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CHAPTER ONE


Owen would never escape the vision of his brother on the Red Hand’s blades. It was a mercy he’d been dead by the time they strung him up on the wall, but Owen also knew enough of the outside world to know Fel was a cruel place. A cruel home. Part of him wished he had taken his family away from Fel long ago. He wished he’d taken them onto that strange airship with Jacob and Alice, but he couldn’t leave Hefina behind, and he couldn’t ask those outsiders to wait.

He reached out and rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder. Hefina glanced up at him, her forehead creased as though she expected him to deliver more terrible news.

Owen spoke after a long silence. “It’s good we’re leaving, Hefina.”

She squeezed his hand. “We’ll be home one day. I know it.”

He didn’t answer that thought. In some ways, she was right. They’d find a home. Maybe in Dauschen, if their family had survived there. Or perhaps they’d take to Ancora, where the Ancorans apparently raised children as warriors to face down the likes of Mordair.

Wherever the tides took them, Owen was thankful his son hadn’t seen what had happened to his uncle all those years before.

Even as the thought entered his mind, his gaze trailed to the bow of the speeder, where Vaughn watched the waters like his father had taught him. There was no windscreen at the speeder’s bow, but his son didn’t mind, clearly enjoying the wind on the sea even now.

The Black Sea wasn’t a kind place for speeders, with tall waves and a chill that would cut through the best of the blacksmiths’ diving suits. Owen knew if they sank, they were doomed. But he still guided them past the mouths of the rivers that led through the North Woods.

It wasn’t until they passed the second that Vaughn questioned him. “Why not head inland here?”

“The North Woods haven’t been fond of anyone from Fel in a long time, son. Best to avoid them. And best to keep distance between us and anyone who might have followed.”

Vaughn frowned and looked back at the dark waters. “No one’s going to follow us out here.”

“I lost your uncle, and I’m not going to lose you from a lack of caution.” It was a low blow. Owen didn’t like prodding at old wounds, but he also didn’t like the idea of Vaughn doing something ill-advised in a spur-of-the-moment decision. He remembered being that age, and he’d managed to make terrible decisions, even without his entire city being overthrown.

Maybe that’s what it needed in the end. Maybe it was time for Mordair’s terrible reign to be finished. But the cost was too high. And the thought that Vaughn could die alongside his uncle, and Owen might never see either of them again, was enough to drive him to Dauschen.

He wouldn’t forget his last vision of Fel. The gamble he’d taken, docking their speeder once more after the wall had fallen and those Carrion Worms had crawled up from the depths of the earth. Leaving Vaughn onboard to wait and mind the boat was one of the hardest things he’d ever done, but he’d had to find Hefina.

She’d been smart to shelter between the walls. They’d built small cabinets in the spaces there, and after Mordair had started hanging citizens from the crenellations, Owen had built hiding places into their home. He’d hoped they’d never need them, but they’d become dreadfully useful.

Hefina stood and stepped toward the bow when they reached a calm patch on the waters. She took a seat at her son’s side. Even in silence, Vaughn sat a little straighter, as if her mere presence gave him support. That was good. Support was something they would all need in the days to come.
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Owen eyed the shore of the small bay. Fingers of the sea stretched inland between the sandbars, empty but for a scattering of driftwood and the forest beyond. A few worn boulders stood sentinel in the surf, but Owen didn’t see any immediate threats.

“What is it?” Vaughn asked.

“We need fuel.”

“You’re not going to find any solid fuel in the middle of nowhere.”

Vaughn was right, of course, but they could burn wood if they were desperate to keep the boilers running. It wouldn’t be as clean as solid fuel, but a little extra maintenance was a small price to pay for survival.

Nothing moved on the shore. No docks waited on the edge of the Black Sea, its cold waters avoided by all but the fisherfolk of the North Woods. And Owen knew they preferred the western bay when hunting Sea Claws.

“We need sleep,” Hefina said. “It’s been over a day, Owen.”

“I know. Sleep and fuel.” He looked toward the horizon, where the sun had started to vanish. “We’ll camp here tonight. Without a lantern, we aren’t going to do ourselves any favors, sailing at night.”

Hefina frowned and studied the shore. “You mean to burn wood as fuel?”

“Yes. We’re less than half a day from Dauschen. This old speeder can handle the soot and tar.” He ran his fingers along the starboard railing, feeling the raised sawtooth pattern in the wood.

Vaughn sighed and turned his attention to the water. After a short time, he pointed slightly off to port. “Clearance to the shore here. Looks sandy, so I don’t think we’ll run aground.”

Owen slowed the speeder and followed Vaughn’s guidance exactly, running between two sandbars until the hull grazed the base of the nearest. It was there Owen hurled the anchor chain over the starboard side.

Vaughn followed it down with a long metal spike in his hand. He pulled the links tighter before driving the spike through an eyelet on the chain, deep into the sand. Owen dropped another anchor off the bow and sighed.

Hefina jumped to the sand and stretched. “We’ve been on the water too long. I still feel like everything is swaying.”

Owen shut the vents to the boiler. It would die out soon enough and give them a little fuel left to start the wood burning. He gathered up a leather satchel and followed his family down to the sands.

“We can camp on the speeder or build a lean-to.”

Hefina looked to the shadows of the woods, then down at her feet. “As much as I want to be on stable ground, let’s stay on the boat. All we need is a tarp to keep the elements at bay. We don’t have enough food to keep our energy up, Owen.”

“We’re out of food?” Vaughn might have tried to hide the panic in his voice, but Owen could pick it out easily enough.

Owen smiled at his son. There was no greater peril for a teenager than running out of food. “We’ll be fine, Vaughn. Now help me gather some wood so we can settle in for the night.”

Normally Owen would find a mindless task like gathering wood to be relaxing, but so close to the villages of the North Woods, that couldn’t be further from what he felt.

“What’s wrong?” Hefina asked.

Owen shook his head and raised his ax. “It’s nothing. It’s just… I’m listening for anything that could be a threat, but I can’t shake the memory of what happened in Fel.”

“We’ve not been gone even two days. It’ll be a long time before any of us shake that memory, Owen.”

Hefina was right. It had taken months before Owen could sleep without waking to nightmares of his brother’s body on the wall. Even then, he hadn’t escaped them entirely. He didn’t think he ever really would.

Owen tightened his grip on the ax, hard wood digging into his palms as he squared up, raised his arms, and let his anger at Mordair and the Red Hand flow into that blade. The log split along the grain and left the ax embedded in the tree stump below.

Vaughn gathered up the wood and started toward the speeder. “Think that’s enough, Dad?”

“Probably so. I’ll split one more just to be safe.”

Hefina waited for him to set the next log up before stealing his ax. It might have been therapeutic for him to take his frustration out on innocent wood, but Hefina was far better with an ax. A sharp exhale came with each crack of the blade, and she had the last log split in half the time.

They followed Vaughn back to the speeder. It would be a cold night, but one they could survive together.
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Owen and Hefina took turns keeping watch. The curve of the stern was perfect for leaning back and eyeing the shore behind them. Nothing could cross the beach without being seen. And plenty of things came in the night.

It was the Mantises that made Owen the most worried and grateful they hadn’t camped by the woods. Curious creatures, sifting through the sand and even approaching the boat. But the Mantises weren’t fond of water, and their curiosity ended soon enough.

A small cadre of wild Pillies snuffled through the sands later on, their antennae flicking around like whips. And it was during that watch he saw the lights on the sea. Far to the east, so much he’d initially mistaken them for a star, but the lights bobbed ever so slightly.

Owen wondered who would be that far out in the Black Sea. It had to be at least half a day’s journey north of Ancora. Or it was a trick of the light. Almost as fast as the curious sight had come, it was gone. Soon enough, the sky brightened, and the knot of dread in Owen’s chest loosened just a fraction.
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They passed through the strait between the North Woods and a large, uninhabited island. Or at least uninhabited and unnamed, as far as Owen knew. It had been almost two days on the boat, but the voyage was nearly done. To the south, he could no longer see the North Woods. Instead, the rolling foothills of the Ridge Mountains obscured everything that waited beyond. Snowy peaks in the distance provided a backdrop to the walls and docks of the cliff-side city known as Dauschen.

“It doesn’t look so different from here,” Hefina said.

Vaughn leaned forward. “Other than that weird tower.”

Owen laughed and patted his son’s shoulder. “That’s an airship dock. I’d wager a good sack of coin on it.”

But his laughter faded as they passed a jetty that had obscured the eastern skyline. It wasn’t that a new airship dock had been built in Dauschen, but many of the roofs and old stone he knew from his childhood were simply gone.

Everyone knew the stories of what had happened in Dauschen. The Butcher had tried to stop an uprising. But Owen had had family on the other side of that conflict. He knew better than most that Dauschen had been a slaughter.

He guided the speeder into the low stone docks behind the city. Farther south, between two peaks, he could just make out the railroad tracks that connected Dauschen to the city of Ancora in the east. But that glimpse came and went, concealed once more by the mountain range.

Vaughn hopped off the bow and grabbed a rope line, tying them off on a cleat.

“It’s a ghost town,” Hefina whispered.

“Not entirely.” Owen gestured to the winding stairs that climbed the wall to the city proper. Two guards watched them, their expressions hidden in shadow.

“Is this the place that used to have markets like Ballern?” Vaughn asked.

Owen hesitated, brief visions of that vibrant history flashing through his mind. A violent contrast to the dead gray and rotted wooden stalls that peppered the docks of Dauschen.

“And where are all their boats?”

Owen looked closer at the docks, at the scarce lines haphazardly thrown down, charred wood, and darkened stone, before his stomach sank.

“They’re still in the water.” Hefina stood at the dock’s edge, studying what waited in the deeper sea beside the mountains.

Owen stepped up next to her. One thing that hadn’t changed was the clarity of the water behind Dauschen. It gave them a clear view of the carnage waiting below. Broken and burned vessels lay on the sea floor. Wood that did not move beneath the currents. Fishing nets that would never feed a family again. Empty armor and skeletal remains told of far more than a burned fleet.

“Come,” Owen said, ushering his family away from the sight. “Leave the ax. No weapons. This place has seen enough violence to put the guards on edge.”

They made their way to the stone stairs. Owen raised a hand in greeting, but the guards simply turned and stepped away, vanishing from sight.

“Let me talk to them when we reach the top,” Hefina said. “You can be a bit brash sometimes, Owen.”

He was about to protest before thinking better of it. “Probably for the best.”

Hefina passed him on the stairs, leading the way up to a wide gate that Owen had never seen closed. Tight iron bars formed either door, with only a small gap near the center where they could see one guard.

“What brings you to Dauschen?”

Hefina leaned closer. “We’re refugees from Fel. We’re looking for my husband’s cousin, Cage.”

The guard stood up a little straighter, his brow furrowing.

“Did she say Cage?” the second guard asked, walking into view.

The first guard nodded. “I warn you, if you’re lying, you’re going off the cliff.”

Owen almost snarled at the man. “I’ve seen enough of that in Fel. Did the Butcher destroy your compassion too?”

The first guard stepped back as if he’d been struck. “I… I’ll take you to Cage.” He unlocked the gate with a heavy thunk, revealing a scene of destruction and restoration that took Owen’s breath away.

Vaughn passed through the gates, his gaze racing across the landscape from the scorched mountainside to the missing base to the missing homes. So many missing homes.

Owen placed a hand on Vaughn’s shoulder and pulled him closer. “This is why Mordair must lose.”


CHAPTER TWO


“This isn’t over!” Mary shouted as she threw two levers, forcing the Skysworn into a violent dive before pulling up behind an ailing destroyer.

Jacob cursed and gripped his jump seat harness ever tighter. He glanced at Furi, who had her eyes shut against the airship’s wild movements, but it was Alice’s laughter that grabbed his attention.

“She’s lost her mind,” Furi said, her voice cracking with something between fear and concern.

“I know what I’m doing,” Mary snapped. “Fire, Smith!”

The chainguns roared to life beneath the Skysworn.

“I meant Alice,” Furi muttered. “We should have stayed in the library. Why didn’t we stay in the library?”

Something crashed against the hull. Jacob glimpsed the smoke and fire of another distant airship. Their lines were fractured, but more than one of Belldorn’s ships floated on the sea in pieces.

“You got it, Smith!” Mary shouted. “The rear destroyers are broken. Get back to the engine and get us ready to jump.”

“I can do that,” Jacob said.

“No. If I have to make any sudden moves, Smith knows how to keep himself from getting thrown into the bulkhead. We’re jumping to the next destroyer, and then we’re out of ammunition.”

“Then take us into the clouds,” Alice said. “We can drop bombs from above. You know we’re good at it.”

“Against a handful of ships, yes. In the middle of this chaos? No. And this was supposed to be recon to assess their retreat. I didn’t expect them to fire on us, or I would have left you all in the library!”

The transmitter crackled to life, and Lady Katherine’s voice brought the cabin to silence. “All ships, draw back to the docks. Your orders are to reinforce the city.”

Mary flipped to the channel used by the captains. Several voices came and went, transmissions tumbling one over the other. But the sentiment was almost all the same. She turned to another frequency and clicked the transmitter.

“Eva, are you getting this?”

Static echoed through the cabin before Eva’s voice answered. “Mary! Did you take down that destroyer?”

Jacob looked out the window as the entire afterdeck of the destroyer pulled at the remaining structure. It might be able to limp back across the sea, but he doubted it.

“Yes, but what does Kat have us doing? We have them on the run, and she’s calling off the pursuit?”

“We don’t know if they have more forces ready to attack, Mary. It’s a good strategy. The city has taken enough damage, and we can’t afford to be caught off guard.”

Smith cursed over the horn. “Ready to jump, Mary.”

The captain of the Skysworn took a deep breath and glanced at the trio behind her. “Alright, we’re heading to the docks.”

“I’ll see you soon,” Eva said, disconnecting with a click.

“We can’t!” Jacob said, almost standing up in protest, only to be held down by his harness. “The more ships that escape, the more forces will be waiting in Ballern.”

“We can’t lose Belldorn,” Mary said. “As much as I hate to admit it, Kat’s right, Eva. We’ll see you on the docks.”

“I don’t like it,” Smith said. “Mordair’s fleet is in Ballern now. It will be stronger with these remnants.”

“We can’t take them all on alone.”

The transmitter crackled again. “Skysworn. Mary, this is Kat.”

Alice and Furi both waited at attention for her to say more. Jacob’s gaze wandered back to the carnage outside the windows, both near and far.

Mary eyed the transmitter. “Kat, what is it?”

“I need you to extend your reconnaissance. Follow them home. Can you do that? The Skysworn should blend in well enough at a distance.”

Mary closed her eyes and popped open the horn. “Smith, what do you think?”

“We’ll need to refuel in Ballern, but we could do it.”

“Yes!” Furi said. “I can talk to the Skyborn. Bring more to our side. Kura has a lot of influence on the docks, and I could help.”

“Understood,” Mary said. “We’ll continue west.”

“Be careful. I don’t want to have to explain to Eva why you flew into a mountain.”

Mary let out a low laugh. “I imagine she’d make that a problem for you. Are you sure about the withdrawal, Kat?”

“I have to protect our people. Come home when you can.” Lady Katherine disconnected with a click, and then static.

The Skysworn angled higher into the air, turning toward the northwest at Mary’s command. A terrible vision lit the dark skies, fires casting light like a thousand dying suns drifting through the air and water.

“Hold on.”

The thrusters engaged, slamming Jacob back against his jump seat and drawing a gasp from Furi.
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They were in sight of Ballern’s brightest lanterns and docks before the transmitter sounded again. Mary frowned at the rhythmic bursts of static before switching to another frequency.

“What is it?” Furi asked. “Is something wrong?”

Mary shook her head. “No, it’s a signal from Baddawick.” She clicked the transmitter. “This is the Skysworn.”

“Mary? Good, good. It’s, uh… well, I suspect you know who it is. Can we use our names?”

The ship rattled under the force of the thrusters, but Jacob didn’t miss Mary’s smile.

“Yes, Baddawick, we’re secure.”

“Good, that’s good. You know, I didn’t expect so many steps and annoyances to simply talk to you. The others, well, it’s not so complicated with them.”

“Our enemies don’t know about all our locations. They know about me.”

“Fair, that’s fair. To the point! I have a message for Alice. From her mother, in fact.”

“My mom?” Alice asked, almost jumping out of her seat despite the thrusters.

“Stay down. We’re docking soon.”

Alice huffed, but she kept her harness fastened.

“Alice is here,” Mary said. “She can hear you.”

“Good. Alice, I’m to tell you they’re starting to move some residents back into the Lowlands.”

“What?” Alice snapped. “Are they insane?”

Baddawick couldn’t hear Alice’s protests and continued without interruption. “She’s volunteering to help, so you may not find her at the mansion should you return to Ancora. Look for her by the cliff near your old street.” Baddawick’s voice faded. Jacob couldn’t make out what he was saying, but Baddawick’s words cleared soon enough. “Mary, I have to go. Do tell Alice her mother is in good health. I’ve spoken with her several times. Lovely lass. Be safe. For the Steamsworn.”

Mary pressed the transmitter’s button. “For the Stormborn.”

Baddawick’s voice returned with a chuckle. “Word has already reached Ancora about your alliance with the Skyborn. May it end well.”

“Thanks, Baddawick.” Mary cut off the transmitter. “Brace yourselves. Cutting thrusters.”

Jacob wasn’t sure what was more intimidating, the sudden pull of inertia against his harness or the growl that emanated from Alice’s chest.

“The Lowlands!” Alice didn’t wait for the Skysworn to stop rocking or for Smith to stop shouting over the horn about Mary’s overzealous braking. “Has Mom lost it? Going into the Lowlands? There’s nothing there but death and ruins!”

“Maybe it’s getting better,” Jacob said. “Ambrose and his crew, you know?”

Alice rubbed at her forehead. “Ambrose is amazing, but no one is that good, Jacob. Not even with your Mech design. The Fall took everything from the Lowlands.”

That was all it took for Jacob’s memories to return. The roiling swarm of Red Death and invaders, a dark mass of shadows that swept across his home, churning everything he knew below their chitinous mass. To remember the people who vanished into them, and the city that would never be the same. Could never be the same.

“Jacob!”

He shook himself and looked up, finding Alice’s stare boring into him.

“Are you ok?”

Jacob smiled and nodded. “I’m fine. Just… just remembering the Lowlands.”

“You’re still a terrible liar.”

Furi glanced between the pair, offering a crooked smile.

Mary turned in her seat. “You look as uncomfortable as I feel, Furi. Figured you’d be used to these two by now. Or is the battle still getting to you?”

“No,” Furi said. “It’s definitely these two.”

At that, Jacob and Alice exchanged rather large grins.
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It had been some time since they’d last seen an enemy ship take any interest in them. Jacob hopped out of his jump seat once the thrusters had been cut and Mary’s deadly dance was done with the destroyer. The Skysworn itself might pass for any number of small, antiquated vessels in the air, but the thrusters would be a dead giveaway to a great many people they’d be better off avoiding.

“Eva’s going to worry, Smith.”

A sigh came back across the horn. “Do what you have to do, Mary. She has a good crew. If we can’t trust them, what are we even doing up here?”

Mary spun the dial for the transmitter before Smith finished speaking. It was a private frequency, and one she could almost always find Eva on. It wasn’t a surprise when she didn’t get a chance to speak, instead trying not to cringe when Eva’s voice snapped over the line.

“Skysworn, where the hell are you? I’ve been looking all over the docks and found nothing. And no one’s heard a thing about you.”

“Kat needed some recon. We’re heading to Ballern.”

“Where?” Eva bit off the word. “I’m sorry, I thought you said Ballern. On your own? Right now?”

“I can see it through the windscreen, actually.” Mary winced at Eva’s muffled shout.

“What if they recognize you?”

“Those who know us know us as a trading vessel, Eva. It’ll be fine.”

“And if someone from Fel knows different? Where are you even going to dock?”

Furi leaned against the dashboard beside Mary. “On the Bones. Right below the warehouse district. It’s hard to see, and generally ignored by everyone who’s been paid to look the other way.”

Jacob was somewhat impressed at how sharp and awake Furi sounded. After the battles earlier in the day, he was ready to fall asleep. And he had fallen asleep for a short time. Sleep before and after a battle was never easy for him, and he glanced over at Alice with quite a bit of jealousy. Watching her quietly snoring while Eva shouted over the transmitter was something to behold.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Eva almost hissed.

“We were halfway across the sea by the time we got the order. What was I going to say? It’s not like a brig or any small vessel is going to make it that far.”

“I don’t know… something, at least. Just tell me next time.”

“I really hope there isn’t a next time.”

Eva sighed. “Me too. Be careful and let me know when you’ve docked.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Don’t. You. Dare. Say. That.”

Mary’s cackle had more than a little evil in it. “We’ll talk soon. Skysworn out.” She looked up to meet Furi’s gaze. “Tell me where. I could use the guidance.”

“You know where Kura meets with everyone? The school?”

Mary nodded.

“Just below that. There are more than a few of the old bays still open. Fisherfolk and a few others use them.”

“They fish from airships?” Jacob asked.

Furi turned and blinked at him. “After they land on the water, yes.”

“Back in your jump seats,” Mary said. “We’ll be to the Bones soon enough.”

Alice stirred when Jacob flopped into the seat beside her. “Five more minutes.” It took Jacob a second to understand what she’d mumbled.

“Almost there,” he said.

Alice cracked an eye open and yawned when Jacob and Furi clicked their harnesses back into place. Sometimes the maneuvers around the docks didn’t make for the smoothest experience. “It’s still dark out. What are we doing?”

“Same plan,” Mary said. “Were you asleep for the whole plan? We’re docking on the Bones.”

“Then sleep?”

“Yes.”

“Good. That’s good.”

“But it’ll be an early morning,” Furi said. “We have to find Kura first thing. There’s a lot to talk about.”

The lights of the docks brightened across the windscreen. Jacob couldn’t see Mordair’s warships on the sea below them, but he could easily pick out the shadows of the destroyers peppering the airship docks. Even if the Skyborn joined them in full, they would be surrounded by enemies. And yet all Jacob wanted to do in that moment was sleep.

Mary swung the Skysworn around a small line of ships waiting to be guided into the main docking areas. Lanterns on the docks flashed patterns to each captain in turn, giving them instructions on where to dock. Mary pulled wide. So wide, Jacob almost wondered if they were going back to sea, leaving the light shadows of Ballern’s towers far behind them.

Before he could finish the thought, Mary turned back toward Ballern, raising the Skysworn’s nose before angling down again. The ship tilted forward, and the full sprawl of Ballern opened below them. Ballern’s white towers and sun-bleached stone rose far beneath them, peppered with warm yellow lights in the darkness.

Somewhere in that maze of streets and buildings and people, Mordair and the Children of the Dark Fire waited. Jacob’s stomach soured at the thought before Smith’s voice pulled him back into the moment.

“Chainguns are clear below.”

“Understood.” Mary leaned closer to the windscreen, focusing on something above them.

Furi groaned. “We are really close to that warehouse.”

Jacob squinted and then almost jumped in his seat. The distant shadow wasn’t distant at all. Any normal airship couldn’t have squeezed into that space. Only the low-profile gas chambers of the Skysworn allowed them to do it, and they would have to tie the ship down tight to keep it from rising into the platform above them.

“Hold her steady,” Smith said. “I’m headed out. I’ll signal when we’re anchored.”

Jacob couldn’t see Smith out on the deck, but he heard his bootsteps on the ladder and the thunk of the hatch. The familiar crack of the gangplank on metal told him the tinker was well on his way to tying off the Skysworn.

“As soon as we’re shut down and tied off, head to your berths,” Mary said. “We aren’t doing anything else tonight but sleeping.”

“Best idea I’ve heard all day,” Alice mumbled.

Jacob grinned at her. It was only a couple of minutes before Smith appeared at the cabin door.

“All set. I’ll get the engine cooled down. The rest of you get some sleep.”

For all of Alice’s nap and apparent grogginess, she was the first out the door and down the hatch. Everyone else followed with a bit less energy.


CHAPTER THREE


Jacob didn’t startle awake. It was a slow shift from dreaming to realizing he was awake. He didn’t hear anyone else moving on the Skysworn yet, but when he tried to move, Alice wrapped her arms around him tighter. He thought about trying to disentangle himself, but instead waited in the dark, thinking about what was to come in Ballern and wondering just what exactly was happening in Ancora.

Eventually, he turned to focus on the small sliver of light at the edge of the far door. In that moment he realized he needed a shower, and badly. The day had been long, and now that he’d had a chance to rest, a shower sounded like the next best thing.

Mary was next to wake. The sudden crash of her boots on the floor woke everyone else in short order. “Let’s go, crew. We have mischief to get done.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Furi mumbled from a bed nearby.

“How about a shower?” Jacob asked.

“Yes, please,” Alice muttered. “I smell like I’m ready for the Carrion Worms. Or maybe that’s Jacob?”

Jacob pursed his lips. “Pretty sure it’s both of us.”

“No time,” Mary said. “We can get cleaned up later. After we find Kura.”

Smith groaned and stepped toward the door as he pulled his shirt on, giving a brief glimpse of the biomechanics in his chest. “You’re giving me flashbacks, Mary. All I need is to be knee-deep in a barrel of rotten Pilly eggs, and it’d be like the North Woods all over again.”

“What happened in the North Woods?” Furi asked.

“We don’t talk about the North Woods,” Mary muttered.

“An ill-advised contract.” Smith scratched the back of his head. “It… didn’t go well.”

“You have to tell us more than that!” Furi said. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you remember.”

“Probably worse. Another time, Furi. Another time.”

Alice hugged Jacob once more before she started pushing him out of bed. “Out. Time to go.”

Jacob grunted in protest, but obliged soon enough. Showers would have to wait. They at least had combs to somewhat tame their hair, but far sooner than he liked, the entire group was moving onto the docks, ready for whatever the day would bring.
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Jacob peered over the side of the Bones. It was a good reminder that as much as he’d grown used to heights, there were some heights that were still generally terrifying. The narrow and shaky walkways forming the Bones brought that into immediate focus.

“Now I wish Furi wasn’t the only one who had a glider pack,” he muttered.

Furi grinned at him.

“While we’re alone, I want you all to know I spoke with Kat again last night,” Mary said.

Alice glanced back at her. “What for?”

“I wanted to understand her thinking better. It’s… sometimes she can make rash decisions. She’s a great leader, don’t misunderstand me, but in times of conflict, she has taken bad counsel before.”

“Did you ask her why she called off the fleet?” Alice asked.

Mary nodded. “I did. And I understand her decision better now. She was out in the city during the attack. Kat saw the devastation. The homes destroyed. The people lost. She doesn’t want to expose the survivors to more.”

“Do you think that’s the right decision?” Furi’s eyebrows drew together. “Because I don’t. It’s awful to say, but I know Ballern.”

Alice quickened her steps until she was next to Furi. “And will Mordair make that better or worse?”

“Mordair makes everything worse,” Mary grumbled. “I see people up ahead. Keep this to yourselves for now.”

Jacob didn’t think Mary needed to say that. He figured they were all thinking it. If the wrong people on those docks realized who they were, they likely wouldn’t have to worry about much at all for very long. And they’d likely be falling from a great height with no gliders.

He shivered at that thought. They followed Furi when they reached the edge of the walkway and turned inward toward the docks and the lifts that waited in the distance.

The Ballern docks were a sight Jacob wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to. Each level was large enough to house dozens of destroyers and countless small ships. Their current level, beneath the warehouse district, held a handful of those warships, and it was unnerving to see how many were from Fel.

They stood in a short line for the lift, taking up one entire cage on their own. As unsettling as the lower level might have been, the warehouse district was worse. Fel guards roamed the walkways, the jagged fins of their dark gray warships looming over everything. More of the gray behemoths waited on the level above.

“Act natural.” Mary’s voice was only a whisper as she leaned toward Jacob. Regardless of that advice, it was hard to ignore the tension in the air. They stayed close to Furi, and the Skyborn likely knew every nook and cranny of that floating city better than the Fel soldiers ever would. Furi led them to an outer walkway, flanked by small single-room homes, bars, and a smattering of vendors.

The farther they went, the fewer of Fel’s guards there were. Finally, Furi turned to the left, cutting into the warehouse district where there was no sign of Fel at all, aside from the airships in the distance.

By the time they made it to their destination, Jacob realized Furi had taken them on an indirect course. If anyone had been following, they would have been lost in the alleyways and narrow paths between the metal buildings.

They slipped inside the warehouse, and Furi took a deep breath.

A harsh voice answered their arrival. “State your business.”

A man stepped out of the shadows, his brow creased and a sword drawn. But his expression softened when he saw who was there.

“Jakon!” Furi said.

And before Jakon could so much as sheath his sword, Furi crushed him in a hug.
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A few minutes later, Jacob and the others took seats in the schoolroom opposite Kura and Jakon. The latter stayed behind Kura’s desk as if they were there to teach a lesson that day. To the average onlooker, that would have been plausible if not for Smith’s hulking form in the classroom.

“The Stormborn.” Kura almost growled the name. She drummed her fingers on the desk, slowly raising her gaze to meet Furi’s. “That transmission was you, wasn’t it?”

Furi straightened and ran her finger over the patch of the Shadowwing on her glider pack. “Yes, it was. This is our symbol, Kura. And I meant every word. If we’re going to beat Mordair, we have to come together with the Steamborn.”

“A Shadowwing?” Kura asked before shifting her focus to Jacob and Alice. “Ancorans, I know your stories. I know the tragedy of your city. But I fear that won’t be enough to earn the trust of many Skyborn.”

“It will if it comes from Jakon,” Furi said.

Jakon held his hands up as he stood. “Look, kid, I’m all for pulling you out of the fire, but signing up for your war is a whole different thing. And becoming a recruiter sounds even worse.”

Jacob didn’t miss the slight hunch in Furi’s shoulders at Jakon’s words. But the moment passed, and she steeled herself.

“You think Mordair won’t crush the Skyborn like he did the citizens of Fel?” She leaned forward. “Think about all the kids in the market, Jakon.”

“Furi, that’s not what I—” Jakon sat down on the edge of the desk and crossed his arms.

“Are you going to let them die?” Furi’s voice edged toward violence. “Are you going to let them hang from the walls? You know what Mordair did in Fel. We hear all the terrible things the Butcher did in Dauschen and Ancora, but look at what Mordair did in Fel for decades. And now he’s here.” She slammed her open hand on the desk, the crack echoing around the warehouse.

Jakon didn’t answer. He glanced at Mary and Smith before lowering his gaze. “It’s complicated, kid. Maybe it’s time to get out of Ballern. For all the Skyborn.” He slid off the desk and stood, looking down at Furi. “Sorry. Until next time.”

No one said anything as Jakon walked away. Furi wiped at her eye, the muscles in her jaw tensing as her mouth tightened into a flat line.

Mary broke the silence. “Jakon’s an old smuggler. He knows sometimes the only way to stay alive is to stay alone, and far away from a battle.”

“But he saved us,” Furi said. “He saved me. He knows how to fight.”

Smith put his hand on Furi’s shoulder and squeezed. “He isn’t Skyborn, Furi. He isn’t Steamborn. It’s not as personal to him. Sometimes you have to let your friends go, and be happy for the time you’ve had with them.”

“He’s better than that,” Furi muttered.

“Give him space,” Alice said. “He may not want to join us now, but maybe we can hire him later.”

Mary laughed under her breath. “That’s probably true. He’ll do some pretty stupid things for a bit of coin.”

“So will we,” Smith said.

Mary grinned at him.

“I’d be happy if we could hire him as a chef,” Jacob said.

Everyone nodded in agreement with that.

“Enough of Jakon.” Kura walked closer to the chalkboard and tapped it with a fingernail, the sound reminding Jacob of how Miss Penny used to get the class’s attention. “We have more pressing matters. I doubt you missed the increased patrols on the docks.”

“We didn’t,” Furi said. “A lot of Fel soldiers.”

“Yes, exactly my point. I doubt they’re here to guard their warships.”

Jacob frowned and then blew out a breath. “You mean they’re here to keep the Skyborn in check?”

“I suspect so.”

Smith rubbed his cheek and looked at Mary before focusing on Kura. “What can we do?”

“The same thing Furi’s message asked us to do. Rally the Skyborn and make ready for a battle the likes of which Ballern has not seen since the Deadlands War.”

Alice bit her lip. “That might be here sooner than you expect…”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a contingent in Belldorn who want to strike immediately,” Mary said. “Lady Katherine is holding them back, which I honestly don’t agree with myself. I wouldn’t be surprised if Archibald makes a move in the meantime.”

“Bollwerk? You think they’d send their warships across the sea?”

“They sent them to Fel. They might.”

“The stories I’ve heard of the destruction in Belldorn…” Kura looked away. “It can’t happen here.”

“Belldorn?” Jacob said. “What about Dauschen? Midstream? What about Ancora? As long as Mordair still has a fleet, no city is safe.”

“He didn’t need a fleet to level Ancora,” Alice said quietly.

Mary groaned and leaned back in her chair. “Look, it is what it is, Kura. Either there will be a battle for Ballern, or your people will surrender to Mordair’s tyranny unconditionally. I don’t see another way out of it.”

“Not unless you run away like Jakon did,” Furi said. “I can’t believe he… I can’t believe he won’t help! He knows pirates, smugglers, and many people who could help.”

“So do we,” Smith said. “We’ll do what we can.”

Mary looked at Kura. “You have your warning. Rally your people, or get out of Ballern. I don’t want to hear about you being caught up in this if you aren’t fighting. That’s a death sentence, and you know it. Smith and I are here to appraise the situation and report back to Lady Katherine. I don’t have to tell you how chilling it was to see Fel’s fleet nestled up to your docks, their soldiers patrolling the walkways.”

“No, you don’t.”

Furi stood up and stepped behind the desk. “I’m staying with Kura. I can help rally the Skyborn. They’ll fight when they find out how many survivors live in Belldorn and Canopy. They’ll fight when they know the truth about Belldorn. The truth about the assassinations and the Children of the Dark Fire.”

Alice shook her head. “You can’t stay here without Kura or Jakon.”

“Alice is right,” Kura said. “Furi, your passion is a light, but you aren’t their leader. And neither am I. They lost their queen.”

“You did, too,” Furi said. “And I’m going to stay because you’re going to fight.”

“What about Rin and Tatsu?” Jacob asked. “They’re going to be worried.”

Furi laughed. “If they were worried, I wouldn’t have thought they were dead for all these years. No, Jacob, this is my home, like Ancora is yours. The Skyborn have been adrift long enough, and Kura knows it. Don’t you?”

She didn’t break eye contact with Kura, instead staring the woman down while she waited for an answer.

Kura slowly dragged her fingers across the desktop until her hands clasped together. She sighed and leveled her gaze at the group. “For the Stormborn.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Mordair studied the aged mosaic on the wall of the tiny restaurant. The small chair was far more comfortable than the black stone throne he’d been given as Steward. Though, if he was being honest, the darkness of the steward’s throne reminded him of the gray pallor that colored Fel.

It had taken all of one day to grow weary of the bickering between the viscounts and archdukes. Petty squabbles and obvious plays for power defined Ballern’s leadership. That was something Mordair had fixed in Fel with a handful of bodies on the wall.

But there had been something more interesting in those meetings. Someone always in the corner of the room, silent and observing, until they weren’t. And that’s who Mordair waited for now. It wasn’t long before the cloaked figure appeared at the door, hands grasped in front of them and head bowed as they made their way to the table.

“Please, join me.” Mordair gestured to the chair opposite. As much care as he had taken to dress inconspicuously, his guest was not so subtle. The Children of the Dark Fire stood out wherever they went. Mordair had met a handful in Fel who were more discreet, but those in Ballern all wore the same dark robes and displayed the tattoos of metal-plated flames on their forearms.

The priestess slipped into the chair without moving it, betraying the slight form beneath those robes. “Why are we in this place, Steward? And where is the baroness?”

Mordair laced his fingers together and smiled. “She’ll be along soon enough. I wanted to speak to you about things I’d overheard in the halls, Marta.”

The priestess straightened. “I did not tell you my name.”

“People talk.”

“Not in the courts of Ballern, Steward. What is your intention here?”

He hesitated, not sure how to respond. It was instinct to lord more information over the priestess to show there was nothing he couldn’t find out about her. It was a tactic that had worked in Fel year after year. But she’d already failed to respond as he expected, so he tried another tack.

“As you may know, I welcomed the Children of the Dark Fire into Fel for many years.”

“Welcomed is a strong word.” Marta smiled, and Mordair imagined it was the last thing many had seen in their lives. “You degraded them until they sank so far into their drink they might not be recognized by their own family.”

Mordair laced his fingers together. “I did not cast them out. I never made an example of them.”

“So you say.”

“Many of my closest guards knew a man named Nils quite well.”

Marta didn’t respond.

“I spoke with him on occasion, and while some of the Children who gathered in Fel had issues, as you say, he was more grounded than the others.” Mordair relaxed his hands and casually leaned toward Marta. “As a priestess, you may know the stories he told. Our family line can be traced far into the past to the building of the Great Machines.”

The priestess sat up straighter. “Those records were lost. There are only theories and assumptions now, and they carry the weight of so much dust.”

“Perhaps.”

Mordair waited in silence when the server returned to place an array of cheese and protein boards on the table. He recognized the fried Pilly and slivers of sausage, but other things were not so familiar. Only after the server was gone did he continue.

“I have an interest in the Great Machine to the west and the city that dwells around it.”

“You speak again of rumors.” Marta’s voice was firm, but Mordair could feel a hint of concern behind her words.

“If I believed these rumors, I would have met with you in the throne room. This meeting is as much to protect my interests as it is yours. I want to preserve the legacy of the Great Machines. Doing so will preserve the legacy of the Children of the Dark Fire. I was there in the Deadlands War, Marta. You can bend the history in your books, but you cannot change what my eyes witnessed.”

“If what you say is true, your zeal to preserve the Great Machines’ legacy could damage our own.”

Mordair slowly tilted his head to the side. “Would it? Not if I find your legacy more convenient.”

Marta glanced down at the food before picking up a wedge of cheese. She broke an edge off it and chewed for a time before returning her gaze to Mordair. “You play games you do not understand. Our gods are not meant to forward the plans of outsiders.”

“Your gods can die.”

“You dare?” Marta slammed her palm onto the table, rattling the glasses and boards.

Mordair fought back the smile that wanted to creep across his face. “I’ve stood atop the corpses of your gods in the desert, Marta. Those armies will find their way here in time. Let me help you defend the Great Machines. Give me my legacy so that yours may move on.”

Marta’s rigid posture relaxed a hair. “In what way?”

“Belldorn is coming. It is only a matter of time. They will attack Ballern, and if all our forces remain in the city, the casualties will be enormous. We need another base.”

“And in exchange?”

“Weapons and supplies in quantity. You can work out the details with Patrice. She has my full confidence and authority to make those trades.”

Marta drummed her fingers on the table. “Perhaps we can come to an agreement. There are parts of the Great Machines that are holy places, Steward. And your people will not be welcome there.”

“I am sure, and my people will abide by your laws. Now, tell me of the magnificent creatures who dwell there. I understand there are several I have never seen here or across the sea.”

At this, Marta smiled, an expression that seemed more sincere than anything she’d shown yet. A small crack in the armor, but that was all Mordair needed.
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Marta told him of many creatures who thrived around the Great Machines. Two caught his attention. Beasts he’d heard legends of but did not believe truly existed. Giants who could fire superheated liquid into their enemies’ ranks, and others so camouflaged one might already be dead before they realized they’d been attacked.

“The baroness is here,” Mordair said.

His invitation had asked for an inconspicuous outfit. The baroness donned a leather jerkin and fine pants that could have passed for any of the upper class in town, but her entourage of guards was a dead giveaway.

“Why can’t nobles follow the simplest instructions,” Mordair muttered under his breath.

Marta grinned. It was the smallest expression, gone well before the baroness could have seen it, but it gave Mordair some small hope that this gambit was going to go well.

“The Baroness of Auxley,” one of her guards said.

“Get out,” Mordair growled.

The baroness shooed her guards, but they didn’t go far, instead lingering around the front of the restaurant. It was far enough they wouldn’t overhear the conversation to come, and that was acceptable.

“Why do you have a priestess here?”

“I wished to discuss the history of the city. Who better than those who keep its records?”

The baroness scowled at Marta, then took a seat between her and Mordair. “If you think this place is free of spies, you’re a fool.”

“I’ve been accused of worse.”

“The baroness has family from one of the nearby villages,” Marta said. “She succeeded her uncle after he slew her father.”

Mordair blinked. “That is… fascinating, though I did not request such extensive background on our guest.”

“And what is it you do request here, Steward?” the baroness asked, wholly unbothered by Marta’s statement.

“I wish to assess the potential threat of the Archduke of Willett. Jonas strikes me as a cunning politician. I would prefer he not strike me down.”

Whatever the baroness had been expecting, that wasn’t it. “And you’re asking me?”

“Yes, I’m asking for your help, Yuki.”

“How do you know that name?”

Marta didn’t so much as blink, even though it had been she who debriefed Mordair just minutes before.

“You’re a noble. Many people know your name.”

The baroness eyed Marta, but returned her focus to Mordair. “Your silver tongue is some cause for concern, Steward. Regardless, we use titles in Ballern more than names. You will mark yourself as more of an outsider if you do not do the same.”

“I appreciate that information.”

The baroness inclined her head. “As to… Jonas.” She frowned at the use of his name. “He is ambitious and prone to sabotaging the businesses and accounts of his rivals. Tread with caution.”

“It is always good to have one’s suspicions confirmed, is it not?”

“You didn’t bring me here just to ask about the archduke.”

“No, I did not. I wanted to get your opinion on strengthening our bond with the Children of the Dark Fire. That is why Marta is here, and why we must be ready for the conflicts to come.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Owen had heard the stories of Dauschen’s destruction. But he’d heard them in the bars and backwaters around Fel, where it was spoken of as a great victory. That was, until the base itself was obliterated, and nearly a third of Fel’s forces stationed there died in the collapse.

Mordair had tried to use that as a rallying cry, but most of Fel’s citizens were done with war. Their resistance bothered the king enough that the hangings had started again.

Owen’s fingernails cut into his palms as he attempted to focus on what good he could find in Dauschen. Homes had been lost, clearly, but new defenses had risen to protect what remained. The towering spike of an airship dock now loomed over the city, eclipsing the tallest of Dauschen’s structures by several stories, a crown for the mountains themselves.

They passed the old cemetery, led by only one guard now, and Owen paused at the next street. Looking to the left, it could have been any time in the past—small vendor stalls lined the way, and a handful of shops had opened their doors. But Owen had a good memory, and those stalls now held scant wares compared to those of the past, and the people strolling across the stones carried little in the way of purchases.

The entire place was still stunned by what had occurred there. Of that, he had no doubt. He looked back toward the airship dock when something thudded and screeched.

“Dad, what is that?”

Owen wasn’t sure what to tell Vaughn. It looked like a massive hand. A gauntlet of metal and steam and wheels climbed the airship dock, but clutched within its fingers was a load of iron and steel that would have taken twenty men to lift.

One support at a time, the machine rose higher, belching fire and steam into the air like a twisted Fire Lizard.

“Bigger than it looks,” the guard said with a smile. “Come, we’re nearly to Cage.”

Hefina squeezed Owen’s arm. “When were we here last? Two years at most? This city was so beautiful.”

Owen patted her hand. “It will be again. If Cage is helping them rebuild, you know it will be the best it could possibly be.”

The guard glanced back at them, raising an eyebrow. “You really do know him, don’t you? That man has an infuriating ability to catch every little mistake.”

Owen let out a quiet laugh. “He always has. He was an absolute nightmare to play hide and seek with as a child. I swear he’d notice if a single branch on a bush was out of place.”

The guard nodded and led them onto the grounds of the airship dock. “Stay away from the ropes marking the construction areas. Those show where the crane has dropped things before.”

“Has anyone been hurt?” Vaughn asked.

Hefina scowled at him. “We don’t need to know that.”

“Not to worry, ma’am. No one’s been hurt by anything falling off the crane yet. A couple of close calls, but then we added the ropes.”

They continued to a tent at the farthest edge of the construction area, a small trail of smoke rising from a cylindrical chimney in the center. Two men walked out, one holding a large schematic and the other arguing something over his shoulder.

“Cage in?” the guard called after them.

The man with the schematic almost snarled. “Yes, of course Cage is in. It’s not like he takes a break to eat or sleep, is it?”

“Everything okay?” Owen asked the guard.

“Oh, sure. That’s pretty normal. Come on.” He stayed in front of them and pulled the light canvas tent flap open when they reached it.

Inside waited a workspace not so different from where the lure craftsmen worked in the fisherfolk districts of Fel. A small fire warmed the tent, and sparse decorations made the left side of the space feel slightly more welcoming than a prison cell. But the far end held a large table, strewn with plans and inkwells.

Behind it stood a man who couldn’t have been much taller than Vaughn, but Owen remembered his hair being less gray. The man’s name slipped from Owen’s mouth. “Cage.”

Cage glanced up, a small crease in his brow growing deeper when he saw who had called his name. “Owen? Owen! Steel and flame, man, what are you doing here?” Cage’s slow movements evaporated, and he hurried around the table, rushing over to Owen before the larger man could take two steps.

Owen threw his arms around his cousin and tried to answer. But the memories crashed down like a volley of arrows. Losing his brother so soon after his parents had passed. And they had died so close to Hefina’s own parents. It had been a year of loss after loss, and memories of Cage when they were children playing in the rivers were some of the happy memories that kept the darkness at bay.

Cage didn’t let go. Owen heard him dismiss the guard who had escorted them, but the younger man never let go of Owen until the tears calmed and the tremor in his jaw stopped.

“It is good to see you, Cage.”

Cage patted him on the back and finally stepped away. “And you. But what are you doing here?”

Hefina slid between them and kissed Cage’s cheek. “Always a pleasure, Cage. Vaughn has grown a bit in this past year.”

“Yes, he has.” Cage patted Vaughn’s shoulder.

“Uncle Cage, what is that thing building the airship dock?”

“Just Cage, Vaughn,” he said. “I’m old enough without the Uncle in front of my name.” Cage paused and glanced toward the entrance of the tent. “You can tell it’s an airship dock? Well, I suppose not many things are that tall, but I’m still glad to hear it’s identifiable. Do you mean the crane?”

“The big hand?”

“Yes, yes, that’s the crane, alright. Built by an apprentice of Charles von Atlier, you know? Same boy who killed the Butcher.”

“You’ve met Jacob?” Owen asked, following Cage back to the desk where he offered them one of several uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs.

“Oh, yes, that I have. Fought with him, too. Jacob Anders. Seems a good lad. Though his friend Alice scares me a bit. She killed Rana, did you know?”

Cage’s words went from an interesting story to a moment of utter confusion. Owen interrupted. “Are those common names in Ancora?”

Cage shrugged. “Can’t say for sure. Why’s that?”

Vaughn almost bounced in his seat. “We met a tinker named Jacob! He fixed a clamp on our ship. He’s a pretty bad navigator, apparently. And his friend had brilliant red hair. She looked strange.”

“Hush, Vaughn,” Hefina said. “That is rude.”

“I didn’t mean it to be cruel!” Vaughn pleaded. “It’s just… she doesn’t look like the rest of us.”

“Are you joking right now?” Cage laughed and slapped the desk. “Did one of the guards put you up to this? Where on earth did you meet them?”

“In Fel,” Owen said, “right before they dropped the south wall.”

Cage blinked before running a hand through his hair. “Those kids have seen too much, Owen. If you saw what happened in Ancora.” He shook his head.

“It can’t be worse than here. Half the city is gone.”

“No. A couple of blocks were lost, and the base. Ancora was… it was worse in the Lowlands. Like nothing I’ve ever seen.” Cage gestured at the tent flap. “They’re rebuilding. They have an arm like ours. One to rebuild the walls that fell in the attack.”

“Ancora is a fortress,” Hefina said. “How much did they lose?”

“All the Lowlands. Everything outside the city wall besides a lucky building here and there. The rest were buried in an avalanche of Red Death and blood.”

Vaughn stepped a little closer to Hefina.

“No need to scare the boy.” She pulled him in tight. “It was really the Butcher?”

Cage nodded. “More of my men died in the battles than I care to remember. And as much as I am wary of Archibald, the Speaker of Bollwerk, he’s done good things for Ancora. And Dauschen, mind you.”

“He’s taken Fel now,” Owen said. “Granted, it wasn’t much of a fight after the wall fell. Mordair sent his own soldiers to attack the fisherfolk. It was… it was the last I want to see of that place, Cage.”

Cage reached out and squeezed Owen’s shoulder. “Dark days, cousin. But new days are on the horizon. And seeing some of our young allies gives me a measure of hope. Of course, that won’t much matter if Ballern and Fel manage to restart
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