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  For all those who seek a light in times of darkness.








  
  About Content Warnings


Copper Skin, Oaken Lungs  is intended for mature audiences. While I would consider it appropriate for most ages, details on its content warnings can be found at the end of this book or on adamcbassett.com.






  
  Dramatis Personæ

The main cast & citizens of The Old Town


Anna (ah-na): Younger daughter of Oļegs, apprentice of Oļegs. 
Aleks (ah-lecks): Grocer & apothecary.
Beatrice (bee-a-treece): Wife to Lord Mayor Dmitraj & baker.
Bruno (broo-noe): Brewer.
Dmitraj (dmee-trai): Husband to Beatrice, Lord Mayor.
Ešlija (esh-lee-yah): Member of the town guard, master to her son Gustavs.
Gustavs (goo-stavs): Son of Ešlija, apprentice of Ešlija.
Graudiņš (grou-dinzh): Farmer, master to Justīne.
Ievan (ee-vuhn): Blacksmith.
Justīne (yu-stee-nuh): Eldest daughter of Oļegs, apprentice of Graudiņš.
Krišs (kree-shs): Butcher, father to Teodor.
Lilija (li-li-yah): Rancher.
Niklāvs (nee-klayvs): Member of the Lord Mayor’s personal guard.
Oļegs (oe-likhs): Engineer, master to his daughter Anna, father to Justīne.
Pūka (poo-kah): Graudiņš cat, cunning hunter of mice and small birds.
Sofija (soh-fee-yah): Surgeon and singer, elder sister to Staņislavs.
Staņislavs (stan-ee-slavs): Carpenter and singer, younger brother to Sofija.
Teodor (tee-oh-door): Member of the town guard, son of Krišs.
Zigmārs (zeeg-marz): Younger son of Lord Mayor Dmitraj and Beatrice.
Dzevrs (Deceased) (zev-ers): Eldest son of Lord Mayor Dmitraj and Beatrice.
Karīna (Deceased) (kah-ree-nah): Engineer, with moderate skill in magic.
Monika (Deceased) (Mah-nik-ah): Mage.
Timurs (Deceased) (tee-murs): Engineer, master to Oļegs and Karīna.






  
  Glossary

Select words and phrases


Common Terms
Atstrumeter (at-stroo-meter):Machines, mostly made of copper, that emit a barrier which repels the maalkonis. They run on solar power and are supported by an alternator. When placed in a row, they can create invisible protective walls or domes. Occasionally referred to as atstrus (at-stroos).
Dādi (dah-di): The Ļaodil’s term for “father.” Padādi (pah-dah-di) is the common term for “stepfather.”
Ļaodil (lah-dihl): The people of The Old Town refer to themselves collectively as the Ļaodil.
Maalkonis (mahl-kohn-iss): The dark cloud surrounding The Old Town which appears to consume everything it touches.
Mama (mah-mah): The Ļaodil’s term for “mother.” Pamaman (pah-mah-mahn) is the common term for “stepmother.”
Meita (may-tah): “Daughter,” as a term of endearment.
Mortežs (mort-esh): The name of the dead forests in the maalkonis.
Phrases
Lavekzīme (lavehk-zeem): A phrase of good luck, often wishing it upon others.
Malsavekzīme (mahl-savehk-zeem): A phrase of bad luck, often calling a thing, situation, or event bad luck.
Times of Day
With the maalkonis forming a dark dome around The Old Town, the Ļaodil have a slightly different perception on time and the passing of it. A day is broken up into four quarters, determined by the position of the sun. Most quarters have an associated meal and prayer.

Prausme (prows-may): Refers to the time of day when citizens of The Old Town break their fast and offer their first prayers for the day, often shortly after walking up. When referring to the time of day specifically, separate from the meal or prayer, it is more commonly referred to as First Dim, referring to the first of the sun’s dim light.
Repukdau (ree-puk-dow): Refers to the time of day when people eat lunch and offer their second prayers for the day. When referring to the time of day specifically, separate from this, it is more commonly referred to as Midday.
Vekrēla (vek-ray-la): Refers to the time of day when people eat dinner and offer their final prayers for the day. When referring to the time of day specifically, separate from this, it is more commonly referred to as Last Dim, referring to the last of the sun’s light.
Noctis (nock-tis): There is no nighttime prayer, so Noctis generally only refers to the time of day between first and last dim. At its darkest hour people often refer to the time as Midnoct.
Numerals
Viens (vyens): One
Divi (di-vi): Two
Trīs (tree-s): Three
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  I


Aceaseless din filled the air as the atstrumeters’ copper gears spun. Dozens of the machines were mounted along the wall that surrounded The Old Town, humming in unison, holding back the world’s blight. Justīne and her little sister scaled the wall, using missing and protruding bricks to cling onto it. When she reached the top, Justīne extended a hand down to Anna. She took it, and Justīne pulled back, lifting her up. They both collapsed on the narrow walkway, breathing deeply. 
The Old Town lay entirely within the wall’s embrace, its façade blending in with the brick and wooden buildings. Justīne had lived here all her life—though it was not as if there was anywhere else to go. She knew The Old Town like the breath in her lungs: from her Dādi’s house near the tree line, through the cobblestone streets where so many workshops and homes were clustered around the old cathedral; the guardhouse to the east, where apprentices honed their blades; to the bakery in the west, which made the breeze smell like bread; to the pockmarked woods to the north. 
Throughout the day, the town was alight with activity, people working to fill the cellars and granaries, repairing rotting walls and metal tools, tending to the animals and—in Justīne’s case—the fields. But at this hour, most were breaking for their midday meal and prayer, for repukdau. It created an eerie quiet as everyone returned to either their homes or the cathedral, their tools stilled and carts stationary. In the distance, one of Lilija’s cattle mooed. Its somber voice echoed off the hills.
Justīne stood up and looked out beyond the wall, just to prove to herself that the dark wasn’t creeping toward them. A narrow stretch of grass surrounded the wall at its base, ending at the bank of a shallow river. A stone bridge crossed it, with copper-lined railings that had turned a sickly blue-green color. It looked like it was ready to fall apart at any second. Not that it mattered, though. The bridge led into a dark cloud, a whirling mass of inky shadows, endlessly shifting—the maalkonis. Wispy particles floated inside of it, like dust in the wind, glimmering an unnatural violet in the midday light. If Justīne ignored all the corpses that must be inside of it, just out of sight, the dark was almost beautiful. In a strange and twisted kind of way.
“Do you see anything?” Anna asked, now at her side. She’d gotten quicker about the climb lately, more used to the footholds.
“No,” Justīne said. “I don’t think there’s anything out there.”
“What about the lost people?”
The lost were what they called those who fell to the maalkonis. They were people—Ļaodil and those who lived in other towns before the dark took them—who ventured into it or were overcome. They never came back. The adults considered them dead. If one of the Ļaodil was taken, they’d hold a ceremonial funeral, burning some of their possessions on the pyre, usually personal effects that others didn’t need.
Everything else was given out to the Ļaodil, to whoever needed it most: food, tools, clothing, and so on. Dead or not, the lost were most certainly gone. As terrible as it was, nothing could be left to waste. Although she and Anna liked to look for the lost, in case somebody needed their help getting back, Justīne was struggling to believe that anything could survive out there. She had seen people become overwhelmed by and collapse in the maalkonis before, screaming like they’d been set aflame. Then, a few seconds later, silence.
Justīne still dreamed of Monika’s last moments. The mage—the town’s last mage—had long studied the maalkonis and attempted to push it away, even just temporarily. That afternoon, she’d walked out to the rusty copper bridge and, while she was still drawing her runes, the maalkonis surged forward. That had only been five years ago, when Justīne was ten years old and Anna eight. Moments before she was taken, their Dādi had been telling them about the things beyond The Old Town that he hoped Monika would help them see for the first time: vast pools of salt water, dense forests, and hills so tall that it could take days to scale them. Things they’d heard of before, stories passed down for generations from those who lived before the darkness spread.
After Monika was lost—or perhaps after she died—he didn’t talk about those things much anymore.
Justīne asked her sister, “Do you think the stuff that Dādi used to talk about is still out there? The mountains, the salt water, and all the other towns where people used to live?”
Anna shrugged. “I’d like to see a real forest one day. Dādi told me that there used to be a dense one beyond the west wall, with far more trees than the logging fields in the hills.” She paused, her gaze falling to the atstrumeter beside them. She stared closely at the machine’s spinning gears and picked at the corrosion beginning to turn the copper the same blue-green color as the bridge. “Sometimes I wonder if we’re the last people. You know? Maybe the maalkonis isn’t a ring around us like the Lord Mayor says. What if it is everything around us? The Ļaodil invented atstrumeters. We may be the only people who have them.”
“I don’t know. People used to trade before we were all cut off from each other. Maybe we were able to share a few, or the designs for them, before that happened.” Justīne frowned at the darkness, her eyes following a cluster of violet wisps. 
Anna frowned. “There’s something out there,” she said confidently. “I don’t know what it is, or if it’s even human, but I’d like to help find it. Even if it’s just some plants that have found a way to live out in the dark. How wild would that be?”
A moment of silence passed between them, broken only by the several spinning atstrumeters. Then Anna added, “Dādi says he’s going to apprentice me. Show me how he builds these machines.”
Justīne pursed her lips. She had gotten to choose to work with Graudiņš, though it hadn’t felt like much of a choice. While the old man had taken on help seasonally, he had no apprentice, and somebody had to learn to run the farm. Dādi had been insistent that it should be her.
She liked the farm, even if Graudiņš was grumpy and his cat hated her. She’d come to enjoy the feeling of dirt between her fingers and watching the plants grow each season.
“Are you looking forward to it?” she asked.
“I think so,” Anna said. “Everyone looks to Dādi to keep us safe, but he keeps complaining about how the atstrumeters are wearing out. I’d like to help repair them and maybe make some better ones. Some quieter ones, at least.”
“I can’t imagine what it’d be like to not hear them buzzing constantly.”
“Either way, I think it could be fun. Especially tinkering the way Dādi does, testing out new machines… And I could still study Monika’s old books in my free time.”
“Really? You think you can learn the runes without her?”
Anna shrugged. “Maybe. Not easily, but maybe. I’ve been reading her books while you’ve been working on the farm.” Anna kicked a loose stone. It toppled over the edge and onto the long grass at the base of the wall. “I’ve learned a few things but they’re so confusing. Monika wrote in them, which should have helped, but it’s impossible to read her handwriting. And parts of the book look like even Monika wasn’t sure how to use some of the runes. There are questions she wrote but never answered.”
“Just be careful. Draw the wrong rune, and your hand could go”—Justīne flicked her fingers, miming an explosion—“boom.”
“Oh, I don’t draw any,” Anna said quickly. “I’d love to, but right now I’m just trying to understand how they work. What they mean. For now, anyway. It’s like a whole other language.”
The Old Town could have used a new mage. Magic was complicated and filled with rules that Justīne didn’t understand, but to hear Dādi speak of Monika, she’d always found a way to help people, often in small ways like felling trees or helping the forge’s fires burn stronger. But Justīne knew that her sister was right. Perhaps it was better that Anna was interested in engineering. Magic was powerful but unpredictable, even in the best of situations. At least they knew that the atstrumeters worked.
Justīne had overheard the Lord Mayor speaking with other adults about the need for more engineers. Dādi was the last one. He had been working longer days and had left at odd hours of the night, his fingers slick with black oil and grease by the time he returned. The problem was that they also needed more farmers, shepherds, smiths, cobblers, surgeons, and everything else. The Old Town was surviving, but only just.
“Come on,” Justīne said and continued along the walkway. She would need to return to help Graudiņš with the farm soon, and all they’d done was fret about their futures. 
“Where to?” Anna asked, following her.
“To see the nest.”
“Oh, right!” Anna squealed and rushed past her.
“Hey!” Justīne stumbled and fell into the wall’s railing. A brick rammed into her side, and she held in the jolt of pain through gritted teeth—not for fear of anything in the maalkonis, but because she didn’t want any of the adults to spot them. The guard was always spread thin, and what patrol existed was out of sight for now, but so far away that they wouldn’t hear her shout.
“Are you okay?” Anna asked. At some point she’d stopped and was watching her.
Justīne lifted her tunic and touched at her side where she’d landed against the rail. It stung, pain threading across her skin. There was no blood, but she was sure that it would be bruised come first dim.
“Be careful, Anna,” Justīne said.
“I’m sorry.” She pouted.
“If Dādi or the guards catch us up here—”
“I said I’m sorry. I really am,” she whispered.
Justīne glanced back toward The Old Town, to a tall cathedral whose bell tower and two spires nearly reached the ever-present haze above. A thin grey mist spread from the maalkonis over them and obscured—but didn’t fully block—the sun. Those towers also helped to hide them from the guard when they patrolled the other side of town. Surely Ešlija would be coming their way soon, though…
Ešlija often took the midday watch while most others broke for repukdau—the midday meal and prayer. Justīne also suspected that the guard had taken a liking to their Dādi. It remained to be seen if she would rat them out to get his approval, or if she’d keep their secrets to gain her and Anna’s favor. Justīne hoped it was the latter, but she didn’t want to test that theory if they didn’t have to.
Justīne forced herself up and said, “Let’s go. Hurry.”
Justīne’s side ached as she followed her sister along the walkway. They stopped beside a small cluster of trees in the southeast corner of town. The largest was an oak which bore branches that reached out into the maalkonis. Its boughs on the far side had splintered and their bark had been blackened as if they’d been burned. What few leaves remained gave off a violet sheen and grew in unusual shapes as if the maalkonis had warped the few which lived on the edge. The other half of the tree, the part facing them, was lush and green from the springtime rains.
Anna shot her a mischievous smile and then jumped over the wall. A heartbeat later, the nearest tree shook, and its leaves rustled against the others. Justīne looked down from the spot where she’d jumped. Anna was balancing on an elm’s bough. It bent slightly under her weight as she leaned against its trunk. She glanced back up at Justīne and said, “Come on.”
Justīne walked a few paces along the wall, across from another tree. An atstrumeter spun beside her, fastened to the bricks and rattling in its mount. She put a hand on the wall, trying to decide how to get through without kicking it off. One broken atstru wouldn’t cause the maalkonis to crash down around them, but two or three might cause a leak they couldn’t stop. It was a funny thing to know that these little copper spinners were all that held back certain death for them. And, if Anna was right, all of humanity.
A chill ran down Justīne’s spine at the thought.
She climbed up on the railing. A brick shifted underfoot. Justīne steadied herself, took a breath, and leapt onto the bough of an old pine tree. She braced herself against the tree as she landed. She could immediately feel the sap on her arm. She tried to wipe it off on her trousers, which she immediately regretted.
“Oof.” Anna grimaced at her from the elm.
“You could have moved aside,” Justīne grumbled.
“You didn’t ask.”
Justīne rolled her eyes at her sister. They both made their way down. Anna descended the elm like a squirrel, moving as if this were as natural as walking or breathing. Justīne followed with far less grace, eager to get out of the sticky pine as quickly as possible.
Once they were both on the narrow strip of ground between the maalkonis and the wall, Anna inched toward the giant, half-destroyed oak. They stood no more than a few paces away from the roiling darkness.
“Careful,” Justīne said, mostly out of habit. The maalkonis was known to shift and lunge forward at times, but that was rare, especially during the day. Something about the light helped to hold it back.
“I know,” she whispered back like a reflex. “Come here. Look at this.”
Among the lowest and strongest boughs of the half-destroyed oak lay a small nest made of grass, twigs, and rusty orange fur from Graudiņš’ cat—the only creature in the old town to have such a distinctive coat. In the center rested three robin eggs, each white with reddish-brown speckles. However, one egg was different. Buried partially beneath a damaged piece of the nest, it was darker, larger, and its speckles were shades of blue and red. That one was their favorite. Anna liked the colors. Justīne was just curious why one egg was so different and was eager to see it hatch. When Justīne leaned in closer, she noticed that the strange egg had cracked.
“It’s hatching!” Anna said and waited for the egg to shake as the chick tried to pull itself free of the shell. Instead, the seconds dragged on, and the egg didn’t so much as twitch. “Oh no,” Anna whispered, holding a hand to her mouth.
“Maybe it needs more time?” Justīne offered, uncertain how long it took a bird to hatch from an egg. She knew that Lilija’s chickens hatched from eggs, but she’d only been around to see it happen once or twice. Still, a sinking feeling nestled deep in her stomach.
“It’s not moving, June. Do you think it needs help? We can bring the nest to Lilija. She would know what to do.”
“I doubt she’d want to. Even if she does, wouldn’t the birds’ mother have trouble finding them later? She might abandon the whole nest if she thinks we tampered with her eggs.”
Anna shrugged. “But it might be stuck or hurt, and the maalkonis…”
She shrugged back at her sister. “They’ll be flying off long before the Maalkonis reaches them. Besides, Lilija is busy, and we don’t know the first thing about raising birds.”
“I bet we could figure it out.”
The cracked egg was still as the grave. She decided not to suggest that it might have already passed, partly for Anna, partly because Justīne didn’t want to say it.
“You gonna’ go digging for worms to feed them? And you can’t show them how to be birds so they'd be dependent on you. Might not even learn to fly.”
“I figured birds could figure that out on their own.”
“Maybe. I’d bet seeing their mama fly around helps, though.” Justīne glanced down at Anna’s legs. “I bet they’d get real good at running around watching you. Graudiņš’ cat would love that.”
“Pūka would never.” Anna huffed. A heartbeat later she put her hands up in surrender. “Okay, she absolutely would. Fine. I won’t save the little birds from the evil dark magic cloud literally two paces away from them.”
“Two human paces. Probably three dozen robin paces.”
Anna laughed.
“Actually, the birds’ mama chose a great spot. They’re right next to an atstru,” Justīne said, gesturing up at the one she’d stepped over along the wall. As she did, she caught sight of a figure peering through the trees.
“Anna? Justīne?” a woman’s voice asked, incredulous. Ešlija.
“Hells,” Anna whispered.
Justīne stood frozen in place. If they were really quiet, maybe Ešlija would think she was hearing things and move along. If she did, all they had to do was climb back up, then let her catch them somewhere else, and pretend they’d been there all afternoon. It would take some convincing, but it wasn’t completely impossible. Justīne could sprint back to the farm and stay there until Ešlija’s patrol crossed her path again. Graudiņ was taking repukdau, so Ešlija couldn’t prove that they hadn’t been at the farm all midday. 
“I can see both of you,” Ešlija interrupted Justīne’s thoughts, peering at them through the trees. Her tone hardened as she commanded them, “Get up here. Now.”
“Hells,” Justīne cursed.
Nearby, a robin’s chirp caught their attention. It was perched on the pine Justīne had used to catch her fall, watching them intently. Its red face and breast stood out against the shadows and the maalkonis behind it. It began to make a racket, fluttering up and down the branch, its call a shrill, high-pitched threat.
“Sorry,” Justīne told the bird. Then to Anna, “Let’s go.”
They clambered up the elm tree. Justīne’s hands, still sticky with sap, came away with dirt and bark under her fingernails as she let Ešlija help her back onto the wall. She wiped off what she could while the guard pulled Anna back up as well. 
With both of them back over the ledge, Ešlija put her hands on her hips, reminding Justīne of how Dādi looked when he was upset. She was probably a few years younger than him. Dādi’s hair had recently taken on streaks of grey, whereas Ešlija’s was still dark brown all the way down to her hips—though at the moment, she’d fastened it into a large bun. She also wore a faded yellow cloak over a layer of chainmail. A short sword hung off her belt; an arquebus and powder horn hung off a strap she’d slung over her shoulder.
“What the hells were you thinking, going over the wall like that?” she demanded. “You shouldn’t be up on the wall at all, let alone outside of it. One wrong step, and there’s nothing any of us can do to help you. At best, you end up like Bruno and lose a few fingers. At worst… You both understand that, right?”
Anna nodded. She was staring down at her feet.
“There’s a robin’s nest beyond the wall, down there.” Justīne nodded toward the place they’d just been. With them back on the wall, the bird’s frantic chirping had quieted. Justīne hoped that it was on the nest, helping warm and protect the remaining eggs. “We discovered it last week.”
“You’ve been sneaking out for a week?” Ešlija asked the question as if there was no air in her lungs.
Justīne grimaced. She hadn’t meant to reveal that.
“Not every day,” Anna said, no doubt trying to make it better.
“How did you slip out with nobody noticing?”
Justīne glanced at her sister. After she shrugged back at her, Justīne decided that they probably didn’t have anything left to hide. After all, Ešlija had already caught them.
“There are only twenty people on the guard,” she said, “but well more than half of you have other duties to attend to. Teodor helps his dādi at the butchery, Ievan mostly works the forge, and so on. The Lord Mayor’s guard—people like Niklāvs—mostly just stands around him… Besides that, the rest of you spend time training your apprentices, and everybody needs to sleep or eat at some point. The night shift rests during the day, and midday is when most of you work your other jobs or break for repukdau. Which is fair; you need to eat and say your prayers as well. But at most, that leaves only one or two guards around this time of day. If that person’s on the north wall, trees block their vision, and in other parts you can’t see through the old cathedral. So when you’re walking past the farm, you can’t hope to see this part of the town.
“You also tend to walk in groups, rather than covering all angles, so there’s always a decent amount of time when any given part of the wall is out of sight, assuming the person or people on watch keep moving. Sometimes you stop to talk with somebody in town, or whoever relieves you of your shift. That’s plenty of time to explore the places where the maalkonis doesn’t quite reach the wall. And the wall is so old that pieces of it have chipped away, so it’s easy to climb once you find the right place.”
Ešlija took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of her nose. The long sigh that escaped her lips was more ominous than the darkness that surrounded their town. Justīne worried that she’d given away too much. Perhaps she’d only worsened things for them. Anna wasn’t helping. She looked a little too proud at having outsmarted the adults. Justīne was as well, she had to admit, but she didn’t want Ešlija to know that. She nudged Anna in the arm, and her devilish grin became a little snarl. A bit dramatic, but at least she didn’t look so happy about tricking the guard anymore.
“You’re right.” Ešlija chuckled without a hint of mirth. “We have been lax lately. The maalkonis hasn’t shifted much in the past few years. Not that we could fight it
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