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Queen Victoria took a shallow breath, inhaling the vapor from the mask she was now forced to wear when not in her hyperbaric chamber. Professor Iterol had worked with Dr. Jekyll to perfect the formula which kept her illness—some new form of consumption— from killing her. She hated the way the sickly sweet vapor slid into her lungs and crawled around inside her. Victoria shook away the thought. She would endure, if only to spite those who would see her dead.

A bell rang. Victoria spun her mechanized chair to face the door of her private chamber as her valet, Aiden, opened it.

From the doorway her chamberlain announced, “Lord Davorin and Captain Kane, your majesty.” The greying statesman then stepped aside.

The Svellvegan lord was first into the room, gliding in on soft-soled boots, silent and cunning as a wolf. His purple velvet coat billowed around his tall, muscular frame and his black hair was pulled back in a queue at the nape of his neck. Judging by the goggles settled above the brim of his deep purple top hat, he’d come straight from the airfield.

Davorin stopped at the barest respectful distance, removed his hat with a flourish, and bowed just barely at the waist; it was a slight, but Victoria ignored it. She’d be done with him soon enough.

“Your majesty,” he said in his slick, elven accent. Without the magic of the ice diamond, the thrill his voice used to give her was gone. “Your color is better than when I beheld you last. My commendations to your doctors.”

His smirk did nothing to hide the malice Victoria knew was there. Davorin’s people despised weakness of any kind. If she were his queen, he likely would have killed her and taken her throne. But she wasn’t, and he didn’t.

He set his top hat on her desk with an air of indifference and sat in the tall-backed chair across from her.

If Davorin was akin to a wolf, Captain Kane, leader of the Hammer Guardians, was a bulldog; stout, loyal, and brutish, with a nose flattened from brawling. Kane had stomped in behind Davorin, making no attempt to emulate the elf’s grace and barely remembered to remove his bowler before bowing.

“Your majesty,” he said in a voice ground to gravel by too many cigars.

The scent of the vapor from her mask was preferable to the stench of cheap cigars and stale whiskey she knew emanated from Kane. He took a seat, his hands clenching his bowler, clearly uncomfortable in polite company.

Victoria took a breath of vapor, then removed the mask. Speaking through it made her sound like she was talking from the bottom of a metal well and that just wouldn’t do.

Aiden took it from her, looping the tubing around a hook on the back of her wheeled chair. He set the mask in its compartment before melting back into the shadows of her private chamber.

Foregoing pleasantries to save her breath, Victoria got right to the point of this audience. “I have considered your request, Lord Davorin, and while your plan to invade the Hidden Lands intrigues me, your missive was short on details. I am curious, why is this gryphon you call Soji such a threat? I have seen the one Marquis Beauvau has mounted in his ballroom in Calais. It is not much bigger than a lion, and he claims to have killed it with a simple hydronium hunting rifle. Why do you need a contingent of my men and cold-iron weapons?”

Davorin laughed, sending icicles down Victoria’s spine. She detested the Svellvega elf, but he was a necessary means to an end. After an enlightening audience with Princess Galessel, nearly a year ago, she’d rid herself of the ice diamond Davorin had given her. Something the traitorous she-elf had said about it rang true. Things she’d later learned about Davorin had reinforced the need to be rid of the thing. Since then, she’d been even more cautious around him.

“Soji is no common gryphon, m’lady,” Davorin said. “It is enormous, easily ten times the size of one of your elephants, and as formidable as a dragon. It’s been the protector of the Anisbarii throne for millennia and can be summoned to their aid with the snap of a finger—if you believe the legends. No one’s seen the beast in generations.”

“And yet,” Kane growled, “you believe this creature exists and is worth risking my men, and rare cold-iron, to search it out and destroy it?” Kane growled. Victoria could always rely on Kane to be direct.

Davorin leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. The thick gold ring in the top of his left ear flashed in the lamp light. Ignoring Kane, he addressed Victoria. “I don’t have to believe. We’ve found it. The beast nests in a remote floating island between the realms of Arduin and Vallazari. With your men safely hidden within a disguised airship, it should be rather easy to fly there. A few cannonballs laced with cold-iron will kill it.

“Once it’s no longer a threat, your troops can infiltrate the Anisbarii palace, kill the royal family, and take the keys to the Moon Gates. With those keys, we can bring in the rest of your Hammer Guardians and our respective armies. Together we can take the Hidden Lands in a matter of days.”

“And what’s to keep you from killing my men and keeping the cold-iron and the Hidden Lands to yourself?” Kane asked.

Davorin turned to him, disdain for the man plain on his face. “Nothing.”

He straightened in the chair and smoothed a fold in his coat. “We could easily kill your men, take the cold- iron and go on with the plan, but admittedly, we need the might of the Ashelonian army to fully take the Hidden Lands.” He nodded toward Victoria. “Besides, we’ve agreements to uphold. The Svellvega keep their word.”

Kane moved to argue, but Victoria held up her hand. Kane closed his mouth so quickly his teeth clicked.

Victoria could feel a cough building in her lungs and took shallower breaths to suppress it. Even with the agreements in place, which were heavily in the Svellvega’s favor, she didn’t trust Davorin not to try something. She didn’t let it concern her. She had plans of her own. “Very well. I trust the two of you can finalize the details of this endeavor without me?”

They both nodded, standing at the obvious dismissal. Davorin picked up his hat, placed it on his head with a flourish, and bowed once again. “A pleasure, your majesty. I will send word when the task is complete. In the meantime, prepare your army. They may have cold-iron, but the creatures they’ll face in the Hidden Lands are dangerous and cunning, and your men need to be ready.”

Victoria waved him off, succumbing to the cough. The handkerchief covering her mouth came away bloody. Dr. Jekyll’s vapor was keeping the disease at bay, but only just.

She didn’t hear Davorin leave, but she did hear her chamber door close.

Kane cleared his throat, surprising Victoria. She though he’d left with Davorin.

“Mum, pardon my boldness,” he said, “but you know the Svellvega will likely kill my men once we’ve taken the palace. They’ve no love for humans, and our reports say they’ve been recruiting other races into their army. Even if they do need us to conquer the Hidden Lands, what’s to stop them from turning on us and invading Ashelon?” Wracked by another cough, Victoria couldn’t respond.

Aiden rushed to her side and dutifully unwound the tubing and helped her place the mask back over her face. Victoria inhaled the slippery vapor and instantly felt the tremors in her lungs subside.

“And why did you not confront Davorin about the poison?” Kane asked. His voice held a hint of a growl, much like a guard dog caught between its master and a stranger it wasn’t sure if it should bite.

 “Why?” Her voice sounded like she was speaking through a metal can. “He and I both know what he did. Besides, the doctors say the poison has a root in magic. When we destroy the Hidden Lands and its magic, the poison should be rendered inert. If you can trust the ravings of a mad scientist.”

She shrugged. “And if it does not, I will have still gotten my revenge and can die satisfied that those filthy flies have been eliminated.” She took another deep breath of vapor, nearly gagging on the taste it left in the back of her throat. Only a few more months of this torture and she’d be free of it. Assuming Kane and his men did their job.

“As for your first question: I’m well aware the Svellvega will likely turn on us once they’ve taken the Hidden Lands. That’s why I have a different mission for you and your men.”

Kane took his seat again and leaned in, eager to hear what Victoria had planned. As she laid it out for him, he grinned like a schoolyard bully who’d just found his next mark.

Victoria, exhausted from speaking, waved her dismissal.

Kane rose and bowed, attempting a flourish with his hat like Davorin and almost succeeding. “Asher’s blessing be upon you, mum.” He grinned again. “Those flies will never know what hit them.”

He headed for the door, his step noticeably lighter.
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Chapter 1: Death’s Embrace

Kane looked nervously at the clouds passing quickly below them. He didn’t have much stomach for heights, but he couldn’t back down when Davorin invited him out to the rail to see the Sun Gate. No high-nosed elf would get the better of him.

Death’s Embrace was the sleekest airship he’d ever seen: all black with inlays of silver and ice-blue glass. It was too bad it was of Svellvegan make. The balloon was silver, not the typical black the Svellvega favored, and shaped like a bullet. It flew no colors, but it was obvious this wasn’t a typical fly airship, or a human one for that matter. It was built for speed. Smaller and more streamlined than a typical military airship, most of the room onboard was reserved for its six cannons, four hydronium-powered Gatling guns, and all of the requisite ammunition.

Kane noted, from Davorin’s loquacious ramblings during the journey to the airfield, the crew slept standing up to provide more room for munitions.

There was a decided lack of crew on deck. He’d only counted five above deck so far. There were a few well-muscled Svellvega adjusting lines fore and aft, one cranking a wheel to close up a hatch in the deck, and one at the bow, singing what sounded a bit like the drinking songs he and his mates would belt out at the pub, but that was it.

He’d met the captain on the enclosed bridge when he’d first boarded. The elf was alone in a room full of buttons, levers, and other mechanical contraptions that looked like they’d be better suited for a factory than the bridge of an airship.

“You might want to hold on to the rail, Kane,” Davorin drawled in his pretentious accent. “The portal’s just ahead, and I’m told humans tend to be nauseated by the transit.”

Kane shrugged. “I’m not some milk-fed girl, Davorin. I’ve sailed on ships in the worst of the maelstroms that come up from Freedonia. Some magic portal isn’t going to turn me green.”

“Suit yourself.” Davorin shrugged, pulling his goggles down from his top hat.

“Pointy-eared bastard,” Kane thought. He knew the elf was a means to an end, but he couldn’t wait to be done with him. Pulling the collar of his coat up to keep the rain off his neck, he donned his own goggles. The colored lenses turned the grey sky into an inky green, and a shimmering portal appeared ahead, where nothing had been before.

No wonder getting into the Hidden Lands was such a trick. The portals were hidden unless you had the right lenses. He’d make sure to tell the Queen about it as soon as he returned to Arturia.

Kane stared at the portal, studying it. A sickly puce, watery center was surrounded by what looked like giant, dull grey butterfly wings. A strange, vine-like tail hung down from the bottom of the thing, making the whole portal look like some kind of headless insect, and the ship was aimed directly at its liquid heart.

Fear clenched Kane’s stomach into a knot as the portal loomed closer. He began to doubt his decision to come on this mission. What if going through the portal was deadly for humans? Davorin would then be in complete control of the cold-iron.

The ship lurched as the bow sliced into the liquid center of the portal. Quicker than a blink, the portal’s maw engulfed the ship.

He stumbled. His bones turned to jelly then solidified again as they arrived on the other side. Kane wondered if he’d actually been run through a magical meat grinder. Everything hurt. He grabbed the rail, leaned over, and promptly lost his lunch. Wiping his mouth on the back of his sleeve, Kane caught Davorin’s smirk.

He glared back but said nothing. It was the magic that got to him. All the more reason to be rid of it.

The air on this side of the portal was clear and fresh with no hint of soot, but felt somewhat thin. Weather apparently did not span between the two places.

Kane removed his goggles and gawked at the sky. He’d never seen a sky so blue, not even on the open ocean away from the smog of Arturia. It was as if the deep blue waters of the Baltic Sea were suddenly above him. Fluffy purple, pink, and white clouds drifted past as if on a slow river.

On this side, the portal was visible without the colored lenses. No longer dull and grey, it had come to life. Rainbow-hued wings pulsed slowly, and the tail swished lazily like a cat’s.

As the ship pulled away, Kane rolled his shoulders back and stretched his neck to rid himself of the residual soreness left over from the portal. He didn’t like the idea he might have just passed through the guts of some creature. Out of curiosity, he looked over the side of the airship but could see nothing but more of the candy floss clouds below him.

“You won’t see land for another hour or so, I’m afraid,” Davorin said, right in Kane’s ear.

Kane flinched at Davorin’s nearness—the elf had no sense of personal space—and gave him yet another glare, which seemed to roll right off the damned elf.

“Sun gates are at such a high altitude,” Davorin continued, “you cannot see the surface. Come, let me show you below decks. We’re going to ascend even higher so as to avoid detection, and the air will become unbreathable on the open deck without the proper equipment.”

Kane followed Davorin through the door, noting the few Svellvega he’d seen before were no longer on deck.

The efficiency of design continued below deck. Lanterns, fueled by some substance unknown to Kane, filled the hold with a golden light. He smelled oiled wood and the sharp tang of iron but no hint of gas or burning oil. His thoughts were interrupted by Davorin.

“As you can see, crew quarters have been eliminated. The men sleep standing up in those cocoons over there.” Davorin pointed to a series of thick, white sleeping bags standing upright, each held up against the hull by its own net. There were only six of them.

The elf grinned at Kane. “Yes, you are counting right. There are only six. This ship is so advanced and much more streamlined than any of human or Anisbarii make that it only takes ten men to run it.”

Kane wanted to punch the smug look off of Davorin’s face. His time would come.

He knew the crew of Death’s Embrace was small, but could it really be manned by less than a dozen men? If so, his task just became much, much easier.

He followed Davorin farther into the hold, past crates of cold-iron swords and daggers, racks of specialized pistols made to fire cold-iron-infused steam balls, and casks of grenades that would send cold-iron shrapnel into everything within a twenty-foot radius.

Davorin prattled on about something to do with the pipes and various cables and such running along the hull and the ceiling above them. He finally paused and turned slowly around, finally seeing the casks of ammunition and grenades—and the hostile faces of the twenty-five human Hammer Guardians crowded into the hold.

“I see that, once again, Victoria has given in to her paranoia of the fae. I’ve seen the effectiveness of your cold-iron weapons. You will only need a small fraction of this to kill the gryphon and any fae around it.”

Kane rolled his eyes. Her Highness had said Davorin was arrogant to a fault. “Well, yes, but why stop with one giant gryphon? Soji isn’t the only thing our blessed Queen has sent us to wipe out.”

Davorin’s eyes widened as Kane slipped the cold- iron dagger between his ribs. The elf fell to his knees, convulsing, his skin turning a rotten green. Kane felt a mix of elation and nausea watching the overbearing elf lord, screaming, melt like a cheap candle.

“Go to hell, you fly. May you rot in a pool of boiling pus for poisoning our Queen.”

As one, the humans nearest the elf spat in the direction of the puddle of goo and fancy clothes that used to be the Svellvegan lord. Kane swallowed back a bit of bile and focused his gaze on his men.

“Arm yourselves quickly. I don’t trust that filthy fly to tell us the real number of crew. Be on your guard and shoot anything with a ring in its ear.”

His men, dressed in identical black suits with buttoned waistcoats and white club collar shirts with black ties, quickly moved to do his bidding, saying little as they armed themselves from the cache in the hold.

 

The Hammer Guardians made quick work of the few Svellvega crew members they found. One shot, occasionally two, was all it took to incapacitate them. Kane’s men relieved the elves of their breathing masks before firing a few more shots to insure the wretches melted into piles of steaming green goo.

Leaving the captain for last, Kane was a bit surprised the elf hadn’t come out of the bridge to defend his men and ship. He kicked open the door, pistol leveled at the back of the captain, who, unflinchingly, kept his hands on the wheel. On either side of him, Kane heard the familiar click of three other pistols locking into firing position.

 “Kane, welcome aboard,” the captain said calmly. “As per our agreement, I promised to take you to Soji, and I will uphold my part of the bargain, in good time. But before you even think about double-crossing and killing me, know that I am the only one left who knows how to pilot this ship.”

The arrogant bastard never turned around, but continued to fly, flipping a switch here or there before adjusting the wheel.

“Still not sure why we need you, Murik.” Kane pulled back the hammer of his pistol and locked it into place. “Davorin said you only need ten men to fly this ship. I have twenty-five.”

Murik turned around, holding up a hand slick with blood. Crimson dripped from the ship’s wheel, forming a small puddle at Murik’s feet. “Yes, but now the ship is blood-bonded to me. The controls won’t work for anyone else, and really, the other men were just for security—worthless as they were. I can fly this ship single-handedly.”

“Clever elf, but do you really think we’d fall for that bit of rubbish?” Any fly that would betray his own people wasn’t to be trusted. Kane kept his pistol aimed at Murik.

 “Of course not. You’re obviously one of Victoria’s best men. But let me point out I am also the only one on this ship who speaks, reads, and writes more than a dozen languages native to the Hidden Lands, and I’m the only one who knows where you need to go to do the most damage to this vile place. Killing Soji will be vital, but there is so much more you can do. I can guide you.” Murik gestured around the bridge. “You may have also noticed there are no maps here or anywhere on this ship.”

That certainly could be a problem. “So where are you hiding them?” He knew some captains could navigate without maps, but no captain worth his salt would leave port without at least a star chart.

“I’m not hiding them, you short-lived cretin. I threw them overboard half an hour ago. They’re likely in the belly of some beast by now.”

Kane had hoped to be completely free of the Svellvega once they got through the portal. He lowered his pistol and waved forward one of his men, who pulled Murik’s hands behind his back. The elf stayed compliant, a sly grin on his face.

Another Hammer Guardian, a smallish man named Finnley, went to the ship’s wheel. Pulling out a handkerchief, he wiped the blood off the wheel, then attempted to turn it. It wouldn’t budge. He tried flipping a couple of switches. Again, nothing moved.

With a heavy sigh, Kane signaled the man holding Murik to let him go. “You’re crafty, I’ll give you that. I don’t trust any man who’d betray his own, but I do respect your desire for destruction. So what’s your plan? Murik smiled and shook out his hands. Blood spattered across several surfaces, including Finnley’s face. The small man glared daggers at Murik but said nothing. He wiped away the blood with his handkerchief, which he then dropped on the floor, disgusted.

“I need to make a stop to verify some information and test a theory,” Murik said. “If I’m right, we’ll be able to sow destruction all across the Hidden Lands. If I’m wrong, we’ll go straight for Soji.”

Kane’s mistrust of Murik warred with his desire to wreak havoc on the fae. However, if a chance existed to destroy more of the enemy before the army arrived, a delay would be worth it. “Very well,” Kane
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