Jacob inclined his head.

“And if he forgets,” Alice said, “I know it too.”

Samuel nodded at Alice. “Keep him out of trouble, will you?” He tapped one of the spider’s rear legs, and Bessie spun around before leaping back to the rooftops.

“Let’s get home,” Alice said.

Jacob looked up from the whistle and grinned.

“Yes,” Alice said. “It’s cool. Now let’s go home.”

Jacob undid the buckle on the leather pouch at his side and carefully slid the metal whistle in. He had a couple of Charles’s Bangers left over from the last time the old man had let him have some fun, and he didn’t want to set them off accidentally. They were small, but Jacob did not want a Banger blowing a hole in his clothes. He shuddered at the thought of his mom’s face the last time that had happened.

“Okay,” Jacob said, “let’s go.”

They’d barely walked past Piers Place, one of the nicer streets in the Lowlands, when Alice reached out and put her hand on Jacob’s arm.

“Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Jacob asked, but then he heard it for himself. He moved his head to pinpoint the faint sound of someone crying and the vicious laughter of another.

Alice took off at a run, and Jacob struggled to keep up. She’d always been fast, but lately she seemed even more so. She pulled up short in an alley. Jacob walked up behind her and anger stirred inside him.

“It’s mine now,” a skinny black-haired boy said as he held up a small stuffed Pill-Bug.

The boy on the ground wiped his eyes and stared up at his attacker. “It’s my sister’s. Please, she’s sick.”

The taller boy gave him a swift kick in the ribs and started laughing again. Alice ran at the black-haired boy.

“You leave them alone!” In one quick motion, she placed her foot behind the taller boy’s ankle and shoved with all her weight.

He looked surprised as he started falling, and the crack of his shoulder on the cobblestones was nothing less than he deserved. Jacob ran up beside Alice and snatched up the stuffed toy.

“Bradley,” Jacob said with disgust. “Always picking on people.” Jacob pulled his arm back, intent on punching Bradley as hard as he could, before Alice grabbed his arm.

“No, you don’t want his family coming after yours. They’ll use their influence to make things even worse for your dad.”

Jacob glanced at her. Alice’s lips were pulled into a tight frown. She didn’t approve of Bradley or his family, and on some level, he knew she was right for stopping him. He jerked his arm away from her and turned his attention to the other boy on the ground.

“You leave now, Bradley Piers,” Alice said. “I don’t care if this street is named after your family, Miss Penny will still give you a lashing for it.”

Jacob heard Bradley grumble a curse before the boy stood up and ran. Jacob watched him go before holding his hand out to the fallen boy and helping pull him to his feet.

“Thank you,” the boy said, but something didn’t sound right in his voice.

Jacob jerked in surprise as the realization hit him. “You’re a girl!”

“Of course she is,” Alice said as she leaned closer to the girl. “You’ll have to forgive him, Betty. He can be kind of dense.”

Jacob didn’t feel like he was being dense; he felt like someone had lit a fire in his chest. That kid deserved to have his face cracked against the cobblestones. Jacob wanted to hurt Bradley Piers, and he wanted to hurt him badly.

[image: *]***

They arrived at Alice’s house first, and Jacob undid the latch on the little fence. A small cluster of miniature Pill-Bugs were milling around the yard. They’d become popular pets over the last two years in the city. Whenever they grew too big, they were usually sent off to live in the Lowlands or down the mountain to live on the plains of the Deadlands, especially when the food stores were abundant. Jacob figured the plains were a death sentence anyway. He reached over the fence and let one of the more curious bugs check him with its antennae. It rolled up into a ball a moment later.

Alice laughed and rolled the bug out of the way. In a ball, it was up to her knee. The front door of the two-story home cracked open. A plump woman was only a silhouette in the evening light, the lanterns behind her leaving the rest of her body in shadow.

“Hi, Mom,” Alice said.

“Come in, Alice,” her mom said. “I was getting worried.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” Jacob said. “We had a little trouble and had to take Betty home first.”

“Was it that Bradley boy again?” Alice’s mom asked.

“Yes,” Alice said as she rolled another Pill-Bug away from the stairs.

“Someone needs to teach that boy a lesson.”

Jacob planned to do just that the next time he saw Bradley.

“Get yourself home safely, Jacob.”

“Goodnight,” Alice said.

“Night,” Jacob said. He waved goodbye.

His own home wasn’t far from Alice’s at all. He cut through an alley and made his way down the cobblestones to Dragon’s Ridge. He was quite sure his street had the best name in the Lowlands.

The homes here were all two stories, built from old gray mason stones. Most of the bricks were leftovers from the construction of the massive city wall. Jacob’s grandfather had always told him it was the most generous gift he’d ever seen from the government. That was well before Jacob had been born. Jacob was pretty sure it was even before his dad had been born.

He watched a large owl perched on top of his neighbor’s green tile roof. Most of Dragon’s Ridge had the same tile, and Jacob’s home was no different. He liked to see the owls around. They tended to eat some of the more irritating bugs. The tiles beneath the owl’s claws were roughly shaped like scales, and Jacob figured that’s how the street had gotten its name in the first place.

Orange light and shadows flickered in the front windows. Smoke rose from the old stone chimney, and Jacob took both as a sign his parents had guests. He reached the edge of the walkway that led to the front door, and stopped.

Jacob could hear the coughing from the street. His heart sank a little as he made his way up the short, winding stone path to the porch. Another series of tight, coarse coughs echoed from behind the door. He took a deep breath and walked into his home.

“Hi, Dad!” he said. He always tried to stay upbeat around his father.

“Jacob.” A smile raised his dad’s pale lips. He started to struggle up off his rocking chair, but Jacob held out his hand to stop him.

“You don’t have to get up. I’m just going to bed anyway.”

“How was Cotillion?” his dad asked as he adjusted the brightly colored afghan around his shoulders. “Miss Penny give you much trouble about Festival?”

Jacob shook his head. “No, not at all. She thinks we’re ready, Alice and me. Oh, and you know what else? She had actual musicians at the Hall tonight. Have you ever heard a cello played? I love how it sounds.”

Jacob’s dad sank back into the rocking chair and smiled. Jacob didn’t know why his dad was always so interested in everything he did, but he had fun telling him about his day almost every evening.

His dad silenced another coughing fit before taking a drink out of an amber bottle of medicine on the little end table. There was a small black bag beside the hearth.

“Is the doctor here?” Jacob asked.

His dad nodded. “He’s in with your mother, in the kitchen.”

Jacob started to go, and then hesitated.

“Go on, go on.”

Jacob took a couple steps and gave his dad a hug. He cringed as the mass of whiskers scratched at his face before he started to disentangle himself. His dad’s beard was the same salt-and-pepper color as his hair. Jacob almost ran into the kitchen.

“—so you see, it’s not nearly as bad as we feared.” The man speaking was short and looked through half-moon spectacles as he adjusted his shirt.

“Jacob,” his mom said, gesturing for him to come closer. She wrapped her arm around his shoulders, and he had to fight off the mass of curly hair that caught him in the face. He’d never admit it, but it was always nice to come home to his mother. “Dr. Edwards has good news.”

The doctor nodded. “It is pneumonia, son, but so long as he keeps up his medicine, I think he’ll pull through.”

Jacob felt his mom tense up at the mention of medicine. He knew why. They weren’t as poor as some of the other Lowland families, really, but medicine was terribly expensive.

“That bottle should last a week or more,” the doctor said. “I’ll have the apothecary bring more by afterward.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Jacob’s mom said.

The doctor shook both their hands before taking his leave. Jacob heard him say something to his father before the front door closed and the house was left in silence once more.

“It’s not the black lung.” Jacob’s mom teared up as she hugged him closer. She released him and ushered him away. “Get some rest. Your big show is tomorrow. We want you to be ready for it.”

Jacob knew she was getting him out of the room to talk to his dad about money. His mom thought Jacob’s thievery got worse the more he knew about the struggle to pay for his dad’s medicine. She was right. He wanted to help. Jacob blew the candle out when he got to his room before sliding a blanket up against the bottom of the door. Jacob didn’t want to waste the candles or the lanterns—not when he had perfectly good glowworms.

He slid a jar out from under his bed. A dim greenish-yellow glow rose up from the two fat white worms inside. They still had plenty of leaves to eat, so Jacob just gave the jar a little shake. The dim glow turned into a bright light to rival the lanterns.

The new book from Charles was small. Jacob liked reading small books. He could get through them fairly quickly, and that felt like he’d accomplished something. He knew adults who didn’t even read a book in a month. Jacob tried to read one every week.

This one was about the war. The war, Jacob thought as he picked up where he’d left off. There were amazing stories there, about giant mechanical suits that fought in the Deadlands, to a time when people didn’t have to live in the mountains.

Eventually his mind drifted back to his parents as the glowworms dimmed in their jar.

Jacob’s parents may not have approved of his pickpocketing, but there were three things he knew for fact: His dad needed medicine. Medicine cost money. He knew how to get money.


CHAPTER FIVE


The next morning saw Jacob off with a stomach full of flatcakes, and he cherished every bite. Jacob kept an eye on his dad throughout breakfast. He didn’t seem to be getting any worse, but he didn’t seem much better, either.

After breakfast, Jacob left, heading toward the observatory. He wanted to see Charles before Festival started, and he figured he had plenty of time to do just that. It was a beautiful day for Festival. The mountain winds were mild, helping to keep the Lowlands at a wonderful, cool temperature. Jacob enjoyed the breeze as he walked up the street, smiling as it tousled his hair. In the distance he could hear the winds howling through the mountain passes, but here the wind didn’t have the strength to make him stumble.

Jacob turned the handle on the observatory door, expecting it to swing inward, but instead he smacked his face on the window and cursed. He hunched his shoulders and looked around. Thankfully no one had heard him, because his mother would not have been happy.

He heard a slide and a click. Jacob tried the door again. This time it opened as expected. Charles settled himself back at his bench. “Sorry about that. I’ve been working on the new boiler and a new hammer, of sorts.”

Charles leaned in and peered at something on his workbench. He raised his arm, leaned back a bit, and punched it. When his fist connected, it made a terrible sound, like a small boiler failing and metal rending. Jacob ran over to Charles and then he saw the gauntlet.

“What is that?” Jacob asked as he stared at the brass contraption lining Charles’s hand. A webbed glove fit over his fingers and a wide metal box sat across his knuckles.

“It’s a nail punch,” Charles said, as if that were the most obvious thing in the world. “Not sure I like the name yet, but it fits.”

“Is it steam powered?” Jacob asked. “I don’t see a boiler.”

Charles shook his head. “It’s all springs and levers. I’m working on a bigger one—one you can use on metal sheets—that will be steam powered. Well, I thought it would be, but it may not need it.”

Jacob was silent for a moment.

“I hear you had a little run-in last night.”

“What?”

“I heard you helped get someone’s bug back,” Charles said as he tightened the screws on the edge of the nail punch and flexed his hand.

“Right, her,” Jacob said. “It was Alice, really.”

“Not just Alice,” Charles said. “Rumor is you frightened that Piers boy something fierce.”

“I wish I could beat him up. I should have beaten him up.”

“Bah,” Charles said. “You did what needed to be done, as did Alice. There’s no need to be cruel.”

“Cruel?” Jacob asked. “What he did was wrong.”

“I’m not arguing that, Jacob, but you don’t fix what’s wrong by doing something wrong.” Charles closed a jar full of screws and set it on the workbench. “Cruelty is an earmark of murderers and politicians. I have no use for cruelty. Now, hand me that wrench.”

Bradley was the cruel one, pushing kids around and stealing from them and threatening families with his own family’s influence. Jacob stole too, but he’d never steal from other kids, so it was different. He’d never steal from a family he knew to be poorer than his own, so it was better, wasn’t it? The front door to the observatory opened, distracting Jacob from the old man’s request.

“Charles!” said a short man with sparse black hair. He had a deep tan, and Jacob figured it was from working outside. “Is it done?”

“Just wrapped it up, Ambrose,” Charles said with a smile. “Should feed the belts through without an issue now.”

“Best thing you ever invented, tinker. If you ask me, at least.”

Charles smiled and eyed the man over the golden rim of his glasses.

“What’s the fee? I know you said it could be more if you had to replace parts.”

Charles shook his head. “Have your wife bake me one of those amazing cobblers. We’ll call it even.”

Ambrose smiled. “You let us know if you ever get the punch made for metal plating. The city will buy fifty of them, and I’m not exaggerating.”

Charles shook the man’s hand. Jacob and the old man were alone again after that.

“Charles, I want to see the city.”

“You’ve been there before,” the old man said as he spun the tool in his hand around in circles. Every quarter turn, it clicked.

“That’s what Mom said, but I don’t remember.” He watched Charles some more until he could figure out what the tool was. “Is that a small ratchet?”

“It is indeed, a gift from one of the wall repairmen.” Charles glanced up at Jacob over his half-moon spectacles. “At least, that’s what he tells everyone.” Charles grinned. “He lost it in a bad game of poker. So tell me, why do you want to see the city?”

“They have puffing demons!” Jacob said, and he couldn’t contain his excitement. “Can you believe it?”

The old man laughed without humor as he inspected the bolts he’d been working on. He nodded and began wiping the grease off his hands. “I designed the engines, boy. Of course I believe it.”

“You did?” Jacob asked. He couldn’t keep the small edge of skepticism out of his voice. Sometimes the old man liked to tell stories.

“They work on the same principles as the steambike, just on a larger scale.” Charles gestured to the tarp covering the bike in the corner.

“Okay, but that doesn’t work.”

Charles smiled at Jacob. “It will. Just wait.”

“You’ve been working on it forever.”

“I’ve been working on it a couple months,” Charles said as he picked up his other glasses. He leaned in close to the small disc he was working on and flipped a couple different lenses down in front of his right eye.

“Like I said, forever.”

Charles smiled and swapped his glasses out again. He started bolting the disc onto some sort of metal construction.

“What is that?” Jacob asked. He stepped up closer to Charles before leaning down to look at the long metal brace. A brass gauntlet adorned the end, connecting three curved bars of metal. A series of interlocking gears joined the first set of bars to a second set of bars, and as Jacob picked up the contraption, he realized it was all connected to a backpack. “Is this a suit? Like they wear in the Deadlands?”

Charles wiped his hands off on an oily rag before he took the gauntlet, and everything attached to it, out of Jacob’s hands. He set it gently back on the far corner of the workbench and patted the disc he’d attached over the gears.

“You mean Biomechs?” Charles asked as he frowned slightly and shook his head. “This is ideal. It’s not an implant. It’s a lightweight exoskeleton.”

“Like a bug?” Jacob asked, moving the fingers of the gauntlet.

“Somewhat, yes. This is mainly to help men lift things. The mines are dangerous work, and this will at least help them keep up their stamina.”

Jacob stared at the piston-like gears and shifted the arm back and forth. “You could put an engine on this.”

“Jacob…” Charles said. When Jacob looked up, Charles was wearing a small, patient frown.

“It’s the perfect size,” Jacob said. “You already have the piston built in, right here.” He pointed to the bars joining the two halves of the arm. One bar on each arm was a piston, and Jacob already knew why Charles had added it. It would help absorb the impact.

Jacob’s eyes lit up. “You could put the balls from the city smith in here!”

Charles paused and stared at Jacob for a moment. “That’s… that’s not a bad idea, my boy. If we added a small engine here…” He pointed toward the end of the piston, near the gearbox. “We could mount it at the elbow. It would be too hot to have a boiler, but we may be able to use a Burner, for short bursts of extra power. Why, they would be able to move boulders if it worked.”

“Let me try,” Jacob said.

Charles glanced at the ancient clock above his workbench. “It’s almost time for Festival. You’ll need to get down to the Square.”

“I have a couple hours still.”

Charles gestured to the pile of metal and leather. “Have at it, then. Have at it.”

The old man trimmed off a small piece of the city smith’s rubber pellets while Jacob took the screws out of the shiny brass piston. “Careful, that one has liquid in it.” He kept an eye on Jacob while the boy worked. Jacob’s tongue was half out of his mouth, clenched between his teeth. It was a sure sign of concentration.

“Got it.”

Charles leaned over and slid the slivers of rubber into the base of the piston. The boy was right, he knew. The strange rubber from the smith was the greatest shock absorber he’d ever seen, heat resistant and incredibly durable.

Jacob reassembled the housing and clamped a bracket onto one of the larger exposed gears in the elbow. Charles was impressed. The boy knew enough to keep it away from the hard stops—the thick metal squares that protected the operator from overextending their joints—and leave enough room for air when the Burner ignited.

Jacob threaded a trigger into the gauntlet. The user would be able to fire the mechanism with one hand. Charles nodded in approval. Jacob grunted and tried to push the other end of Charles’s actuator into the clamp. Charles leaned over to help, dragging the mechanical arm a bit closer before pushing on the actuator until it clicked home.

“There you go,” Charles said.

“Does it look right?” Jacob asked.

Charles nodded. Jacob was a natural with machines. He had a very mechanical mind, as Charles liked to say.

Jacob nodded to himself and fished around the dozens of drawers beneath the workbench. He finally found what he was looking for: the smallest Burners Charles ever made. Each was a black metal sphere with a series of holes all around it and a single cylinder sticking up in the middle. Jacob knew, when he pressed the cylinder in, the igniter would hit the fuel and the Burner would live up to its name.

He dropped the Burner into the edge of the actuator and fastened a metal latch to hold it in place.

“Ready?” Jacob asked.

“Let’s see what your arm can do,” Charles said. He didn’t really expect such an early test to do much, but he did like to humor the boy.

Jacob didn’t need any more prompting than that. He pushed the trigger on the Burner and jumped back. Small flames burst out of the little orb, and the mechanism in the actuator began to shake.

“I think it’s going to work,” Charles said. “Now, be careful when you initialize the—”

Without either of them touching it, the actuator engaged, metal screamed, and the arm snapped out perfectly straight. Charles shouted as the gauntlet punched through the back of the workbench and put a hole in the observatory wall.

The old man smacked his lips together while they both stared at the device now stuck in his wall. “Well, it works.”

Jacob started to laugh, and then he bit his tongue. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think it would do that.”

Charles laughed and patted Jacob’s head. “If I’d thought it would do that, I wouldn’t have let you touch it. We’re both fine, and this old place can always use a little ventilation. I’ve certainly had experiments end worse than that.”

The Burner was still going, so Charles began pumping his old fire extinguisher. He’d geared the old tank so it only took a few pumps and a few squeals of the rusty gears to build up quite a bit of pressure. He aimed the air nozzle at the Burner and twisted the release valve on the extinguisher. A blast of air extinguished the fire.

Charles glanced at the clock again. “You better get going. I’m not going to be the one to deal with Miss Penny if you’re late for Festival.”

Jacob glanced up at the clock. “I still have to change!” Jacob could hear Charles laughing, even after he’d run through the door and started down the hill.


CHAPTER SIX


Jacob smiled as the wind tugged at his shirt. Even as he ran, something told him it was time for Festival: the colors. Colors of every shade imaginable lined the streets. Even the Lowlanders, dressed in their grays and browns, wore explosions of color in scarves and parasols and gloves. It seemed there were more people in the streets leading back to the Hall than could possibly live in all the lands combined.

Carriages carried Highlanders along the cobblestones. Guides pointed out some of the old buildings, shouting and gesturing so everyone could see where royalty had once lived. Some of the structures had been converted into an orphanage, another into an old museum.

A particularly large beetle pulled one carriage. It had an enormous horn, nearly as long as its body. A girl sat on top of the white carriage behind the black behemoth. She waved at Jacob, flashing a white lace glove, and he smiled back at her. She leaned over and whispered to the older woman beside her as he ran by them and into the courtyard around the Hall.

“Jacob!”

Jacob slowed his jog as he looked around, trying to find the source of his name. He found her across the street, near the entrance to the Hall. Alice wore a bright yellow gown with a string of blue flowers hung around her shoulders. Her spotless white shoes caught his eye and he said a silent prayer that he wouldn’t be the one to ruin them.

Jacob stopped beside her. “You look pretty today.”

“You look sweaty and like you need to change,” Alice said, shaking the curls of her red hair with one hand.

“You seem awfully calm about that.” Jacob eyed her, knowing full well how angry Alice could get with him. Her anger was usually justified, but he’d never admit that.

Alice smiled and watched a carriage go by. It was the Highlanders again, riding behind their beetle. Alice lowered her gaze back to Jacob, her eyes bright blue in the midday sun.

“I’m calm about it,” Alice said, “because the dance got pushed back an hour. Someone spilled wine all over the speaker’s jacket. We have some time. Just get into the Hall in about thirty minutes, okay? Miss Penny will kill us if you’re late.”

“You mean me.”

“I mean us. I promised her I’d make sure you got here on time.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be back in thirty minutes.”

Alice gave him a little nod as he took off for the cluster of vendors set up all around the courtyard in front of the Hall. Extra time meant more exploring. There, deeper in the Lowlands, were the less expensive vendors. Most of the Highland vendors would stay closer to the Square. It wasn’t very far away from the Hall, but Jacob didn’t think he could make it there and back before their dance.

Jacob deftly dodged two running children. He didn’t recognize them, but considering how nice their clothes were, he was pretty sure they didn’t live nearby. The next person was a somewhat plump man with a bald head, and rosy cheeks that told Jacob the man had probably been in the drink. Jacob intentionally bumped into him and apologized profusely.

“It’s quite alright. Just be more careful next time.” The man went to tip his hat to Jacob, then looked surprised when it wasn’t there. “I seem to have left my hat at the saloon. Have a good day.”

Jacob smirked when the man turned around. He glanced down at the pocket watch he’d swiped. It was gold and intricately etched. Jacob flipped it over and saw the engraving.

Our daughter lies eternal now

Lost to us, but not to time

Maddie

Only five years

Jacob’s heart lurched. He’d stolen someone’s grieving gift. He looked up, and the man was only a few dozen steps away. Jacob took off at a run, trying to think of a good story. He thought about telling the man he’d seen him drop it, but there weren’t any scratches. He thought about scratching it so his story would fit better, but that was a terrible thing to do to such a nice watch. In the end, he just ran into the man again, sliding the watch into a jacket pocket as easily as he’d stolen it.

“Child, I think you may need to lay off the rum,” the man said as he laughed and patted Jacob on the back. “Lord knows I do.” He smiled at Jacob and then turned to walk down another street.

Jacob fell back, relieved to have returned the watch without getting caught. He’d just have to find something else to help pay for his father’s medicine. Jacob made his way back to the courtyard around the Hall.

Men and women selling every imaginable kind of trinket and toy were lined up in crooked rows all across the yard. A few vendors were spaced farther apart, leaving room for games and tests of skill that no mortal could win. Meaning, of course, they were rigged. Jacob laughed as another boy cursed at a vendor in a top hat, claiming the large ball he was given to toss couldn’t possibly fit into any of the jugs.

“Hey, kid!”

Jacob looked up and stopped dead when he almost walked into another vendor, dressed all in black except for a fine silver chain that led from his belt to his pocket. Jacob hesitated to call him a vendor. The man looked more like a huckster, the kind that only came out to pilfer money when people were celebrating. Not a bad strategy, Jacob knew. Some of his best pickpocketing had been during last year’s Festival. Jacob also knew that chain didn’t belong to a watch. There would be something deadly on the other end.

“You play?” the man asked. Jacob looked behind the man. He was organizing a game of Cork. The vendor leaned down and caught Jacob’s eye. “Try your luck, boy! We only need one more player. Winner gets an entire bushel of strawberries.” The man in the black clothes held up more strawberries than Jacob had seen in his entire life.

“I have no money, sir.”

A lady in a fine gown stopped and looked between Jacob and the man. She rested a parasol on her shoulder while she pulled a purse out and handed the man a coin. Jacob could see it was gold, and likely worth more than his family made in a month. “For any boy who wants to play and can’t afford it,” she said with a smile. She winked at Jacob before she disappeared into the crowd. A moment later, Jacob realized she’d been the lady on the carriage who’d waved at him. He wanted to say thank you, but she was already deep into the crowd.

The huckster stared after her. A broad grin split his face when he looked back to Jacob. “It’s your lucky day! Take your side.”

Ten upright rings shifted in the breeze at eye level, five per side with a slightly taller center ring on the opposing ends of the field. Each stand that held up a ring stood three feet from the next. Three boys waited across the small playing field—which, at twenty-four feet, was
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