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CHAPTER ONE


Furi weaved through the sea of people. Countless citizens milled about below banners hung above an endless wall of vendors. It never sat right with her, this kind of celebration whenever Ballern went to war. She was proud to be on the crew of the Nightingale, one of the most storied airships of the entire fleet, but another battle wasn’t something to celebrate. At least, not until they’d won.

Annoyed as Furi might be at the bright smiles and merriment around her, it didn’t stop her from picking up a handful of skewers from a favorite chef. She eyed the braised meat with some suspicion as vendors, even her favorite vendors, were known to substitute less savory things.

“The finest Pill-Bug you’ll find this side of the seas, child,” he said from behind a mustache as wide as his head.

She was almost seventeen now, and old enough not to be called a child. Furi narrowed her eyes as she nibbled on a corner of the topmost cube of meat. A little chewy, but a burst of rich broth and salt backed up everything the man had said. She jammed the skewers between her fingers while digging in the leather pouch at her side.

“Thanks, Chef. Good as always.”

“That’s lovely praise from a Skyborn connoisseur as yourself.”

Furi grinned at the man despite herself. Most of the people who lived in the city used “Skyborn” like a curse, as if those who dwelled on the docks were somehow less than the rest of them. But not Chef Jakon. The man might have spent his days cooking for royalty in the palaces, but it was his cuisine on the streets Furi wanted.

Chef Jakon wiped his hands on a stained towel before taking the two square coins from Furi. The bulbous golden spires of Ballern’s towers had been worn down on the coin’s faces, but it would spend just as well.

“Keep the extra. I… won’t be needing it for a while.”

Jakon frowned at Furi, and she met his gaze despite every instinct to fidget. “Your tunic.” The chef’s frown deepened. “You go to war.”

“It’s the right thing to do.”

The chef shook his head. “No, my friend. War is rarely the right thing to do.” Jakon looked at the citizens around them before leaning closer to Furi. “You will not be dissuaded?”

Furi hesitated. “No.”

“You’re still looking for your friend who left for the same war, yes?”

Rin. He meant Rin. A dear friend whom she could not remember a time without. Well, at least not a time before he’d deployed to fight the “godless heathens of Belldorn,” as he liked to call them. Furi had never understood that. Never understood how Rin, one of the smartest people she knew, couldn’t see it was their own leaders crushing the Skyborn beneath their heels. It saddened her he could be as blind to the corruption of Ballern as so many were.

“Furi?” Chef Jakon asked.

She shook herself out of those thoughts and offered him a smile. “I don’t think I’ll ever see him again, but I’d like to find out what happened to his ship.”

The chef flipped a coin back to Furi, and it smacked against her palm. “You’ll need this more than I. Be safe.” He leaned over the booth, whispering into her ear. “Do not give your life for those who would not do the same. War is not what you think it is, and you will not forget the horrors you see.”

A frisson of fear crawled down Furi’s spine. She nodded to the chef and hurried away, snacking on the grilled Pill-Bugs. But despite the deliciousness of the skewers, they tasted like ash on her tongue. She knew war was terrible. She knew there were awful things waiting across the sea. But Furi didn’t believe all the people of Belldorn were evil, just as she didn’t believe all the people of Ballern were good.

She still had the golden coin in her hand when another vendor flagged her down. A woman with a radiant smile stood inside a booth filled with exquisite hair ties and two gowns that looked fit for a princess.

“That is quite a long braid you have there.” After a hesitation and a glance at Furi’s coin, she added, “My lady.”

“Thank you. I could use a new tie.”

Furi didn’t need to know any more about the vendor. She could already tell the woman had no patience for those who were less than royalty or didn’t at least work in the palaces. The vendor likely would have thrown Furi out if she realized she was Skyborn and lived on the airship docks. Furi hadn’t missed the fact the woman had chased off two Skyborn who weren’t in uniform.

The vendor pursed her lips, eyed the straight lines and leather satchel at Furi’s waist, and then held up a finger. “I have just the thing for you.” The woman turned away, showing a surprising level of trust that Furi wouldn’t pocket her wares and run. Crystals caught the light in the woman’s own braid, casting a rainbow of color through the graying brown bun atop her head.

When the vendor faced her again, she held up a rich green hair tie. It wasn’t gaudy or pompous, unlike a great many things in her tent. “Now, I see you wear the Nightingale’s colors. This should match exactly. It’s woven from the leftover fabric we used to make the ship’s flag.”

Furi took it and pulled on the edges, smiling at the dense weave, which had the feel of an elastic band. It was certainly nicer than anything she planned to bring onto the ship, but she had another concern. “I don’t think I can afford this.”

“For you, one who defends our fair city? A mere two silvers, and it’s yours.”

Furi didn’t question the vendor further, as that would approach the realm of haggling, which would be a dead giveaway she was Skyborn. To most vendors, the Skyborn were only known for their lack of wealth and penchant for stealing. Furi pulled two silvers from her pouch and dropped the gold coin and the hair tie inside.

“Oh nonsense, give me that tie. I’ll fix your hair for you.”

Furi handed it over and turned around, almost losing her balance when the woman yanked the old tie out of her hair. She grunted, thinking her dark hair would be quite a bit thinner after the vendor was done ripping it all out.

“There. Now have a look at that.”

Furi looked to the side, glimpsing the mirror the vendor held out. The streak of emerald in her dark braid matched the hem of her tunic. It looked right, it felt right. She didn’t hide the smile that lifted her thin lips and crinkled the skin around her small eyes.

“Be brave out there, and serve your city well.” With that, the vendor set the mirror down and turned to greet another shopper.

Furi patted her braid, double-checked to make sure both clasps on her satchel were secured, and continued down the street toward the city wall. It was built of the same beige and faded red brick as much of the buildings within. There were no vendors set up in the tunnel that led outside the walls, and Furi let her fingers run across the rough stone as she walked into shadow and back out into the sunlight.

The Crystal Sea was at high tide, which meant the historic docks on the shore were nearly underwater. But that was the perfect time for the fisherfolk to haul up both fish and the water beetles much of Ballern subsisted on. Two men wrestled with a long fishing pole, casting the bait out as far as they could before collapsing to the dock in exhaustion.

Furi smiled at the sight and then turned to the vendors lining Ballern’s outer walls, more than she could hope to visit in a single day. Every space between the small stone guard shacks was crowded with craftsmen and shoppers alike. The scent of the sea filled the air, complementing the nearby grilled fish.

She stopped at a tinker’s stall, marveling at the useless gadgets strewn across the tabletop. She supposed some of them might provide some benefit, but most were toys for kids. And that was something she would have no use for on the Nightingale.

Furi whiled away a few hours watching the churning mass of Ballern citizens. She didn’t miss the fact that the upper class, clad in finely cut fabrics and jewelry, stayed inside the walls while she found far more people like herself closer to the shore. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever feel like she fit in with upper-class people, despite the relative kindness of vendors like the woman who had sold her the hair tie.

Furi was near one of the stone docks that stretched out into the Crystal Sea when she heard the scream. It echoed around her, bouncing off the old steel warship permanently docked as a reminder of what had once been. She couldn’t make out what people were saying as she scanned the area, trying to find the source of the commotion.

But two small words sent a bolt of fear down her spine. “Red Death!”

More of the shoppers screamed and started to scatter, but Furi frowned at the palm-sized beetle buzzing toward her chest. She’d seen Red Death, and they were like an armored crawler in both size and tenacity, but this little beetle was not that. She supposed if she were wrong, she wouldn’t have to worry about it for long.

One of the fisherfolk charged the bug, lashing out with his pole. Furi snatched the bug out of the air on pure instinct, hugging the rather annoyed beetle to her chest. It buzzed and pushed against her with its bright red wings before finally giving up and settling in to chew at her tunic.

“Don’t you even think about that,” Furi muttered, holding the bug out farther from her chest.

“Thank the gods you caught him! My dad was ready to kill me.” A small girl, not much more than ten, beamed up at Furi.

“It is the Great Machines you should thank, little one,” a cloaked man said, extending his hand and a heavily tattooed forearm.

Furi stepped in front of the man, shielding the girl from him. The disciples of the Children of the Dark Fire were easy enough to recognize. If their black cloaks didn’t stand out enough in the searing heat of the day, the flame tattoo formed of steel plates and rivets could not be more obvious. Not to mention their constant prattling about the Great Machines.

Furi yelped when the beetle managed to catch her forearm in its mandibles, but it quickly let go. She took the moment of distraction to turn her back on the cloaked man, who grumbled and walked away.

“Oh yeah, he’ll give you a nip if he isn’t happy,” the girl said.

Furi glanced back to watch the cloaked figure blend into the shadows near the edge of the dock.

“Not him,” the girl said, exasperated. “The beetle. Here, give him to me.”

Furi handed the bug over, raising an eyebrow when the girl pulled it to her chest like a stuffed toy.

“My dad will pay you, you know. It’s hard to catch a breeding pair, and this slippery guy almost got away.”

“No need,” Furi said. “I’m… just glad you have your pet back.”

“Pet? Oh no, I’d never keep a Crimson Beetle as a pet. They’d eat every bug on the farm if I did that. We sell them to the flower peddlers. Keeps the worse bugs out of the gardens, you know?”

Furi glanced back toward the wall where one of the flower peddlers had set up a sweeping booth, crowned by a violently bright bundle of purple blooms. A man waved, and the girl gave an exaggerated nod.

“That’s my dad. Thank you again!” She grinned before sprinting away, leaving Furi somewhat baffled at the exchange, but also amused at the looks of horror the girl got when someone screamed, “She’s carrying a Red Death!”

It was easy to forget how sheltered some of the people of Ballern really were. Furi hoped it would stay that way, and that the wars they fought would never reach their own shores. Three rapid cannon shots echoed out from the city as the royal airship signaled the start of the day’s second block of celebrations. That meant she didn’t have much longer to spend in the markets. She’d need to get back to the Nightingale soon.

She brushed at her tunic where the beetle had snapped a handful of threads. Her commanding officer was not going to be amused.
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Furi made her way back through the crowds, passing the celebration’s main stage where a cadre of masked performers put on a show. All of them wore brilliant colors as they performed the play of the founding of Ballern.

She didn’t stay to watch, instead circling around the small space near the back of the courtyard that led to an alley just wide enough for two people to pass each other. No vendors were allowed to set up in the narrow alleys, and Furi only passed two other people in the shadow of the city courts. The place made her skin crawl. It was in that same building her father had been sentenced to a prison camp for speaking out against the expulsion of Gray Woods refugees.

A conflict in the nearby forest had ravaged the small villages, leaving thousands homeless. Some turned to Ballern for aid, but for whatever reason, the leaders of Ballern would not intervene against the warlords. They accepted refugees into the city for a time… before the executions began.

Furi shivered and hurried away from the shadows.

The street stood vacant, as none of the celebration was scheduled to take place on Breckenridge. It was an odd thing to see one of the main thoroughfares so empty. Two of the restaurants had opened but were mostly empty as the city joined in the festivities.

Curved roofs towered above Furi, flanked by taller buildings that were squared off, which, in turn, were dwarfed by the spires for which Ballern was known. As Furi passed beneath the oldest of those old towers, a stone construction with slanted sides that took up almost an entire city block, the distant airship docks came into view.

While most of Ballern had preserved its history, keeping ancient buildings repaired and updated, even in the slums, the docks were another beast entirely. Steel scaffolding soared into the skies, linked together by platforms and cabling in the northwestern corner of Ballern. The only access to the docks—other than flying into one—was the cable elevators for the common folk, and the gondolas for royalty.

Furi waited at the base of one of those steel towers, two groups preceding her before she finally managed to catch a lift. Even in times of celebration, the lifts weren’t enough to meet the demand for them.

“What in the three hells happened to your tunic?”

Furi stiffened and looked around at her fellow passengers. At first she thought the voice belonged to her commanding officer, but a knot of dread untied itself when she saw Beck’s hooded eyes filled with mischief.

“Dammit, Beck. Almost gave me a heart attack.”

The lift lurched into motion, causing most of the occupants to stumble. But not Furi or Beck. Growing up on the docks taught you something about balance that earthers didn’t have.

“Did you see the flags?” Beck asked. “Looks like they called for us to come aboard early.”

“What?” Furi asked, squinting as if that would help her see through the fast-moving mesh on the lift.

“Are you telling me you just happened to wander back here when they were calling for us to return to ship?”

Furi pursed her lips. “Maybe.”

Beck shook his head. “The first call was almost half an hour ago. You really are the luckiest soldier in the company. Let me see that tunic.”

Furi didn’t argue when Beck slid his hand just inside her collar to better inspect the bite from the beetle. She trusted him, having grown up near the second gas chamber atop the airship docks. He’d been a friend and a regular sight before that.

Beck opened the pouch at his waist, flipped through two pockets, and pulled out a needle and thread.

“Are you serious?” Furi muttered.

“This is for my sake too. You think I want to run laps around the Nightingale with our squad? You think the squad wants to run laps?”

Furi rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine.”

Beck worked on the pull, deftly adding stitches in just the right places so when he pulled it tight, Furi could scarcely tell where he’d patched it. He bit his lips as he often did when he was thinking, folding the collar of her tunic out and slicing the thread on the edge of his ring.

Furi adjusted her tunic when he leaned away, nodding at his work. “There. Now I won’t have to run laps.”

“You two are adorable,” said an older woman beside them.

Whatever Furi had been about to say fled in a moment of horror, embarrassment, and maybe a little disgust. Beck was like a brother. An annoying brother.

So when he said, “Yeah, next week is our fifth anniversary,” and the woman just said, “Aww,” Furi wanted to leap out of the lift to whatever fate awaited someone who fell from those great heights. Thankfully, the lift stopped, and she didn’t need to do anything quite so dramatic.


CHAPTER TWO


Relief flooded Furi’s chest when her tunic passed inspection. She didn’t have time to empty her satchel in the barracks, so she headed for the briefing hall instead. After boarding, not even an hour went by before they weighed anchor and the Nightingale took to the sky. She’d have to thank Beck later.

Walking along the outer rail, past the upper bank of massive fore-cannons, Furi watched an entire squadron of destroyers pull away from the docks, skirting the huge gas chambers that supported the structure’s edges. Sailors hurried in and out of the armory below the towering smokestacks, prepping the cannons before they’d so much as cleared the docks. Furi’s suspicions that this was no routine mission sharpened.

She reached the armored door near the center of the ship, flanked by enormous fuel cells, gas chambers in their own right, but armored to withstand most any attack. Inside, the auditorium was already filled. She looked for Beck, but their company was spread out in no conceivable order. That was unusual.

Sailors were still filing in when one of the ship’s commanders stepped to the podium.

“I am sure many of you are wondering why our deployment has been rushed. We have received word that the holy terror, the one named Charles von Atlier, was struck down in Dauschen by our alliance with Fel. With Bollwerk’s most powerful ally removed, it is time for us to bring the armored city to its end.

“The fleet makes for Bollwerk, and the glory of Ballern. Once Bollwerk is secured and reinforced, Belldorn will be surrounded, and we will remove the stain of their legacy from this world.”

Sailors erupted into applause and shouts, but something didn’t sit well with Furi. Bollwerk and Belldorn were different, to be sure, but they were still home to people, families, and children. That was not the kind of target she ever wanted in her sights. Give her the soldier, the faceless few who had signed up for war.

But never the children.

“Once the bombing of Bollwerk is complete, our priority is to secure the airship docks. You have your orders, and the cannons are already prepped. Say your prayers, to the gods or the Great Machines, and make your peace with whatever may come. This is your moment of victory, and the long-awaited triumph of Ballern!”

After the group was dismissed and started filing out of the auditorium, someone elbowed Furi. She turned to find Mei, one of the Nightingale’s gunners and someone she’d come to think of as a friend.

“You look like someone just ate your favorite pet.”

Furi grimaced. “I just, you know, there are kids in those cities.”

“Kids who will grow up to be holy terrors, you mean. Easiest way to deal with that is to remove the threat before it becomes a threat.”

Furi cringed at those words. “That’s terrible, Mei.”

Mei smirked. “No, Furi, that’s war. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

“You’re nineteen. That’s literally one year older than me.”

“And all the wisdom that comes with it!” Mei laughed and hurried on ahead when another gunner motioned for her. “Bye, Furi!”

She waved, but Mei’s words grated on her mind. How could anyone think like that? Mei had a little brother. How would she feel if someone killed him just to keep him from growing up? It was a stupid question, she knew, but was it any more so than what they had just been asked to do?

Furi ground her teeth and made her way to the bow of the ship. The Nightingale’s flag flew beside her, the massive green cloth snapping in the wind. She wondered if it was the same flag the vendor had used to make her hair tie. She remembered the little girl with the beetle and shivered at the thought someone might murder a child to save a future that might never be.
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They had been hours in the skies. Half the crew thought Bollwerk would never see an attack coming until it was far too late. Furi doubted that very much. No city survived without spies and scouts. And Bollwerk had survived for several decades.

The destroyers formed a magnificent V, made up of the finest ships Ballern had ever produced. It was an imposing sight, and one Furi had never seen outside of the festivals and parades around her own city. What would it look like to an enemy?

She smiled at the thought before she remembered where they were heading and how many innocents might die. There was no turning back now. She could only help bring a quick and decisive victory. Keep the casualties to a minimum, and perhaps when this tour ended, she could find a new job. Get a place to live off the docks, or maybe teach music to some of the Skyborn again. She wasn’t bad on an ocarina, and music could soothe her on the worst days.

A glint near the horizon to the south interrupted Furi’s thoughts. She frowned and leaned down to one of the many telescopes mounted along the bow.

Nothing. There was nothing there but clouds.

But then the clouds thinned enough for the flash to come again. She shifted the telescope, latching onto a sight she didn’t fully understand: a small airship, its gas chambers sleek and contained by a wide metal band until it almost formed a puffy number eight. The cabin sat at the bow instead of below the chambers, and something like wings extended from the sides.

Shadows appeared at the edge of the small craft—three faces she couldn’t fully make out. Two vanished.

“We have an airship above us,” Furi said, pointing with the full length of her arm.

A nearby commander took the scope from Furi. “Tourists,” he muttered. “That ship is far too small to be a military vessel. Not much larger than a clipper.”

He handed the scope back to Furi a second before the first explosion rocked the Nightingale. Screams rose around them as two sailors dashed onto the deck near the bow, covered in flames.

Furi stared, horror warring with the need to do something. It was only a moment before she grabbed one of the fire blankets from a brass compartment at her feet and dove toward the screaming sailors. She didn’t even have the first one extinguished when another explosion tore the far side of the deck out from under the commander. He fell into nothing, chased by a burning man.

Nothing felt real. The world slowed as Furi’s heart hammered in her chest.

A secondary explosion deafened the world around her, and one of the giant fore-cannon mounts spiraled off the Nightingale in streamers of black smoke and brilliant flame.

“Mei!” Furi cried, her voice cracking. Mei was stationed at those cannons.

“Raise the flags!” a surviving commander screamed. “Attack!”

The brilliant green of the Nightingale’s colors was quickly replaced by red flags along the sides of the warship. Through the smoke and flame, Furi could see the other destroyers mimicking the signal flags.

The deck of the ship shuddered and dipped, sending the crew stumbling about as they tried to adjust the remaining cannons. But the destroyer’s cannons were huge, slow, and took time to aim. They weren’t meant to lock onto a ship so small and so fast.

It wasn’t long before the Nightingale leveled out and started rising again as other destroyers fired on their attacker. More than once, it looked like the tiny ship would be blown to pieces before it lurched to the side.

Furi tried to spot the attackers again, following the aim of a surviving cannon. She was surprised to find the ship nearby, just inside a cloud bank, before another explosion rocked the deck and brought the cannon to a grinding halt.

A rapid staccato came to life, the sailors grabbing small handheld cannons to fire back at the ship. But a moment later, the pattering of those shots was drowned out by more explosions tearing through men and armor alike as Furi dove to the deck, too close to the hole so many had already fallen through.

Even as she thought it, a bloodied sailor tumbled and fell. There was no scream, no flailing, just a red-stained rag doll hurtling toward the earth. Furi took one more glimpse at the ship as she braced herself against the bow.

Two faces, younger than she was, stared out from the ship. A young girl, pale with brilliant red hair, and a boy with dark hair—an Ancoran, she was almost sure.

Another destroyer fired as the small ship shot into the clouds, faster than any airship Furi had ever seen. There was only so much training could prepare them for. And this had gone far beyond that.

The ship broke down into panic and fear and chaos. Furi threw two extinguisher grenades into the worst of the flames, but they did almost nothing. Once those were spent, she hurried toward the opposite side of the deck, horrified to see both sides of the ship were now on fire.

It was a scene repeated time and again, as her burning shipmates flung themselves off the sides or through the damaged floors. She made her way up to a storage well where the cannons held their ammunition. She immediately wished she hadn’t. Nothing could have survived in that scorched and blackened ruin. Mei was gone.

Furi took a few rapid breaths and hurried down a ladder. She was nearly to the deck when they collided with another airship, the screams of metal joining the screams of her shipmates. She lost her grip and slammed onto the deck, losing every last bit of air in her lungs. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she gasped for breath. A handful of sailors had reached the racked emergency gliders, and they leaped from the destroyer wherever they could.

The Nightingale was in a death spiral now, a terrible dance between two flailing destroyers. If the last of the gas chambers were compromised, it would be a much quicker end.

Streaks of light cut through the sky, and one of the distant destroyers exploded as if its entire structure had been forged from cannon powder.

Two of Ballern’s destroyers returned fire. Thunder drowned out the screams and cries all around her.

Furi caught a glimpse of their target, an impossible hulk covered in more cannons than she thought might exist in the entirety of Ballern’s fleet. And there were two of the insane ships. She’d heard the stories. She knew what they were.

Porcupines.

One of the hulks flashed with light as multiple cannons fired at once, and another of Ballern’s destroyers took a pounding. It did not crash. Its red flags switched to white, and the other surviving destroyers followed suit, rising higher and making a slow turn in retreat.

The Nightingale’s flag broke away, burning the air above Furi, even as the blood of her friends and allies pooled across the deck around her. Flames burst from the sides of the destroyer, turning the escaping gliders into screaming balls of fire and ash.

Her only hope was to hang on until they were close enough to slide down the landing lines. But even then… even then the ship might crumble down on top of them all.

Furi wept.
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“Furi?” a voice called out. “Furi!”

Her eyes flashed open, shocked to find Beck standing above her.

“We have to go! Come on.” He pulled her up, leaning against the railing as the ship spiraled closer to the earth.

“Give me the glider or you’re dead.”

Beck turned slowly, pausing when he found a sailor with a handheld cannon leveled at him. “You shoot me with that, this glider isn’t going to do you much good.”

“Give it to him,” Furi hissed. “I have another way.”

Beck frowned and glanced at Furi before sliding out of the glider. The sailor took it and backed away, keeping the cannon locked on the pair until he reached the far side of the deck.

Furi grabbed the nearest landing line and tossed it over the edge.

“That’s your other idea?”

“Put your gloves on. We have to time this right. Slide to the bottom and wait until we can drop into a sand dune or something.”

“Or something,” Beck muttered, but he still slid his iron-palmed gloves on.

Furi glanced over the edge. They didn’t have too long now. She hopped up, took a deep breath, and slid down the steel line. Her gloves sparked when they hit frayed bits of the landing line, and she had no illusions that the sting on her legs from hitting them was going to need time to heal.

She was almost at the bottom when Beck joined her.

The ship’s spiral was slow now, but the descent was accelerating. They needed to drop soon, or they might as well have been on the destroyer that exploded.

“Furi, we’re still five stories in the air.”

“Look. Aim for the tall dune when we circle around.” It was almost clear but for one bulbous cactus the size of a Pill-Bug.

Beck followed her gaze and grimaced. “I’m going to hit the cactus.”

Even as the ailing ship turned, swinging them out in a blistering breeze, Furi loosened her grip and fell.

One thing she learned immediately was that sand dunes were not as soft as the snow in the north. Her teeth rattled together, sprays of rock and sand flying into the air as she rolled over in a violent spiral. She came to a stop a third of the way down the hill, and despite her pain, laughed when she saw Beck.

“I hit the damn cactus!”

He was bloody and his arm had half a dozen stickers impaling it, but they were alive. And that was something.
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They hadn’t made it far from the dune and the cactus when the first of Bollwerk’s defenders arrived. Only, they didn’t wear the colors of the city of rust. They wore the colors of Belldorn.

“Don’t move,” a woman said, raising her visor. “Surrender and we’ll get your wounds treated. Despite whatever you may have heard of our city, you’ll find sanctuary with us.”

Furi and Beck exchanged a glance. She gave him a small nod and the tension in Beck’s posture loosened.

“I’m Furi,” she said, dropping her armored gloves into the sand.

“Beck.”

The woman nodded. “Call me Eva. Let’s get you some water.”


CHAPTER THREE


“Sure you don’t want to come with us?” Jacob asked. He rubbed at his arm without thinking, pulling on a bandage and wincing.

Samuel gave him a small smile from the doorway to Bat’s house. “No, kid. I have to get things in order here. And they’re going to need some help reorganizing the guard. I’ll head to Cave in a few days.”

Alice hesitated, then threw her arms around the Spider Knight, crushing him in a quick hug. “You better.” Her brilliant red hair stood out like a fire next to Samuel’s dark strands.

“I’ll keep the workshop ready for you.” Samuel traded grips with Jacob. “Once Smith and Mary get back to help with the reconstruction, I figure you’ll both want to use it.”

Drakkar offered a shallow bow and inclined his head. “Cave will welcome you, my friend. We welcome all who stand against tyrants, and all who flee from them.”

George the Walker reared up, flexing dozens of legs in a rolling, mesmerizing pattern. Drakkar patted the Walker’s head before loading their last pack of canteens. It had been a surprise to see Drakkar returning from the stables with none other than their trusty George. Jacob hadn’t been sure if the Walker had survived, and he was happy to hear Bessie was still in the stables as well.

“We’ll be back,” Jacob said. “I want to help with the reconstruction too. I think some of Charles’s old friends will help. Try Baddawick. Then maybe we can go back to Cave together.”

Samuel waved as the group hopped onto the back of the Walker and surged forward, weaving through the people walking down the streets of Ancora, until they reached the front gates. The damage in the Highlands wasn’t insignificant. Some of it had been patched over by the people who lived there, and by the innkeepers, but broken weathervanes and blood still stained the streets. As they passed through the gateway to the Lowlands, Jacob’s chest tightened.

While there were remnants of the Butcher’s handiwork in the Highlands, the Lowlands were still a ruin that stretched as far as the eye could see. A few patrols were out, clearing any unwanted invaders like the Red Death and Carrion Worms, but it would take weeks to construct a new temporary city wall. And likely years to repair the stone in full.

Jacob and Alice clung to the saddle while Drakkar steered them through the ruins. They’d only rested behind the city walls of the Highlands for a day, which didn’t feel nearly long enough to Jacob. The trip into the remains of the Lowlands was made in silence.

None of them mentioned the ruined buildings and the many bodies that would need to be tended to. That was for another time, once the reconstruction began in earnest. Alice watched the landscape roll by, tucking an occasional strand of windblown hair back into her braid.

Drakkar guided them toward a steep drop that made Jacob’s back stiffen.

Once, there had been a lift on the cliffside. One Jacob could slide down with the right gloves, but the drop he remembered was far too steep for a Walker. Except now it wasn’t. Now what should have been a huge fall was cluttered with shattered stone and fallen houses.

Dust rose around the Walker’s legs, churned up by the rapid movement and weight of the beast.

Alice glanced back at Jacob, tears in her eyes. She knew where they were, too—not far from where they’d once lived. She squeezed his hand and turned back to the carnage surrounding them.

As fast as they’d plunged into the destruction, George carried them onto the outer path, over the remnants of the city wall.

Jacob felt like he could breathe again as the destruction faded behind them. He wanted to rebuild now. Start salvaging what he could. But there was more to be done before they could focus on the reconstruction.

He closed his eyes for a time, feeling the rise and fall of the Walker beneath him as Drakkar’s deft hand steered them out of the mountains and back onto the plains. He remembered walking that distance with Alice and Charles and Samuel. It had taken hours upon hours. But now, with the speed of a well-trained Walker, they were already in the grasslands, the Bull’s Horn of the Ridge Mountains looming in the distance.
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It wasn’t long before they stood once more at the entrance of Cave. The first time Jacob had come to the underground city, he wouldn’t have believed there was anything hidden behind what appeared to be a solid stone mountainside.

But now the grounds leading away from the entrance were worn down, the grasses trampled by countless people fleeing Ancora and taking shelter in Cave. Jacob suspected it would be a long time before many of the citizens of Ancora returned.

He reached out to the Devil’s Hammer, a skeletal brass hand clutching a steel orb. He raised it on its hinge and let it fall against the gong hidden behind it. The familiar click and whirl inside the wall echoed up around them, and then there was only silence.

Jacob frowned as the walls started to move. He’d expected one of the Guardians to interrogate them, much the same way they had the first time they’d visited with Charles. Now, there was only a shadow near the entrance, who simply said, “Welcome to Cave.”

“Thank you, brother,” Drakkar said with a nod to the Guardian.

Jacob turned to Drakkar. “Is that why they didn’t question us? Because you’re here?”

“No, Jacob, even the Guardians can be questioned. It is not unknown for citizens of Cave to turn traitor against their own city. But in rare times, when Cave is a refuge for more than the people who live here, we are generous with granting passage. Perhaps it is because of our past.”

“What about your past?” Alice asked after a long yawn.

Drakkar grinned, showing brilliant white teeth against his dark skin. “I think you already know the answer to that. Cave was long a stronghold of pirates and thieves.”

Alice perked up. “What kind of pirates? That’s what I can never find in the history books. Did they steal precious metals? Or rare spices?”

Drakkar laughed quietly. “Some, yes. But many more stole people.”

“What?” Jacob asked.

“Perhaps I should explain better. Not all the cities of the world are as benevolent as Ancora. You had disparity between the Highlands and the Lowlands, but others, like Ballern, forced their poor into labor and jobs no one else would want. The poor are sent to the front lines of every battle, while the rich trade peacefully with the nations at war.”

“What does that have to do with stealing people?” Jacob asked.

Alice sighed and rolled her eyes. “You can be awfully dense some days. They didn’t steal people, they freed them. Took refugees across the sea.”

“That anyone had to do that is appalling.”

Drakkar nodded and steered George the Walker toward the stables, passing through another layer of stone. Here, beyond the gates, the supports for the city’s structure grew noticeable. Thick steel propped up much of the passage they started down.

“What was it Charles said last time we were here?” Jacob asked. “Something about a Scorpion’s Trial?”

“He survived it,” Alice said. “What is it, Drakkar?”

The Cave Guardian didn’t answer as he guided George into his stable. The Walker immediately stuck his face into a trough full of Sweet-Flies. Only when they’d all disembarked did Drakkar respond.

“The Scorpion’s Trial is a way to show how much of a stubborn fool you are.”

“What?” Jacob asked as a stable hand chuckled.

“A scorpion is not unlike a Tail Sword, only diminutive. Fools still follow an old pirate code, letting themselves be stung by a scorpion.”

Jacob glanced away. “And then what happens?”

“They live, or they die.”

“Idiots,” Alice muttered. “Who would ever do something like that?”

“Pirates who wished to prove themselves loyal to a guild. What most folk who visited did not realize was that the scorpions were almost always harmless. But if you happened to be someone the pirate captains disliked, well, let us say they would not be so harmless.”

“You’re talking about murder,” Alice said, following Drakkar down an adjacent hall, off to the opposite side of the stables.

“You will find a great deal of talk is about murder when it comes to pirates.”

Alice and Drakkar continued their back and forth as they made their way into a roughly hewn hallway. Jacob saw the golden glow at the end of the path and his heart rate spiked. As they drew closer to the end, Cave’s noise and general buzz grew louder than he remembered.

When they turned the corner, he understood why.

The towering streetlamps with their wide copper reflectors still lit the town, but the cobblestone streets were choked with people. Where Cave had once been bustling, it was now the equivalent of the square during Festival in Ancora.

“Well,” Drakkar said. “I must admit this is a sight I have never seen.”

He led them down the hill, from the stables where small cottages and three-story inns sat side by side, various architecture crammed into too limited a space like a book meant to document every style of building from across the world.

The last time they’d been in Cave, Jacob remembered buskers on many of the street corners. But now, with the mass of people, he couldn’t see them at first, only hear them, until they moved farther into the city. Musicians were set up close to the buildings, taking whatever coin the passersby would throw. With such limited space, the more extravagant shows were still nowhere to be seen.

“Where are we going?” Jacob asked, raising his voice to make sure Drakkar could hear him over the din.

“We make for the only place in Cave you go when you need information. The Rock Inn.” Drakkar led them past a towering building, a strange thing with a high platform that seemed to hold another house above it. It wasn’t until they reached the next street that Jacob realized where they were.

Beside them was the old church with sweeping Gothic doors, but more important to him at the moment were the dark stairs that led to a wooden entrance. Across the doors, spelled out in smooth river stones, was “The Rock Inn.”

Inside was nothing like Jacob remembered. It was still a small bar, surrounded by booths, but now there were enough people that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to cross the room. Drakkar had no such hesitation, weaving between patrons and practically dragging Jacob and Alice with him.

“Watch your pockets,” Drakkar said. “This is ideal for a pickpocket.”

Jacob didn’t need that warning. He’d been one of the best pickpockets in Ancora before the Fall. He recognized some faces, people from the Lowlands, though many whose names he didn’t know. All the same, it was a relief to see survivors from his old life.

Drakkar pulled his hood down and sidled up to the bar. He gestured to the barkeep, who looked annoyed for a moment until recognition softened his expression. He hurried over to greet them, much to the annoyance of some of the waiting customers.

“Drakkar,” he said. “Rumor was you were dead. Sacrificed yourself for the Ancorans.”

“I plan to avoid that for a time. Preferably until I die of old age.”

The barkeep reached out and wrapped his hand around Drakkar’s forearm, and Drakkar returned the gesture. “What brings you back now?”

“The Butcher is dead, and what remains of Ancora is safe for now.”

“Doesn’t matter too much to me either way. As long as a man has coin, he’s welcome in my shop.”

Alice leaned forward, but before she could say anything, Drakkar held up a finger and gave a tiny shake of his head. She frowned at the Cave Guardian and crossed her arms, but let whatever she was about to say slide.

“We’re looking for two refugee families from Ancora. You know where we could find them?”

The barkeep cursed under his breath. “Everywhere. Can you give me more information than that?”

“One woman has hair like mine,” Alice said. “Another we’re looking for has a bad lung from being in the mines. He’d be on medicine.”

The barkeep nodded. “The sick are currently staying in the Temple of the Cave Guardians. If he needs medicine, you’ll likely find him there. As for the woman you described, I’ve seen her around. Look to the east, closer to the sea caves.”

“Thank you,” Drakkar said.

“I have a couple rooms set aside should you need a place to stay tonight. Rooms are hard to come by, so the price will not be cheap.”

Drakkar ushered Jacob and Alice toward the front door. Jacob had almost forgotten that the barkeep was the owner of The Rock Inn. And while that may have been the name of the bar, a large portion of the building served as a proper inn.

Drakkar adjusted his cloak at the bottom of the stairs, fidgeting with the dark metal clasp on his chest.

“What’s wrong?” Alice asked.

Drakkar’s fingers froze, and he offered a small smile. “You are too astute at times, Alice. For many years I called the Temple of the Cave Guardians my home. You may think of it as a monastery with, well, fewer rules.”

He led the way back up the street, angling to avoid the worst of the crowds along the cobblestones. “It is the home of all who would become Cave Guardians. Even the Nameless. Perhaps, especially the Nameless.”

“Isn’t your brother one of the Nameless?” Alice asked.

“Yes,” Drakkar said, weaving past a vibrantly dressed cluster of musicians who gathered between two stone staircases. “But you must understand. I reclaimed my name, Alice. I left many of the teachings behind. It was a dishonor done to my brother. Though he has always denied it, I fear it wounded him deeply.”

Jacob glanced back at the group whose music followed them down the next street. He was fairly certain two of them were from the orchestra that had performed on the day Ancora fell.

Drakkar didn’t say any more as he led the way up the stairs to the Temple of the Cave Guardians. It didn’t look much like a temple to Jacob. It was tall, three stories at least, and four if you counted the strange house perched atop it on stilts. The roof had been carved from rectangular sections of stone, giving it the appearance of the lid to a jar Charles once had on his workbench.

Jacob kept looking up until Drakkar pushed through the dark wood of the front door. The door itself was some ten feet high, nearly reaching the second story, but the cacophony of laughter and talking that greeted them didn’t fit Jacob’s expectations for a makeshift hospital or a monastery, for that matter.

Everything inside that place was sharp angles. The columns stretching from the first floor up through wide holes in the second were each square, each inlaid with an impossible mosaic so fine and detailed at first Jacob thought they were paintings.

What wasn’t stone, or part of the mosaics, looked like aged bronze and brass more fitting for the halls of Bollwerk than tucked away in a hidden city. Jacob suspected there was a great deal more to the history of Cave than pirates and honor.

“Welcome to the Temple of the Cave Guardians,” a cloaked figure said as he stepped forward in greeting. “You are welcome to explore. The gates are open to all who do not mean harm.” He focused on Drakkar. “Even those who have taken names once more.”

“You have my thanks,” Drakkar said with a small bow. “Where will we find the sick from Ancora?”

“Most shelter on the second floor. I would start your search there.” The cloaked figure took his leave, circling behind a thick column and vanishing into shadow.

“You know him?” Jacob asked.

“Yes. But when I stayed here, he was much younger. And much angrier. Time changes a great many things, Jacob. A great many.”

As they made their way through the wide expanse of the first floor, Jacob noticed discolorations on the tiles beneath their feet. Areas where the old stone was more vibrant gave away the fact more structures once filled the room.

Even as the thought crossed Jacob’s mind, Alice asked, “What used to be here? You can see signs of a lot more set up across the floors besides the cots and benches.”

“The Cloister Halls,” Drakkar said. “They were once graced with carved arches of flowers and trees, but age and traffic ruined them. Once a place to be at peace and ponder what good you could do in the world, they provided splinters more than anything else in the end. I think the only thing I miss about those walls is how they stopped the echoing in these larger rooms.”

He led them around the back of the rearmost column. It was smaller than the others, and Jacob was somewhat surprised to find a lift installed.

Drakkar smiled at the confusion on Jacob’s face. “We do not shun technology here. Come, let’s find your parents.”

It wasn’t the fastest lift Jacob had ever been on. One story took almost as long to climb as ten had in Bollwerk. But it felt stable, the gears were quiet, and as his eyes adjusted to the dim candlelight inside the lift, he was surprised to find braided cables strung over basic pulleys. It was striking in its simplicity, but obviously effective.

“I’d love to see the engine they’re using to drive this.”

“It’s an old steam engine.” Drakkar hesitated. “One of Charles’s designs.”

“What?”

Drakkar nodded. “A secondary engine for the Titan Mechs he designed during the Deadlands War. Archibald may be able to tell you more. I’m not sure how many of Charles’s notes survived from those times.”

Jacob looked up at the pulleys and cables and smiled, imagining Charles would be quite happy one of his wartime designs ended up being repurposed into something useful. Even good, he might say.

The lift came to a smooth stop and Drakkar pushed the latticework to the side, ushering Jacob and Alice out.

“Mom?” Alice said almost immediately.

And then Jacob saw her as the crowds passed and thinned. The same fiery hair as Alice, just over by the railing that surrounded the gap in the floor around the nearest column. She’d lost weight since they’d last seen her, as many had when the supply chains were broken in the conflict with the Butcher. But as Alice’s mom turned, looking for a familiar voice, Jacob gasped at the sight behind her.


CHAPTER FOUR


Alice was already running to her mother, but Jacob couldn’t take his eyes off the woman she’d been talking to. A woman who now held both hands over her mouth and sobbed when she saw Jacob.

Drakkar glanced between the two and raised an eyebrow. “I take it that is your mother?”

Jacob nodded.

“Perhaps you should go say hello?” Drakkar laughed and clasped him on the shoulder. “It does seem likely she would like to greet you.”

Jacob blinked and slowly met Drakkar’s gaze. “We’ve been a bad influence on you. Mary would be proud.” Jacob flashed Drakkar a grin and sprinted toward his mother.

“Jacob,” she whispered as she wrapped her arms around him, nearly breaking his ribs. “We weren’t sure… we didn’t know if…” She didn’t say anything more, just crushed him, a tremor running through her while her curly hair tickled his nose. He could have sworn her hair looked grayer in the short time since he’d seen her last.

“I’m alive, mostly,” he said, knocking on his leg.

His mother pushed him back and glanced down. “We’d heard rumors about Charles leading the resistance. Rumors about a one-legged apprentice who helped bring down the Butcher.” She smiled at him, her eyes red.

“One and a half legged, really.”

His mother let out a small laugh.

“I guess it was him that crazy drunk was rambling about in The Rock Inn.”

Jacob turned toward the new voice, then paused, trying to understand what he was seeing. It was his dad, yes, but the man’s lips weren’t so pale and his skin was more vibrant. He was slow to stand up, but he looked stable, almost like his old self. Jacob tried to say something, but choked up as he hugged them both.

After all he’d seen. After all he’d done. He hadn’t been sure he’d ever see his parents again. Wasn’t entirely sure they’d survived the horrors inflicted on Ancora by the Butcher. But now they were both here, alive, and his dad looked better than he had in months.

“Are you staying?” his dad asked as they broke away.

Jacob hesitated. “Not for long. We have to get back to Ancora and help with the reconstruction.”

“I’m proud of you.”

Jacob didn’t know how to respond to that. It felt good to hear the words, but he’d done things no one should be proud of.

“Who’s your friend?”

Jacob glanced back. “Oh, right, rude of me. Mom, Dad, this is Drakkar. He’s saved us more than once. And saved Samuel even more. Drakkar, this is Mags, and Leo.”

“Don’t let the Spider Knight hear that,” Drakkar said with a smile. He bowed to both of Jacob’s parents. “It is an honor to meet you both.”

Jacob caught a bit of Alice’s conversation when she said, “They told us you’d be down by the caves, wherever that is.”

“Oh, that would have been a good place to find me,” her mom said. “They have quite a wonderful Pilly stock here. I’ve been helping them in the stables where I can.”

Alice noticed Jacob looking at her and then glanced at Drakkar. She briefly introduced them before turning to Jacob’s parents. “How did you all end up here together?”

“After you two vanished,” Alice’s mom said, “we kept each other company at Bat’s home. Until… until things got worse. We fled to Cave with help from Baddawick and the tunnels beneath Bat’s house.”

Alice nodded and turned to Jacob’s dad. “You seem to be doing a lot better here.”

“All thanks to the Cave Guardians. They treated me with a vile concoction of moss and lichen, but I must admit it helped far more than the medicine in Ancora.”

Jacob had a hard time reconciling the memory of his frail father with the recovering man in front of him. Where other citizens of Ancora had lost weight due to some level of starvation, his father looked healthier than he had in recent memory.

There was almost guilt, knowing Jacob and his companions had not dealt with that kind of struggle. They’d had their own issues, no doubt, but food had not been one of them.

“Now tell me,” Jacob’s dad said. “What do you hope to do to help the reconstruction of Ancora? That kind of devastation isn’t the sort of thing one person can fix.”

Jacob bristled at his father’s words. That wasn’t how he’d been raised; that wasn’t the ethic his father had instilled in him. “Charles was the greatest tinker in Ancora. The least I can do is help where he would have. And I’ll help as much as I can.”

His father sat down on the cot and took a deep breath. “There was a time when I would’ve been with you. Out there with the masons who will help rebuild the walls. I might be better, Jacob, but I’m afraid those years are long past me now.”

There was some understanding Jacob gleaned from those words. His father might have improved, but the illness had taken its toll.

“Rest while you can,” Jacob said. “Dauschen and Ancora are both compromised. Cave might be the safest place you could be for now.”

Jacob’s father gave him an awkward smile. “Safe from what? The Butcher is dead. You saw to that.”

Jacob wasn’t sure how much he should say. If they’d learned one thing, there were ears everywhere. And in a city once known for its spies and pirates, Jacob felt caution was a wise course of action.

Alice saved him from having to answer the question. “I’m going back with Jacob. At least for a while. You can’t imagine the things we’ve seen. I don’t want you to have to imagine the things we’ve seen. Like he said, rest here while you can. It seems like a good home.”

“It is the best kind of home.” Drakkar lowered his voice. “Should you have need, send a letter addressed to Samuel in Ancora. We have come to an agreement with Baddawick. He will pass on any message received in Samuel’s name.”

Alice’s mom frowned at that. “What better is that than sending a letter directly to you?”

The smirk on Alice’s face gave her mom pause.

Barely above a whisper, Alice said, “It won’t be the letter itself that gets to us, only what it says. Trust me on this.”

“Very well. You’ve managed to keep yourself alive this long. I guess I’ve done okay raising you.”

Alice grinned at her mom.

Jacob’s parents exchanged a glance, and his father shrugged. They didn’t pry any further into Drakkar’s suggestion. Jacob was thankful for that, as he didn’t want to explain to them how the various radios of Archibald’s spy network operated. And while it was true they wouldn’t have access to a transmitter at all times, someone from their party would likely be near one. It wouldn’t take too long for a message to reach them.

“Will any of you be returning to Ancora?” Drakkar asked.

Jacob’s mom squeezed her hands together and held them close to her chest. “Not now. I can’t look at our home like that. I can’t see what’s left of the Lowlands again.”

The conversation trailed off on that note, until Drakkar broke the silence. “Have you already eaten?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Drakkar smiled. “If you don’t mind a small walk, I would be happy to introduce you to the best fishmonger in Cave.”
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Drakkar led them deeper into Cave than Jacob had ever been. He’d always thought the main cavern with The Rock Inn and the Temple of the Cave Guardians contained most of the city. They slowed at times, waiting for his father to rest on his cane. But it gave Jacob more time to take in just how large Cave really was.

The first passage Drakkar took them through looked identical to the main entrance to the city. It bent to the left, and then the right, and then they were standing inside a new cavern at least half the size of the first.

“How big is the city?” Alice asked.

“Perhaps a bit smaller than the Highlands of Ancora,” Drakkar said. “The prime cave, which welcomes all to the city, is the largest. But there are three more chambers like this, and farther out a network of hovels, home to only a few families.”

“It’s quite wonderful, isn’t it?” Alice’s mom said. “We aren’t far from the stables here. They have quite a large glowworm farm. But it’s really the Pill-Bugs you should see.”

Jacob noted the architecture was different in the second chamber. More stone, and crude brick, and less of the fine woodwork he saw in what Drakkar called the prime cave. It was a long walk at their leisurely pace, and Jacob hoped they’d be able to sit down soon for his father’s sake.

As if reading his thoughts, Drakkar said, “One more hall and we’ll be there.”

The last corridor was the longest Jacob had seen in Cave. It curved gently before sloping down. The lower they got, the better the lighting was, but he did not see torches in the walls, only a handful of glow worms grazing on lichen. But no glowworm could emit a light so intense.

It wasn’t until they stepped out of the corridor that Jacob understood. The world opened in front of them. A tall arcing cavern encompassed the entire area, but the front of it was broken, fallen away into the endless sea known as the Silver Gulf.

Storefronts and small dwellings rose all around stone docks. A cluster of wooden ships bobbed on the waters, rolling up and down with the waves. The broken cavern provided shade and cover against the blinding sun glistening on brilliant clear waters.

Dozens of fisherfolk lined the piers, casting lines and hauling up traps near the shore. It was a surreal sight, and one Jacob could have stayed and watched for hours.

“Come,” Drakkar said. “Lakkan’s restaurant is not far.”

He led them closer to the far south wall of the cavern. It was a strange thing, seeing the Silver Gulf so clearly. Jacob knew it was the same waters not so far from Ancora, but the way the mountain city had been built among the peaks and hidden behind the city walls, the sea was a rare sight indeed.

Drakkar turned back to the group, a wide smile across his face as he gestured to a humble structure built of dark wood. Inside was a single chef, a row of barstools, and a single bar top.

“We aren’t open for business yet,” the chef said.

“Not even for a very old friend?”

The chef didn’t pause his rapid knife work, only glanced up and cast a small smile toward Drakkar. “Perhaps I can make an exception.”

“Lakkan, it is good to see you.” Drakkar turned to the others, holding a canvas flap out of the way and ushering them inside. “Take a stool. I hope you’re ready to have fish ruined for life.”

The chef didn’t acknowledge Drakkar’s compliments. Instead, he paused and met the Cave Guardian’s gaze. “Is your warmongering done so soon?”

“No more than your fish mongering.”

Lakkan blinked at that retort. “I never thought of you as one for humor.”

Drakkar flashed a brilliant smile. “Perhaps my companions have been somewhat of a bad influence.”

“Good.” Lakkan harrumphed. “In that case, they are most welcome.”
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