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      ⚙️ Chapter 1 ⚙️
    

    
      Raven Thane spotted a glint of metal among the shifting greens of Hammel Forest, and her entire body stilled in reflex. Her heart stilled and then skipped a beat. On the other side of the oaks, the sunlight glinted off metal.
    

    
      Metal. An automaton.
    

    
      Raven flattened herself against the trunk of an oak. Had it seen her?
    

    
      The dappling sunlight shifted as the wind rustled the leaves; the metal itself did not move. After her heartbeat returned to normal and her nerves had hardened, she stepped away from the tree. She picked up the few blackberries that had fallen out of her basket in her rush to hide and set the basket on the ground.
    

    
      She knew she should turn around and head back home, but her curiosity won out. She dusted off her skirt and slowly made her way through the summer’s thick foliage toward the glint. She squeezed between two ageless oaks and into a clearing.
    

    
      A soft gasp escaped her lips at the sight; within the clearing, tree roots, saplings, and weeds had ruptured what had once been a white stone structure. The walls and ceilings had long since fallen, leaving sun-bleached chunks of stone tangled and half-swallowed in the weeds. The glint of metal came from the far side of the ruin, amid a pile of crumbled white stone.
    

    
      Raven shuddered, despite the warm air—she had stumbled upon a forgotten temple of Wilyn, Goddess of the Forest and Keeper of the Stars. Wilyn’s temples had been made of white stone, Raven recalled. Marble.
    

    
      A prickle started at the base of Raven’s neck and worked its way down her spine. She had never seen one of Wilyn’s temples; she had only heard about them, and she had the strangest feeling that she had invaded something private.
    

    
      A hundred years ago, Wilyn’s temples and shrines had dotted the northern forests of the kingdom of Rhynwier, just as her sisters’ temples had: Minerva, Goddess of the Sea and Wind, prevailed in the south and along the coasts; Solen, Goddess of Stone and Steel, prevailed to the west and the mountains. According to folklore, the Sisters had gifted magic to the ancient people of Rhynwier, who worshipped them. The Sisters did not show such favor to the ancient people of their neighboring kingdom of Gracita, where they favored machinery over magic.
    

    
      The followers of the Sisters had been the first slaughtered when Gracita invaded and the war began. For one hundred years, Gracita’s automatons and war machines fought against Rhynwier’s magic, leaving villages and towns devastated along the border. Entire cities had been reduced to rubble and ash. Legends told of a river turned black with the ashes of a port city.
    

    
      Then, fifteen years ago, Gracita ended the war with the assassination of Rhynwier’s king and queen. The Gray Elite—Gracita’s military—took control. Their automatons scoured the countryside for remnants of the magic they fought to stomp out; magic became illegal and punishable by death.
    

    
      After three years of Gray Elite rule, magic had vanished.
    

    
      Raven didn’t remember magic; she had been barely two years old when the war ended. What she knew of her kingdom’s history came from word of mouth, passed down stories, and books bought from the rare trader.
    

    
      Even those were becoming fewer.
    

    
      Raven took a steadying breath and tiptoed to the edge of the crumbling foundation. Would Wilyn be angry that Raven disturbed her temple?
    

    
      She scoffed silently at herself for such a thought. Of course not. Wilyn didn’t exist, or she would have saved her people from their slaughter.
    

    
      She climbed onto a wide piece of marble. She kept her eyes open for movement in the surrounding forest and her ears alert for any sound that shouldn’t be there—be it man, beast, or automaton.
    

    
      She ran a finger along the ebony hilt of her favorite dagger, tucked safely into the buckles of her leather boot. Just in case.
    

    
      As she listened to the sounds of the forest, the sounds that she knew by heart, one became apparent. No birds chirped from within the clearing. No birds perched in the young trees. Her feeling of invasion became something sickeningly like sacrilege.
    

    
      No threat from the forest made itself known. She straightened, tore her eyes off the empty trees, and carefully made her way across the uneven foundation. Tree roots and vines threatened to trip her, and the sun’s reflection off the stone threatened to blind her. She kept her eyes pinned on the glint of metal.
    

    
      The glint came from what had once been the sanctum, where offerings and prayers were sent to Wilyn. Now, it was a ruin. As Raven approached the sanctum, the glint became weathered brass.
    

    
      Not an automaton—a piece of one. An arm.
    

    
      The body of the automaton had been crushed by the fallen sanctum, and the left arm had been bent at the shoulder, jutting upward in a grasp of survival. The brass panels and steel plates had rusted and dulled, and the smallest finger on the four-pronged hand had rusted entirely off, leaving a skeletal three-bolt mechanical bone behind.
    

    
      Raven listened harder to the forest for the crunch of gears or the hiss of steam, but it never came. She had never been this close to an automaton, dead as it was, and her heart rattled with every tiny step closer she took. She had read that automatons had the strength of one hundred men, could withstand magic and bullets, and understood only logic; they were incapable of compassion or emotion. The Gray Elite had programmed them with their laws, and automatons understood those laws and only those laws.
    

    
      She imagined the automaton bursting from the rubble, its red-gleam eyes focusing on her, its gears churning, its engine whirring, steam hissing from the joints.
    

    
      A bird darted overhead at such speed that Raven ducked; the bird vanished in the trees. She scanned the sky but saw nothing. Her stepmother often said that birds carried the first warnings of disaster, but Raven had stopped believing those silly stories years ago.
    

    
      Raven closed her hands around the automaton’s wrist and gave it a hard yank. Metal creaked and whined, and with a few more strong tugs, rusted bolts gave, connecting wires snapped, and the arm came free of the crushed shoulder. A few pieces of scrap metal fell out of the arm’s shoulder joint, and Raven scooped them into her pocket.
    

    
      With no small amount of triumph, Raven started home with the automaton arm slung over her shoulders and her basket of blackberries hanging from her elbow. She stayed within the thick shade and kept alert for any stray automaton that happened to have wandered this far north. Rare but not impossible.
    

    
      Maybe it would come looking for revenge for its fallen comrade, if automatons could understand such a thing as revenge.
    

    
      She jumped over a fallen tree, jostling the arm and the berries. What a find! She couldn’t wait to see the look on Brent’s face. All she had to do was get the arm past her father first.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 2 ⚙️
    

    
      Raven had lived her entire life in Silver Glen, a small village nestled into the shadow of the mountains. A century ago, it had been a booming mining village, but with the war, the silver depleted. Most of the village had fallen into ruin. What remained of Silver Glen consisted of a few lopsided houses, a trading post, an inn that rarely got used, a few farms, livestock, a tannery, the mill—the things simple people needed to survive. The woods reclaimed everything else—old homes and buildings. Tree roots grew through stone foundations and timber walls, slowly returning the minerals to the earth.
    

    
      On the surface, Silver Glen looked small and rundown, sparsely populated. The majority of the village couldn’t be seen from above ground; it had been built into the mine.
    

    
      Raven walked through the old streets—now grassy paths—and down the alley between the trading post and the inn. The narrow path led underneath a thick canopy of oak and pine and led into the mine’s main entrance. An old wooden sign leaned against the pale gray stone of the mountainside and warned of dangerous caves, loose rock, and instability. Another warned of a cave-in. Raven walked past the signs and straight into the mine. The sunlight illuminated the entrance enough to see by, though it diminished with each step. Rather than go straight, to where a cave-in had blocked the main shaft, she turned right, into an old room.
    

    
      “It’s me,” Raven announced to the dark room. Her voice echoed. “Open up!”
    

    
      “I’m going to need your password,” came a female voice from the speaking tube hidden in the shadowed corner.
    

    
      “Oh, come on, Sweets! It’s me, Raven.”
    

    
      “Password,” repeated Sweets.
    

    
      “Sweets!” Raven pleaded.
    

    
      “For all I know, you could be the Revenant,” said Sweets. “I’ve heard he can steal voices.”
    

    
      Raven scoffed; the Revenant was a ghost story they told to small children to scare them into good behavior. It was a ghost of a monster that swooped from the darkness to snatch its victims without witness, without prejudice.
    

    
      “Password,” Sweets chimed.
    

    
      Raven groaned and began to tap her foot. Sweets had told her the password just that morning. Sisters, why couldn’t she think of it? “‘Gooseberries,’” she guessed.
    

    
      “That’s the old password, Rae.”
    

    
      “I know it is!” She huffed. The arm over her shoulder rattled. “Just let me in. You know it’s me.”
    

    
      Sweets sighed. “Fine. I’ll let you in this time. By the way, your password was ‘jackrabbit.’”
    

    
      Raven cursed under her breath. She remembered it now. “Thanks, Sweets.”
    

    
      A thunk resounded from within the stone wall. Locks released, and with a powerful hiss of steam, gears began to revolve—the stone wall opened to reveal a spiraling metal staircase. Bioluminescent fungi grew along the ceiling, lighting the space in a pale yellow-green glow. Raven started down the stairs, and the door closed behind her with the same thunks and clanks.
    

    
      Down, down, down into the mines of Silver Glen she went. At the bottom of the stairs, she came to an iron door. She kicked it twice.
    

    
      “Open up; my arms are full,” she said.
    

    
      The door opened with a vicious creak. Sweets stood in the doorway so that Raven could not pass. She wore her dark blonde hair in a bun on the top of her head; a crossbow hung across her shoulders, and a pistol hung at her side in an old leather holster.
    

    
      “Not the Revenant,” Raven motioned to herself. She tried to step past Sweets, but the other girl stepped in the way. Her eyes fell on the automaton arm, and her straight-line mouth fell into a frown.
    

    
      “What is that?” Sweets asked.
    

    
      “I thought Brent would enjoy it,” Raven said with a smile.
    

    
      Sweets knew better than to argue. Rolling her eyes, she stepped aside. “Password.”
    

    
      “‘Gooseberries,’ right?”
    

    
      “Raven,” Sweets sighed and put a hand to her temple.
    

    
      “Right, right, it’s ‘jackrabbit.’” Raven skirted through the doorway. “Thanks again, Sweets!”
    

    
      Raven quickly left the entry hall and whatever lecture Sweets had been preparing. Despite being only a few years older than Raven, Sweets often acted more like a mother than a friend.
    

    
      Raven made her way through the old mine’s tunnels, which had been reinforced with steel and wood to accommodate its inhabitants. The bioluminescent fungi grew along the ceiling in every hall and most of the rooms, lending its sickly light. Raven made her way to the cannery and stepped through the door basket-first. No one paid her mind. The girls were working furiously, washing, mashing, spooning, and canning berries into preserves for winter. Steam from the canners vanished into vents, pulled upward by humming fans. Raven set the basket on the front counter and cleared her throat.
    

    
      “I’ve brought you blackberries,” she said.
    

    
      Raven took a step backward toward the door when her half-sister, Lena, appeared from the kitchens. Both girls shared their father’s brown-blonde hair, but Lena had her mother’s vibrant green eyes, whereas Raven had her mother’s brown eyes. Or so her father said. Raven had never met her mother. She had died when Raven was small.
    

    
      Lena’s green eyes fell onto the basket of blackberries, and she smiled. She had a beautiful smile, one that spread like a plague. Raven found herself smiling back. Even at fifteen years old, Lena would become a beautiful woman, and everyone knew it. She would grow into a beauty, while Raven would remain plain.
    

    
      But that was how their lives had been: Lena excelled; Raven sufficed. Despite that, Raven loved Lena. Her insides were as beautiful as her outside.
    

    
      Lena picked one of the berries and rolled it between her fingers. “Nice and ripe. Great for canning or eating.” She popped the berry into her mouth and hummed her delight.
    

    
      Raven took another step backward, toward the door. “Well, if that’s all you need…”
    

    
      Lena frowned. “Oh, come on, stay a while. You need to learn how to can.”
    

    
      Raven jostled the arm. “I’ll think about it. I’ve got to drop this treasure off with Brent first.”
    

    
      Lena’s eyes wandered the length of the arm, and her frown deepened. In that moment, she looked so much like her mother.
    

    
      Raven left the cannery before her sister could start lecturing her about the importance of food preservation and roles within society or whatever else she thought Raven needed to hear. She’d heard it all before, and she doubted it would stick any better this time.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 3 ⚙️
    

    
      Raven made her way to the other side of the mine, to the workshops and smiths. She kept her eyes open for any sign of her father—she didn’t feel like a lecture from him either. Luckily, she didn’t see him, and she made to the Corridor of Smiths—as she had always called it. They had built the tinker shops and metalsmiths on the far edge of the mine for safety, as they were prone to mess and destruction, and for the noise. The banging of hammers and saws against metal and wood clattered from the dozen workshops. The Corridor of Smiths had a strong stench of molten iron and grease.
    

    
      Brent’s tinker shop was on the far end. Unlike some of the others, his iron door was propped open. Mechanical innards and scrap metal cluttered the narrow entrance to his shop and formed a single-file path to the workshop itself. Brent had stationed Alarms—tiny metal birds that tweeted at detected movement—about the clutter.
    

    
      Only Raven knew the secret to the Alarms. If one moved slow enough, they would not tweet. Feeling up to a challenge, Raven crept into the room one tiny step at a time. She held the arm and herself still as possible. The birds did not sing. After what felt like ages, she made it to the other side. Once through, she relaxed, glanced over her shoulder at the silent Alarms, and walked straight into something large and metal.
    

    
      She stumbled backward with a yelp—she’d walked into the Scrapper, a machine that Brent had built from salvaged parts to grind other salvaged parts—those he couldn’t use—into easy-to-smelt pieces. Glad no one had seen her stumble, she pushed herself back to her feet, rubbing the bruise forming on her backside.
    

    
      Brent stood hunched over at his worktable. The thick leather strap of his goggles stretched across the back of his head, further messing up his brown hair. Like the entrance, the workroom was cluttered and piled with salvaged machine parts, steel, brass, copper, and metals she didn’t recognize. Though the bioluminescent fungi grew along the ceiling, a lantern on the worktable lit the workspace in bright yellows and whites.
    

    
      “Hello, Brent,” Raven announced.
    

    
      “Hello,” he said absently in the same calm, distant tone he used when he worked. “I’ve told you about sneaking past my birds. You’re giving the children bad ideas.”
    

    
      “I’m helping you improve them.” She navigated through the scrap metal maze to the middle of the room, where Brent kept the space around his worktable clear. “I’ve brought you a present.” She jostled the automaton arm. It clicked and rattled.
    

    
      Brent straightened; his magnified eyes settled on the arm and widened. Dropping his tools with a clatter, he fumbled to pull his goggles off his eyes. He blinked at the arm a dozen times, then took it from her.
    

    
      “Where did you get this?” he asked, awestruck.
    

    
      “I stumbled across it while picking blackberries,” she said innocently.
    

    
      He slowly moved his gaze from the arm to her. His stare became suspicious. “Picking blackberries? This arm is old. It wouldn’t have been by the bushes. Unless you went farther than the bushes.” When she didn’t deny it, he sighed. “Raven, we’ve talked about this. Scavenging is dangerous beyond the borders. What if an automaton had caught you? Samuel would be furious if he knew where you’d gone.”
    

    
      Raven heaved a sigh and tried to look as though Brent’s mild threat of her father’s reprimand didn’t frighten her. If her father had his way, she’d be off scavenging duty and canning fruit and making soap with her sister.
    

    
      “But…” Brent started, gazing longingly at the arm. His fingers twitched with excitement. “The parts this arm contains may well have been worth the trip. But, please, promise me you won’t go looking for treasure beyond the safety of the borders.”
    

    
      She didn’t answer. Instead, she pretended to find his cabinet of bolts, nuts, and screws fascinating. He knew as well as she did that there wasn’t any treasure left within the borders.
    

    
      “Raven,” Brent warned.
    

    
      “I’m not a child anymore,” she said, setting her hands on her hips. “I’m nearly eighteen. Practically an adult. I can hold my own.”
    

    
      “Against one of these?” He held up the arm. “And this is an old model too. The automatons now are twice the size. If you met one of these out in the woods, there’d be no helping you. You’d either be killed on the spot or hauled to the capital.”
    

    
      She rolled her eyes. She knew the risks.
    

    
      “And you’re not ‘nearly eighteen.’ You just turned seventeen.” Brent heaved a sigh and brought the arm to one of the few clean spots on his worktable. He grabbed for tools without looking and began to uncover the insides of the arm. “These parts are old but look to be in decent shape. Oh, there are some miniature parts in here, too small to make with the tools I’ve got. Oooh…this looks like silver.”
    

    
      Her pride swelled. She knew Brent wouldn’t tattle on her to her father. Since he had been taken off scavenging duty to work in the tinker’s shop, he had less and less scrap metal brought to him. It didn’t seem that long ago that Brent, Sweets, and Raven were scouring the forests around Silver Glen for pieces of the old world. Both of her friends worked in the mines now. Her father had given them grown-up jobs, as he said, because scavenging and berry picking was something to keep the older children entertained and busy.
    

    
      Raven couldn’t fathom not being able to go outside, to be stuck underground, under the sickly, glowing light.
    

    
      She found a place on the other side of the worktable and leaned forward to watch Brent work. He had the arm apart in no time. It would have gone faster had he not stopped to admire each part. He sorted the pieces into buckets: gears, wires, valves, nuts, and things she didn’t recognize. She found it hard to believe that all those parts fit into the space of the arm, and she found it harder to imagine how they would all work together.
    

    
      What had the completed creature looked like? She tried to picture it—the monstrous human-shaped metal contraption, limbs plated with steel, brass, and copper, bolted together and steaming at the shoulders and hips.
    

    
      “The old automatons were clunky,” Brent said. “They were built for durability, not maneuverability. The newer ones have been streamlined, but the old ones like this arm were full of little parts and things.” He pulled out a tiny gear that looked like two gears smashed together. “Oh, I already know what I’m going to use this for.”
    

    
      A memory came back to her, of a trader who had told them a haunting story about an automaton so finely built that he appeared human, but the eyes had given him away. They had been empty, wholly dark. Soulless.
    

    
      “There was a whole automaton,” she said casually, “but it was crushed by one of Wilyn’s sanctums.”
    

    
      Brent gasped and dropped the scrap metal he’d been holding. It clattered into the bin. He blinked at her, his eyes wide. His lips formed the word “sanctum,” and then he slowly pushed his goggles to the top of his head. His voice came out grave. “Raven, that’s far beyond the border.”
    

    
      She cursed herself for the slip.
    

    
      According to the Gray Elite’s border laws, wandering automatons could not cross the border of an established town, but anyone caught outside those borders without the proper authorization was considered a refugee. The bigger the town, the higher the risk—as her father always said. Which was why the people of Silver Glen had taken to living in the mine, underneath the Gray Elite’s border laws.
    

    
      Raven crumpled under Brent’s disappointed gaze. Sighing, she said, “I’m careful. It’s not like I’ve got magic in my blood, or they would have caught me years ago, right?”
    

    
      His frown deepened, and she cursed herself again. She had admitted to having gone beyond the borders more than a few times. She had, many times. Enough to know her chances of running into an automaton were slim.
    

    
      Brent released an exasperated sigh. He knew there would be no talking her out of going back. “Just be careful. And don’t try to bring back too much.”
    

    
      Brent fell into silence as he made his way deeper into the arm. The buckets slowly filled. Raven didn’t move until an Alarm sang out a sweet tune, mimicking real birdsong. Booted footsteps made their way toward the back room.
    

    
      A tall, lean bronze-skinned boy appeared in the doorway. He wore the top half of his dark brown hair long and tied back; the bottom half, he kept shaved. At the sight of Raven, a smirk stretched across his shapely jaw, and his sapphire eyes glittered. He wore scuffed leather boots, a dagger tucked in the buckles of each, and patched trousers. Another set of daggers were on his suspenders, half hidden by his unbuttoned vest. He’d rolled the sleeves of his white shirt to his elbows and tucked his hands into his pockets.
    

    
      “Zander,” Brent said with exasperation, “please explain the dangers of the woods to Raven.”
    

    
      Raven groaned. She didn’t need Zander in the debate too.
    

    
      Zander puffed his chest with importance. “Brent’s right, Rae. Those iron beasts are more vicious than a hungry bear. Some have spears for arms that tear through a man’s chest like a knife through a tomato.” He withdrew a pistol from the leather holster slung low on his hip. “Next time you’re itching to break the house rules, take me with you. I can keep you safe.” He winked.
    

    
      “Or I could run face-first into an iron maul,” she deadpanned. “What do you want?”
    

    
      Zander laughed. “This isn’t your house, Raven. I can be in here if I want. I didn’t come to see you. I have business with Brent.”
    

    
      She motioned at Brent, still meticulously picking apart the arm.
    

    
      Zander frowned. “Just Brent, not you. Get out.”
    

    
      “This isn’t your house,” she chimed back at him. “I can be here if I want.”
    

    
      Zander chuckled, a retort on his tongue, but Brent spoke first. “I’ve finished the adjustments you asked for.”
    

    
      Brent set down his tools and reached underneath the worktable. He straightened, holding a cloth-covered something. He turned to Zander and pulled back the cloth to reveal a polished pistol.
    

    
      “Here she is,” said Brent.
    

    
      Zander let out a sigh of longing and turned the pistol over in his hands. It was an old gun, hundreds of years old, but Zander and Brent kept it in good shape. The barrel was medium length and dark steel. The grip was dark red leather. Zander referred to his gun as her and had named her Birdie.
    

    
      “There’s my girl,” he said lovingly to Birdie.
    

    
      Birdie never missed her target, Zander would proudly tell anyone who would listen, no matter how many times he’d already told them or how often they had seen him shoot.
    

    
      “Go test the new calibration,” Brent advised, eyes fondling the gun. He knew Birdie as well as Zander did by now.
    

    
      Zander didn’t need more of a suggestion. His eyes roamed over Raven, and he said lazily, “Want to come see Birdie in action?”
    

    
      She shrugged; she didn’t have much more to do, unless she counted her chores, and if she had the choice between trying to infuriate Zander and making soap, she’d choose the first.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 4 ⚙️
    

    
      Zander, Brent, and Raven went to the shooting range, a shaded clearing up on the mountain, accessible by a mine shaft. The trees leaned toward the range, and their collective canopy shaded much of it from the sky. At the far end, hay bales, logs, and dirt-filled bags had been painted white, gray, and yellow. The colors of the Gray Elite. Most of the painted faces had comical grimaces, ogre teeth, large noses, and pointed ears.
    

    
      Raven took up a spot near the front; Zander took a position a toe away from the ditch—the line separating him from the range—and Brent pulled open a fake tree trunk to reveal the control panel of the Cycle. With the pull of a lever, gears in the hidden track began to crank; steam hissed through the vents. The Gray Elite targets jittered to life and started to move along the tracks.
    

    
      Zander pulled Birdie from her leather holster. He held her in one hand, his unnamed pistol in the other, and took a shooting stance—boots apart, knees slightly bent, body turned so Birdie aimed first. He let out a slow breath, blue eyes focusing with a predatory intensity that gave Raven a shiver. He looked ready to kill.
    

    
      “Give me the count.” Zander’s voice mirrored his eyes: husky, deep, and focused.
    

    
      Raven cleared her throat and raised her hand into the air. She held up three fingers and put each down as she called, “Three, two,” and paused for dramatics with her index finger pointed to the sky. “One!” A fist in the air.
    

    
      Bang! Bang! Bang! Birdie’s blasts shook birds from the trees, scattering them in all directions. The Gray Elite targets absorbed the impacts, sending splinters and splatters of dirt into the air. Bullet after bullet, enemy after enemy, until Zander emptied both guns.
    

    
      Not a single bullet missed.
    

    
      Zander tossed a haphazard smirk over his shoulder at Raven. “One more for good luck?” He loaded a single bullet into Birdie without looking; he kept his stare on Raven. Her cheeks heated like they did sometimes when he looked at her, and with the blushing came a terrible embarrassment. Zander’s smirk widened. Her blush and embarrassment intensified. Had he done that on purpose?
    

    
      He snapped the cylinder back into place with a flick of his wrist and pulled his gaze off Raven to aim. As he pulled the trigger, Raven pulled the lever on the machine. The belts pulling the targets jerked—
    

    
      Bang!
    

    
      The bullet missed.
    

    
      “Oh?” Raven said haughtily. “Never misses?”
    

    
      “You cheated,” Zander spat. “You did that on purpose.”
    

    
      “What if I did? You can’t expect your real enemies to parade in a conveniently predictable line.”
    

    
      Zander grumbled under his breath, and Raven pretended not to hear the name he’d called her. He reloaded Birdie one bullet at a time and slid her into the leather holster. He started to reload his second gun.
    

    
      “Let’s do a second round, Brent,” Zander said, snapping the second gun’s cylinder into place. He sneered at Raven. “Without cheating.”
    

    
      Raven opened her mouth to argue, but the trap door to the mine shaft opened with a creak. Sweets stuck her head out and squinted at the daylight. Her pale skin looked nearly white.
    

    
      “There you are,” Sweets said to Raven. “Your father is looking for you.”
    

    
      Raven’s heart fell into her stomach, but she stood straight and set her hands on her hips. “What did I do this time?”
    

    
      Sweets bit her lip. “Well, someone, not me, might have seen you walking through the mines with an arm over your shoulder. And, well, you know, word gets around.”
    

    
      “Someone’s in for it,” Zander taunted.
    

    
      Raven groaned.
    

    
      “Best not keep him waiting,” Sweets said, her voice small. She shrank, letting the trapdoor creak toward the ground until only her eyes were visible. “He’s in a bad mood today.”
    

    
      “Of course not.” Raven kicked at the ground and started toward the trapdoor. She couldn’t get out of this one. “When has he ever not been in a bad mood?”
    

    
      “When were you born?” Zander asked.
    

    
      She stuck her tongue out at him.
    

    
      “And Zander,” Sweets added. “Watch the bullets you use. The foundry’s been slow this month.”
    

    
      He harrumphed his acknowledgment.
    

    
      Raven followed Sweets back down into the mines. It took several steps for her eyes to adjust back to the dreary light of the fungi. They reached the main level of the mines, and Sweets vanished down a passage saying, “He’s in his office.”
    

    
      Raven huffed. She could only imagine what he had to say this time. She made her way to his office in the middle of the mines, between the workshops and the living quarters. The door was shut. Raven straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. Another lecture. She’d handled plenty of lectures. She could handle this one.
    

    
      She knocked.
    

    
      “Come in,” came her father’s reply.
    

    
      Raven stepped into the office. Her father stood on the other side of his desk, an old wooden desk that had belonged to the mines, with his thick arms crossed and his trimmed beard barely hiding his scowl. Her stepmother, an older version of Lena in both looks and temperament, stood beside the desk.
    

    
      “Ah, I must be going.” Her stepmother kissed her father’s cheek and then kissed Raven’s temple. She lingered and whispered to Raven, “He means well, darling.” Her stepmother left.
    

    
      “Sweets said you wanted to see me?” Raven asked innocently.
    

    
      “Close the door.”
    

    
      Oh… She knew that tone. Not good.
    

    
      He wasn’t just angry. He was furious. Raven gently pushed the iron door back into the frame. The latch clicked; the finality of it pulled her heart further into her stomach.
    

    
      “Sit down,” he said.
    

    
      Raven sat in one of two chairs in front of his desk, both originally made of wood, both patched with metal. She started to slump forward but thought better of it. She held her shoulders square and crossed her ankles like her stepmother had taught her, and she folded her hands in her lap. She schooled her face into calmness and met her father’s glare.
    

    
      Her father was the overseer of the mines, of Silver Glen; he kept it running, and he kept the people safe and cared for. Sitting before him, Raven had no doubt how he had become overseer. He stood tall and broad and had an imposing presence. He radiated authority. As a child, Raven had wished that she would inherit that authority, that people would look to her as they looked to her father.
    

    
      She didn’t. They didn’t.
    

    
      Finally, he said, “You brought back an automaton’s arm?” Though his brown-black eyes glared, his words were calm.
    

    
      She nodded. “Brent said it was a good find. I watched him take it apart. There were loads of pieces inside of it.”
    

    
      “Where did you find it?”
    

    
      She swallowed. “It was by luck. A bird tweeted, and I happened to spot it near to where I was.”
    

    
      “Which was where?”
    

    
      Her fingers twitched. He knew exactly where the old temple was. He would know exactly how far outside the borders she had gone.
    

    
      When she didn’t answer, he growled, “Raven.”
    

    
      “By an old Wilyn temple,” she said quietly.
    

    
      He slammed his fist onto his desk, rattling the brass cup of quills and an ink bottle and knocking off a small tinker cat whose tail ticked with the time. It clattered on the stone floor of the office and rolled to a stop. Still, it clicked.
    

    
      “You know where the boundaries are.” His tone was venomous. “The automatons will not attack you within our borders, but outside them, they will cut you down on sight. That’s their merciful punishment. Do you know what happens to the people they take back to the capital?” His eyes burned.
    

    
      She twisted her hands in her lap. “You’ve told me.”
    

    
      “Then please, elaborate on what happens, what could happen to you. And then please, explain your reasons for disregarding those warnings.”
    

    
      She swallowed. Eyes on her fingers, she said, “When the automatons take a person to Lenhala, one is thrown in jail, killed, or sold as a slave.”
    

    
      “You know what fate would befall you? A seventeen-year-old girl?”
    

    
      She didn’t answer.
    

    
      “If you were lucky, you’d be warming the bed of some military general.”
    

    
      He didn’t say what befell the unlucky girls. He never did.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, I—”
    

    
      He slammed his fist down again. “You’re sorry? Raven, the border laws might not exist underground, but they exist above ground, and you are not an exception to them. Going outside the borders is putting yourself in direct danger and not only defying the Gray Elite laws, but the laws of Silver Glen.” He balled his fists. “What is wrong with you? Why must you continually do this to me? Your sister doesn’t give me a fraction of the trouble you do.”
    

    
      Raven held her lip between her teeth to keep it from quivering. “You could stand to be more like your sister,” her father had once told her after she had abandoned her chores to play in the summer rain.
    

    
      She waited for him to admit it, that he preferred Lena over her, that she had been a mistake. She knew it; the whole mine knew it. Who could possibly prefer plain Raven, who did everything wrong, to lovely, perfect Lena, who did everything right?
    

    
      Raven felt the tears welling behind her eyes, but she held them in.
    

    
      “You’ve deliberately disobeyed me for the last time,” he said darkly. “I’ve had it with you pushing aside the rules. Starting tomorrow, you’re in the kitchen with your sister.”
    

    
      Raven snapped her gaze up at him. “What? No!” She jumped to her feet. “I won’t do it again, I promise.”
    

    
      He shook his head. “I won’t hear it. You’ve strayed too far.” She tried to argue, but he held his hand up. “No. Tomorrow morning. The kitchen. Lena already knows, and your stepmother is going to be there to make sure you don’t shirk your duties. It’s high time you grew out of this wild streak, Raven. You’re soon to be a grown woman. You’re not a child.”
    

    
      With that, he turned his back. The discussion was over.
    

    
      Raven stood on legs that didn’t feel like her own. She set her hand on the door handle; then her father added, “Don’t forget, you are on watch tonight.”
    

    
      Don’t screw it up.
    

    
      She let herself out of the office. She heard footsteps in the hall, but she didn’t look up to see who. She didn’t want to face them, in case they’d heard everything, and she didn’t want anyone to see her cry. She started toward the living quarters, then turned down an empty hall. The tears pushed harder, wetting her eyelashes.
    

    
      She headed for the quickest way out of the mines. When the ladder came into view, she bolted. She climbed as fast as she could and pushed through the trapdoor.
    

    
      The calming breeze rushed through her hair and kissed her cheeks. She set the trapdoor back in place. Moss and stone had been affixed to the iron lid to hide it, but she knew how to get back in again. She started down the mountain to her favorite place in Silver Glen, where no one would tell her what to do.
      

    

      ⚙️ Chapter 5 ⚙️
    

    
      Raven knew the way to her tree. She could run it blindfolded. She weaved through the forest, her skirts rustling, her boots pounding on the dirt and grass. All around, the birds chirped, flaunting their freedom. They could fly about all day, wherever they pleased, while Raven couldn’t even leave the boundaries of the mine.
    

    
      Her tree—she had carved her initials into its thick trunk—stood a short distance outside the boundary. She came to the wooden fence that encircled their small corner of the kingdom and jumped over it in a single leap. Her boots hit the ground on the other side, and she ran all the way to her tree. It stood taller than the others, and its branches had grown in such an array that they begged to be climbed.
    

    
      Raven climbed up and up and up until her head and shoulders burst through the topmost branches. Only then did she paused to catch her breath. Before her, the Hammel Forest sprawled to the horizon on rolling hills of blue-green. Above her, puffy white clouds lingered in the endless blue sky. The world went on forever.
    

    
      Somewhere up there in the endless blue, sky cities roamed freely, going wherever they wished, whenever they wished. What would it be like to look down on the world from the deck of an airship? To live in one of the sky cities? The passengers were not confined to a life of hiding underground or in the cover of trees.
    

    
      Raven knew there had to be more to the world than picking berries and surviving the winter. She knew there was more—Zander had proved it. Six months ago, he had escaped from Lenhala, the royal city of Rhynwier. He had shown up, ragged and dirty, in the middle of the night. But he never wanted to talk about it. Whenever someone mentioned Lenhala, he got a distant look in his eyes.
    

    
      Somewhere to the south, Lenhala stood proud. A city of metal and stone stretching toward the sky. One day, Raven would like to see it. If only just once. Just to see what it was like, what the world could be like outside of the musty, dingy mines.
    

    
      Raven inhaled the sweet scent of the outdoors, then slowly released it. The odds of her leaving Silver Glen were next to none, and her father would never permit her to leave. She would live here for the rest of her life, preserving food, tending to the children, and cleaning.
    

    
      She climbed down to the fork in the tree and sat on the wooden plank she’d stolen from the workshop. She rested against the right fork and draped her legs off the plank, either side of the left fork.
    

    
      She did not want to spend the rest of her life daydreaming about the rest of the world, but what choice did she have?
    

    
      Raven sat, listening to the birds, the bugs, and the whispers of the forest, watching the sun make its steady path across the sky, until her hunger demanded she return for whatever grub the kitchens had made. She started down to the earth without enthusiasm. Her foot slipped on the hem of her skirt, and rather than grasp to hold on, she jumped the rest of the way down. Her feet slammed into the ground; the impact traveled up her legs and into her shoulders. Shaking it off, she started home.
    

    
      Hands grabbed her shoulders and slammed her into the tree trunk, hard enough to knock the breath from her throat. She started to scream—a hand covered her mouth.
    

    
      “You’ll get their attention faster that way,” growled a male voice.
    

    
      She blinked—Zander had grabbed her. Her panic subsided and turned to anger. She tried to pry his hand off her mouth, but he didn’t budge. His eyes flickered about the forest to her right, intent and focused. She mumbled for him to let go, and he shushed her.
    

    
      She glared at him, and then she heard it.
    

    
      A buzzing, not like bees or wasps, but a mechanical buzzing. Miniature gears clicking so fast, they hummed. An automaton.
    

    
      The buzzing came closer. Her blood ran cold. Zander moved his free hand to his unnamed gun—he’d covered her mouth with the hand that would have grabbed Birdie. He slowly lifted the gun at firing level and cocked it.
    

    
      Her heart pounded. Her hands clutched Zander’s. He wasn’t shaking. He stood steady and sure. He wore his predator’s face, a wolf ready to seize his prey, waiting, listening, and then—
    

    
      The automaton came through the trees. Gears turned, thunking and clicking; steam hissed and gurgled. It looked like a birdcage with wings. The wings moved like a hummingbird’s, so quickly, they blurred into a sheen of brass and steel. Steam issued from the bulbous head of the automaton, white-glass eyes turning in every direction, clicking as it searched. The body was a brass cage large enough for a grown man to sit in.
    

    
      The automaton came closer, and Zander aimed.
    

    
      Bang! The bullet smashed into the head, right through the left eye. It exploded into a spray of scrap metal. The wings sputtered. The cage crashed to the forest floor and stilled.
    

    
      He didn’t return the gun to his holster. For a moment, the forest quieted, and all she heard was the creaking and groaning of the dying automaton. Zander’s hand slipped from her mouth, but she hadn’t the words.
    

    
      “Zander,” Raven whispered, but he shook his head.
    

    
      “Cage Birds travel in threes,” he said. “We need to move. Now.”
    

    
      She nodded. Zander took point, and she followed a step behind. He walked with his unnamed gun at the ready, predatory eyes on the lookout. Raven scanned the forest as they walked, ears alert for the humming of mechanical wings.
    

    
      The boundary fence came within sight, and for the first time in her life, her heart leaped at the sight of it.
    

    
      And then she heard it—the hum of wings.
    

    
      “Careful,” Zander whispered. He adjusted his fingers on the gun and slowed.
    

    
      How could she be careful when the boundary was right there? The automaton couldn’t follow them over it.
    

    
      They crept closer to the boundary, but Zander halted them. The second Cage Bird appeared in front of them, between them and the boundary—patrolling it, Raven realized. A rock fell into her gut. It hadn’t been there when she had left. She would have seen it, heard it. Her chest tightened as she thought—it might have been there, and she had been too distraught to see it.
    

    
      Another set of humming wings came from behind them. Neither Cage Bird had yet to spot them, but if they moved—
    

    
      Zander aimed faster than Raven could blink. Bang.
    

    
      She jumped; the Cage Bird’s head exploded into scrap metal, and the body crashed to the ground. Zander spun to shoot the last Cage Bird behind them. He aimed over Raven’s shoulder, and in the heartbeat that followed, his eyes widened.
    

    
      The humming changed pitch.
    

    
      “Raven!”
    

    
      Cold metal hands fastened around her upper arms and yanked her backward. She yelped, but the sound evaporated as her back slammed into the bars of the cage, and the jaws of the Cage Bird snapped shut, shutting her inside.
    

    
      Zander stood on the other side of the bars, Birdie in his other hand, both guns
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