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Prologue

	In a sunless city, a neatly dressed man with a ghostly pallor sat at his desk poring over the assorted paperwork that came with running a city. A starched white shirt, black slacks, and a ruthlessly precise bow tie made up his uniform. The office was not impressive or ostentatious, though it was well stocked with perfectly preserved antique furniture. Each wall was hidden behind rows of books that lined the built-in shelves. If not for the size of the antique desk, and its brass nameplate labeling him Mayor, one would have assumed he was far lower on the bureaucratic ladder.

	Amber light flickered from an oil lamp, cutting through the thin purple haze that hung in the air to illuminate his current task. It was a ledger filled with the costs and earnings from various ventures throughout the city. Red ink scattered over the pages in greater and greater proportions. He observed the sliding profits dispassionately and loaded a fountain pen with ink, then opened his bottom drawer to reveal what might have been a typewriter. It was certainly as large as one, made from oak and brass, but the polished mother-of-pearl keys were entirely numeric or arithmetic in nature. He hefted it with some difficulty to his desk and began to punch in the figures from the ledger.

	His calculation device was just rolling its first result to the row of display wheels when he heard a light knock at the door.

	“Mayor Ebonwhite, I have your three o’clock here,” stated an even voice from the other side of the door.

	Ebonwhite placed the pen in its stand and flipped open a smaller ledger. He ran his finger down the page and came to the name’s proper entry: L. Alabaster. The lines beneath the entry, usually filled with the details of the meeting and whatever useful information was available about the individual, were fairly sparse. No stated itinerary. Ambitious but unremarkable aristocrat from the northwestern territories, southwest of Circa.

	He smoothed down his waxed black mustache, adjusted his spectacles, and raised his voice. “Send him in.” 

	Ebonwhite’s assistant opened the door to reveal their guest. The man—like Ebonwhite and most other fug folk—was rail thin and paper white; but that was where the similarity to his host ended. Rather than subdued clerical attire, his clothes were vibrant and dashing. He wore a bright white suit, white gloves, a white vest, and a white tie. His hat was a bowler, also white, and with a white band. The buttons were gleaming polished silver, and he carried a white cane with a garish silver head. His facial hair was similarly ostentatious. A blond mustache, waxed like Ebonwhite’s but curled at the ends, joined a Van Dyke curled forward at its pointed tip. Most curious of all, the edges of his eyes were rimmed with black makeup, not as a raccoon mask, but as a tiny thin line, like a stage actor trying to draw the eye to his gaze. Topping it all off was, of course, a brilliant-white cape.

	He removed his hat to reveal slicked-back blond hair and bowed theatrically.

	Mayor Ebonwhite glanced at his appointment book again.

	“Mr. Alabaster?”

	“Lucius P. Alabaster, at your service,” he said.

	The man’s voice was as brash as his attire, a trilling near-falsetto that managed to turn “Lucius” into a four-syllable word. He held his hat with one hand and offered the other for a handshake. The mayor ignored it.

	“Have a seat, Alabaster. I’m rather pressed for time at the moment. If you would be kind enough to state your business so that we can tend to it quickly, I would be most appreciative.”

	“Of course, Mr. Ebonwhite, of course. I’ve come, as all decent men do, with a business proposition,” Alabaster said, settling into a leather chair opposite the desk.

	“Would you care to elaborate? I’ve made it my purpose to pursue any and all wise avenues of investment. While I am not so boastful to make the claim that I’ve found every means of fruitful exchange available, I would be rather impressed if you were to present to me something I’ve not considered.”

	“Oh, this matter, it is quite clear, is one to which you have turned a blind eye, good sir. But I, in my devilish cleverness, have come to shed light on this dark corner,” Alabaster began, building up momentum with each word as though he was launching into a spirited monologue. “And in my ruthless brilliance I shall—”

	“To the point, sir. Again, I am quite busy. I have a city to run.”

	“Ah. Ahem.” Alabaster stood and placed his hat with care onto his head. “Then perhaps I shall return in six months, when you shall have more leisure time.”

	“The task of running a city is a constant one, Mr. Alabaster. I very much doubt I shall have any more time to squander on pointless bluster in six months.”

	“I suspect you shall. Because in five months, there is an election.”

	Ebonwhite narrowed his eyes. “Are you suggesting the people of Fugtown won’t see fit to reelect me?”

	Alabaster sat again, removing his hat and eyeing it. Between comments he plucked bits of fuzz and lint from its surface. “As you say, the task of running a city is a constant one, and such a constant task requires a steady hand. That is even more important for this city. Fugtown is the largest of our cities, and sits abreast of the largest surface settlement of Keystone. In many ways, the policies and decisions set forth by the man in your seat ripple outward to the rest of our society. As goes Fugtown, so goes the fug! And as goes the mayor, so goes Fugtown. You are the closest our little society has to a designated representative with the surface. It would serve us well to weigh your recent navigation before we allow you another few years at the helm.”

	Satisfied with the state of his hat, he replaced it.

	“Now I am not so shortsighted as to treat the acts of just the last few months as the measure of your skill. It is true that as a whole we have flourished under your wise and reasonable leadership. But still, few memories stretch as far backward as mine. For those records with wet ink on the pages of history, your tale is less than glorious. We can begin with your poor diplomacy, making an enemy of the first Calderan to leave her island since before the fug arose. Then there is the matter of the violation of our best-defended stronghold and the theft of some of our most closely defended goods and secrets. And though I would laud your firm hand in deploying the dreadnought to punish such a crime, you were nonetheless the one to lose the dreadnought as a result. To the people of the surface, until that day, we were the gods. And now they’ve seen us bleed. That is an injury to our people. One that cuts far deeper than even the loss of the dreadnought itself. The dreadnought at least has been replaced, though I’ll note it has somewhat questionably been left undeployed. As for the scar left by its destruction, how long will that linger?”

	“Unless I have missed your rather graceless subtext, you are suggesting my actions regarding the crew of the Wind Breaker have fallen short of expectations.”

	“Oh, heavens no. I am not saying that at all. Perhaps your first failure to deal with them was a surprise, or even your second. But by now your repeated defeats and missteps are quite in line with expectation.”

	“Steps have been taken to deal with the Wind Breaker.”

	“Ah, yes. Yes. I have no doubt you’ll soon have them in your clutches, and then we’ll just lock them away in Skykeep and then…” He covered his mouth in mock embarrassment. “Oh, but of course they’ve not just escaped our most secure prison, they’ve destroyed it, haven’t they? If I were you, I would consider seeking aid before that crew costs us any more landmarks.”

	“Am I to understand that your point, which you are so elegantly avoiding, is that you believe you can deal with the Wind Breaker crew?”

	“I believe I can, and I believe I must. And it would be my honor to do so, if you would sanction and bankroll such an endeavor.”

	“Forgive me if I decline. As I’ve said, we have our own measures in place.”

	“This crew has run rings around your measures thus far.”

	“Perhaps they have, but even if they are becoming titans in the eyes of the ignorant, you and I know that they are quite mortal. They are still members of this society—a society that we have carefully crafted to make the fug and its people indispensable—and as such they must play by our rules. The crew is nothing without a ship. A ship is nothing without phlogiston. And we are the only source. I’ve personally overseen the tightening of controls over the very substance that keeps the Wind Breaker aloft. There is only so much of the stuff in circulation, and when it is used up they will have no choice but to come into our clutches again, at which point we will have them, or they’ll wither away, at which point they will cease to be our concern. So thank you, but no. I will not take your generous offer of allowing me to finance a task that in short order will solve itself.”

	“Now, now,” Alabaster said, grinning to reveal straight white teeth accented with a single silver incisor. “It is thinking like that which has fostered the belief that we fug folk are timid and fragile things, too frightened to venture out into the light to deal with things personally.”

	“I prefer to think of us as unwilling to dirty our hands with pointless tasks.”

	“Pointless? My good sir, these men killed your own nephews, did they not? Have you no sense of justice? Of revenge? Have you no pride? No dignity?”

	“I am quite proud, Alabaster. Quite proud of what I’ve made of this town. And yes, these men and women have injured me in a very personal way by daring to defy me. They have bruised me again and again. I couldn’t care less about those idiot nephews of mine, but they did bear my name and they were my brother’s sons, so their deaths are another slap in the face. But I am a sensible man, and embargo and sanction are the sensible approaches.”

	“I would not be so sure. These people are swiftly becoming the stuff of legend. And they can thus only be bested by someone cut from the same cloth. What this calls for is a grand gesture by a grander foe.”

	“And that would be you? A man my researchers—who are quite thorough, might I add—have only seen fit to describe as ‘unremarkable.’”

	Alabaster’s face became stern. “Perhaps you’ve heard of Ferris Tusk.”

	“Of course I know Ferris Tusk. He is the whole reason Fugtown stands as the beacon of commerce it is today.”

	“Precisely. And did he do it by lying idle? By waiting? No! He rose up! He met the surface dwellers face to face! Toe to toe! He burned the libraries, he stole the tools. He put the fear of the fug into the people above.”

	“Granted. But you, sir, are no Ferris Tusk.”

	“I’ll grant you that as well. But I counter that Ferris Tusk was no one either, until he faced foes such as Admiral Maxwell, or when he achieved such feats as toppling Rigel Tower in Circa’s capital! A man is only as big as his foe, and the Wind Breaker crew, they are the ones who shall wipe away the name Ferris Tusk from the hearts and minds of the people and replace it with the magnificent Lucius P. Alabaster!”

	He finished the proclamation with a flourish, holding his hand aloft and remaining in position as though awaiting a crowd to throw roses.

	“If that will be all, Alabaster. Mr. Fross will see you out,” Ebonwhite said.

	The mayor drew a line through Alabaster’s appointment and resumed clicking at his calculation device.

	Alabaster sneered and twisted the end of his mustache.

	“Very well then, Ebonwhite. I suspect I shall hear from you again when you discover your foolproof solution to your little dilemma isn’t quite so foolproof as you believe.”

	He turned, his cape flaring around him as he did, and strutted out the door.

	#

	A freezing rain began to fall as Alabaster made his way to the top of a nearby mooring tower. Little more than a glorified scaffolding, the tower was a necessary addition to Fugtown. The city itself was the husk of a city that had existed prior to the calamity that brought the fug. Even after many years of redevelopment, barely one in every hundred buildings was inhabited. Most travel now utilized either the ubiquitous airships or the scattered funiculars from the surface, and it was unfeasible to install a full airfield, as ships came and went infrequently enough to make the key points of the city accessible. Thus, near each cluster of populated buildings was a row of mooring towers for personal airships.

	Alabaster’s ship of choice was as obnoxious in its appearance as he. The envelope, a huge sack filled with phlogiston, was embroidered with his full name in glorious gold on stark white. The gondola slung underneath was a curving, ornate cigar of a shape painted in the same perfect white with golden filigree. A man, dressed in a plum-colored chauffeur uniform, was perched atop the gondola with a broom, scrubbing away a dusting of purple deposited by the fug. Judging by the deep purple stains that had settled onto every other surface, keeping the surface of the airship white must have been a round-the-clock job.

	“Mr. Mallow, let us go,” Alabaster said curtly.

	The chauffeur deftly hopped to the scaffold and pulled the door open for his employer. “Mr. Alabaster, I trust things went well?”

	“Mayor Ebonwhite is the worst of all possible worlds. A damn fool with no vision who has a simple solution to a complex problem,” he grumbled as he stepped into the gondola.

	The inside of the gondola—even if it was only large enough for Alabaster, his driver, and perhaps a single additional guest—was an order of magnitude more opulent than the entire office of the mayor. Overstuffed seats, cabinets loaded with expensive spirits, and even a hand-cranked music box filled the interior. Mr. Mallow stepped into the gondola and opened the liquor cabinet with one hand while pulling the knot from the mooring line with the other. The vehicle wasn’t designed with people of his stature in mind. Standing a head taller than Alabaster and enjoying a lean but comparatively stronger build as well, Mallow was what people in the fug would call a “grunt.” Less intellectually gifted, grunts were larger, stronger, and made up the bulk of what passed for the working class beneath the fug. Despite having to stoop slightly when within the gondola, he showed all the dexterity of a juggler as he pulled the door shut, poured a snifter of brandy, set a record on the player, and cranked it in a choreographed dance of domestic servitude. Though the airship rocked at the mercy of the air currents, he didn’t spill a drop of brandy; and when his boss was properly situated and seen to, he stepped through a small hatch at the head of the gondola and settled into the pilot’s seat.

	“He did not see fit to entrust you with the solution to his problem?”

	“Of course not, you buffoon. He believes the problem shall solve itself. He’s through throwing time or money at it.”

	“Then you shall be left smiling as the plan blows up in his face, sir.”

	“No, Mallow, I won’t. Because the most infuriating thing is that he is right. Starving these rogues out is well within his ability. His solution is sound. That is why he could not be convinced otherwise. He’s a shortsighted fool, but an intelligent shortsighted fool. The worst kind.”

	“I… see, sir.”

	“No you don’t, Mallow, because while you are many things, a thinker you are not. However, I do see. And what I see is that the only way to make Ebonwhite see is to take his solution away from him, and each solution after that, until he has no choice but to turn to me. And then,” he proclaimed, jabbing his finger into the air, “Lucius P. Alabaster shall have his day!”

	“Yes, sir,” said Mallow. “Shall I head directly home?”

	“No, Mallow. Linger for a few moments. I shall pen a message. When I am through, take it to the messenger to deliver in as expedited a manner as he is able. Spare no expense.” He selected a pen and paper from the small side table. “The sooner this message finds its recipient, the sooner the sun rises on my new glorious day.”

	 

	


Chapter 1

	Captain McCulloch West stared down from the deck of the Wind Breaker at the precarious wooden catwalks of the town called Lock. Despite some unpleasant times in this place, it had remained the safest harbor in all Rim for the airship and her crew. An icy wind blew across the deck, curling the misty sea air into a thickening crust of frost on the oak and brass of the deck. Winter was well and truly upon them. It was a terrible time to fly an airship, so much so that it kept many of the other traders from the air. For Captain Mack, all that meant was that there was more money to be earned for the crew bold enough to earn it.

	He pushed back his hat and pulled the dark spectacles from his eyes to rub them clean on a handkerchief, one ear tipped up to listen to his idling turbines.

	“Miss Graus,” he called.

	At the sound of her name, the ship’s engineer popped up from a steamy opening in the deck, wiping grease and sweat from her forehead despite the cold. If one were to imagine an individual as different as humanly possible from the captain, one might settle upon a person like Amanita Graus. She was a young woman, dark of skin and short of stature. Though at present she was in her work clothes, a sturdy outfit of canvas and leather, there remained a subtle elegance to her that clashed with the concentrated gristle that seemed to compose her captain. The clothes were artfully stitched and accented, care given to form as well as function. From the hardy boots with arching, artful stitching to the polished goggles with a butterfly accent, every last patch of her work uniform was a masterful union of art and craft. Even her corset helped to keep the strain from her back as she heaved heavy machinery about.

	She pushed up her goggles, revealing a bit of an inverted raccoon mask of grime-free skin around her eyes, and slipped her wrench into a bandoleer of others. “Captain?” she replied.

	“Turbine three sounds like she’s grinding a bit,” he called.

	She tipped her head in imitation of his own gesture.

	“Aye, Captain. Sounds like she’s picked up a bit of ice. She’ll quiet down once she warms up a bit.”

	“Don’t make claims like that if you’re only dreaming them up to keep from having to scurry up the rigging.”

	“Captain, I’ll gladly scurry up the rigging if you’ll get someone down here to grease up these bearings and get them back in place.”

	“What’re those bearings for?”

	“They’re part of the primary linkage between the ship’s wheel and the turbine manifold.”

	“And what’ll happen if they don’t get put to bed proper?”

	“Once we get to full pressure you won’t be able to steer the ship. Valve three will lock up, the whole system will seize, and the port side of the ship will blow off.”

	“… I reckon you’d best be the one to put them to bed,” he said.

	“Aye,” she replied, slipping her goggles back on and disappearing below the deck again.

	Mack pushed his hand into his long leather coat and tugged a pocket watch from the vest beneath. “Fourteen minutes past,” he muttered.

	Stowing the watch, he instead pulled a spyglass from his pocket and raised it to his eye.

	“And here comes the crew now. Heaven forbid they show up with time to spare before we shove off.”

	Nita poked her head up again. “Are you talking to me, Captain?”

	“Just keep at it,” he snapped.

	“Aye, Captain. Just a bit more and we’ll be all set.”

	He squinted as a figure sprinted along the frosty, crowded pier toward the ship. At a glance one might not know what to make of it. The individual was barely taller than a child and bundled up from head to toe. A bright red stocking cap revealed a flutter of blond hair peeking from beneath it, and a sparkling pair of blue eyes shone in the narrow gap between the cap and the matching scarf wrapped around the rest of the face. The figure wore a heavy leather coat that almost dragged on the ground, its sleeves dangling a good six inches past the hands hidden within. And yet, with barely a distinguishing feature to be seen, anyone familiar with the lunatic moving with reckless abandon across a slippery, rotten walkway thousands of feet above the churning waves would have known precisely who it was.

	“Looks like Lil found what she was after,” Mack said.

	Lil skipped the ladder dangling from the bottom of the Wind Breaker’s gondola, instead leaping first to the mooring post and then to the mooring line, scurrying up with all the agility of a monkey. As she drew nearer, the eager young deckhand’s voice began to rise above the howling wind and hissing machinery.

	“Nita, Nita! They had it!” Lil crowed as she hopped over the railing and scrambled across the icy deck.

	She skidded sideways across half the deck and snagged the edge of the opening concealing Nita to keep from flying off the other side.

	“I talked to the ol’ coot who runs that antique shop, and he said a fella showed up a few days ago with a big stack o’ books. There was only one copy of this one, so he sold it to me cheap.”

	Nita poked her head up and pushed her goggles up again. “That’s wonderful. Usually when something is rare like that, the shopkeeper can name his price.”

	“Yeah, that’s what he thought too, but he obviously ain’t never haggled with a Cooper. I told him if there ain’t but one, then he ain’t never gonna sell but one. And if he ain’t never gonna sell but one, he ain’t gonna make much money on ’em anyhow, and since I was the only one lookin’ to buy one, either he gets what I give him or he gets nothin’. He saw it my way after a bit.”

	“Lil, Nita’s putting the bearings to bed. You leave her be,” Captain Mack scolded.

	“Aye, Cap’n!” she said with a crisp salute. She leaned low and whispered. “You an’ me are gonna read through it after supper, right?”

	“Absolutely. I’m looking forward to it,” Nita said, swapping out her wrench for a smaller one and ducking away again.

	“Lil, did you get what I sent you for?”

	“’Course I did, Cap’n!” she said, clomping to the steps leading up to the helm.

	She slid one of the dangling sleeves up to reveal a dainty hand and unbuttoned one of the side pockets of her coat. After a bit of rummaging, she revealed a bundle wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. “Got quite a bit of mail this month, Cap’n.”

	“Good, good. Get it down in the galley and we’ll divvy it all up later. Where’s the rest of the crew?”

	“Gunner went wheelin’ and dealin’ with our usual guy about the phlogiston. Seems like the news ain’t good on that one.”

	“When’s the news ever been good for us?”

	“Well, Butch seems happy with what she picked up from the market. Says the food always keeps better when it’s cold. Lots of fresh stuff this time around, not so much pickled and salted. Coop’s found some fun stuff too, I hear.”

	“So long as Coop has his fun, it’s all worth it, I reckon,” Mack rumbled.

	He raised the spyglass again and spotted a few more familiar figures lumbering toward the ship with a good deal less energy. They boarded one by one, sounding off through a brass speaking tube beside the ship’s wheel to let the captain know they’d arrived.

	Nita finished her work on the system and slid the section of deck back into place. Coop, the other deckhand and Lil’s elder brother, made his way to the deck and with Nita’s help unmoored and hauled in the lines. Though he was a good deal taller and lankier than his sister, the family resemblance in both face and personality was uncanny. The stout ropes crackled and stubbornly refused to coil neatly.

	“Dang it, I hate the winter,” Coop muttered. “Ropes freeze solid and I can’t hardly do a thing with ’em.”

	“Whole ship’s hangin’ kind of low, Cap’n. The envelope’s more white than red. I reckon we better shake some of this ice off if we don’t want to burn up all the extra coal we took on,” Lil said.

	“Yep. She’s sluggish.” Captain Mack leaned down to the speaking tube. “Everyone, to battle stations. Stand by to de-ice.”

	“Aye, Cap’n,” replied Coop and Lil, scurrying down through the hatch to the lower decks.

	“Aye, Captain,” added Nita a moment later after pulling on her plush fur-lined coat.

	“Aye, Captain,” added a somewhat intellectual voice from across the talking tube. “Though I would be remiss if I didn’t inform you that the mayor of Lock has gently requested we stop ‘de-icing’ so close to the port.”

	“Let me ask you this, Gunner. Does he like the goods we’ve been bringing in from Caldera?”

	“He does.”

	“And does he like the money his town’s been making by selling them goods?”

	“He does.”

	“Then until he feels less gentle about it, he’s going to have to put up with how I do business. You about ready down there?”

	“Ready, Captain.”

	Captain Mack spun the wheel and felt the ship reel ponderously aside, weighed down by a crust of ice several inches thick in places. The turbines spun up, and the wind washed over the ice-laden envelope. Once he was heading head-on into the wind and out over the sea, Captain Mack leaned low to the speaking tube.

	“All hands brace for de-icing,” he said. “Ready one and two. Fire.”

	On his order, the two angled front cannons of the ship burst forth with a thunderous report. The recoil sent the ship swinging backward and sent a ripple of vibration from stem to stern. The shock cracked the ice away, turning the crust clinging to the deck to powder and shedding vast sheets from the envelope and the hull of the gondola. Like a majestic beast waking from a long winter’s sleep, the Wind Breaker shook off its coating of white to reveal the gorgeous colors underneath. 

	Unlike the garish appearance of Alabaster’s vessel, the Wind Breaker was elegant. The envelope was a rich crimson and bore five great turbines of polished brass etched with intricate designs. The gondola was dark-stained oak. Sweeping highlights of gold had been applied with tasteful restraint. Now free of the excess weight, it slipped gracefully through the sky and out over the open sea.

	#

	Nita Graus wrung her sore fingers as she stowed her shovel. A brief shore leave after a long time at sea typically ended in the same way for all. The crew would gather as soon as their duties were complete to share what they’d learned and what they’d spent their hard-earned wages on in the town. For an airship, though, nothing during the winter was typical. The efficient, albeit bombastic, procedure for shaking off the ice that inevitably accumulated during the time ashore worked wonderfully for the envelope and hull. For the deck on the other hand, it only managed to pulverize the ice. That meant before any leisure time, they had to clear it all off the old-fashioned way: shovels and elbow grease.

	Two long hours of scraping, sweeping, and heaving ice and slush overboard finally finished the job. Nita had the enviable permission of getting down off the deck a minute or two before the others, but it was for the unenviable reason that her shovel had to instead be put to work shoveling coal into the boiler. It traded the bitter cold for stifling, humid heat. Such a harsh swing in such a short time did curious things to the anatomy, not the least of which was cause a sharp stinging pain in her extremities for the first half hour after she was through, and almost comically frizzing her hair.

	She reached the galley just as the rest of the crew filed gratefully in for a well-deserved meal.

	“I swear that ice gets heavier every time,” Lil muttered wearily, shuffling up to join Nita at the counter at the front of the galley. “I can’t hardly lift my arms.”

	The bulldog of a woman behind the counter set out a row of mugs and muttered something in a language Nita had yet to hear named. Butch, despite Nita’s expectations, was one of the finest cooks and most able medical practitioners she’d ever had the good fortune to meet. She was also quite sweet, though she’d never seen fit to let her face know. With her jowly frown and formidable physique one would imagine Butch to be tough as nails and mean as sin. In reality she was only the former.

	“I can vouch for Lil, Butch. She has been lifting with her knees. It’s just awful up there lately,” Nita said.

	“Yeah, see?” Lil said. “I don’t always ignore what you tell me. Just most of the time.”

	She snagged the first two cups Butch filled and handed one to Nita. Lil downed hers in one long guzzle, while Nita sipped her own. It was a warm spiced cider, the sort of drink that felt like a glorious fire burning down one’s throat to chase out the cold.

	“Mmmm… I swear, Butch, this cider is the only thing that’s kept me alive through this wretched winter,” Nita said as she took a seat.

	“They don’t have winters this bad in Caldera?” said Coop, trudging in after them and taking his mug of cider.

	“We don’t have much of a winter at all. Not compared to this, anyway.”

	“Honestly, Coop,” Gunner scolded, “how many trips to Caldera have we made during the winter? Have you not noticed they never have snow on the ground?”

	Gunner was, as his nickname would imply, in charge of munitions on the Wind Breaker. He was the only member of the crew to receive a formal education in a degree-granting institution, and he seldom missed an opportunity to remind his fellow crewmembers of that distinction. They, in turn, seldom missed the chance to remind him that his college education hadn’t kept him from blowing off several fingers over the course of his career, nor had it kept him from regularly singeing off his eyebrows. He was skilled with explosives and firearms, but skilled and safe didn’t always overlap.

	“I figured we always showed up on a nice day,” Coop said with a shrug, as though it was an entirely understandable mistake.

	Gunner shook his head. “Each day I grow a bit more concerned to know how frequently my life is in your hands.”

	“Just because I don’t spend all my time figurin’ things that don’t need figurin’ doesn’t mean I ain’t good at my job,” Coop said.

	Butch set out the first few plates of that night’s meal. This was the one part of her culinary skill set that fell short. Her food was delicious and nutritious. A single bowl of her famous stew was enough to keep the crew working through the sixteen-hour days that were the norm. But she had never really gotten the hang of presentation. Her concoctions all fell into either the “crispy and brown” or the “mushy and brown” side of the spectrum. Today’s meal was a thick soup with a stack of flaky biscuits to go with it.

	Coop took his bowl and palmed three biscuits. Before he turned away, a small furry hand with spidery fingers reached out from between two buttons on his shirt and snagged a fourth. The space between the buttons was too small for the biscuit, but that didn’t stop the little unseen critter from trying to pull it inside. Finally Coop took a seat and snatched the biscuit away.

	“Nikita, what’d I say about eating while you’re tucked away in there? If I end up with crumbs in my britches just one more time, I ain’t letting you in there anymore.”

	Coop looked up to find the rest of the crew staring at him. “I meant my shirt, not my britches,” he clarified.

	“And you believe that is somehow better, do you?” Gunner quipped.

	Coop unbuttoned his white shirt and stuck his hand inside. A small bulge beneath his shirt stirred, then a creature somewhere between a cat and a monkey crawled out. It had ghostly gray fur, a vaguely bat-like face, a prehensile tail, and cunning hands with a bizarrely long middle finger. The thing managed to be both adorable and hideous in equal measure. It was an aye-aye, one of two on the ship. This one was named Nikita. Ever since her rescue from an unfortunate attempt on her life, she and Coop had become inseparable. It didn’t seem to bother the deckhand.

	“All right, all right. Everybody get your plates and settle down,” said Captain Mack as he entered. “I’ve got the wheel propped for course, but I don’t trust these winds, so I want to get the meeting done and my belly filled before too much longer. Everyone present?”

	“Everyone except Wink,” Lil said, loading up two bowls and plopping down at one of the bolted-down tables beside Nita.

	The captain tilted his head up and bellowed. “Wink! Get down to the galley, now!”

	In moments a second aye-aye came skittering through the door and climbed up to the table beside Nikita. The two creatures were quite similar in appearance, though each had their distinctive features. Wink wore an adorable little eye patch and was a bit larger, while Nikita’s tail was missing a large tuft of fur near the end where she’d nearly had it cut short during her final moments under the care of her prior “employers.” It was also notable that while Nikita’s face was perpetually timid when she wasn’t tucked away inside Coop’s shirt or jacket, Wink had mastered the art of making his tiny face look positively surly.

	Captain Mack loaded up his mug and bowl and leaned against the wall between two of the tables, sipping from each rather than wasting his time on utensils. “Let’s have the reports. How’d everyone do? Gunner?”

	“Not much good news I’m afraid. I got three canisters of phlogiston, and not one of them is completely full. All told we might have two full ones if we married them up,” Gunner said.

	“Blast it, why didn’t you get more?”

	“There wasn’t any more to be had! You know as well as I how much the fuggers have squeezed off the supply. I only got the third canister by underscoring how we were the crew who took down the dreadnought. If it wasn’t for our reputation, we’d have run short of phlogiston a month ago.”

	“How do we look on the inventory?”

	“After that clash with the wailers we were down to six canisters. This brings us to about eight. At the rate we’ve been losing the stuff between new gashes and pinpoint leaks, I wouldn’t give us more than two more months of staying in the air if we don’t find a steady supplier.”

	“What about the rest?”

	“Coal isn’t a problem. Our stores are brimming with it. We’re getting low on burn-slow again, but there’s a bit more of it back at the stash. Ammunition is plentiful. As a matter of fact, our munitions supplier threw in an extra case of packed charges and told us to ‘down some of them fuggers for me.’”

	“We’re not in the business of killing, we’re in the business of trade.”

	“That’s not how most of Rim sees it these days.”

	Mack drained his mug and set it down to free up a hand for biscuits. “Anything else?”

	“I was able to find a lens that might work for—”

	“I’m not interested in that gadget of yours, Gunner.”

	“Captain, you saw what it did to that scout’s envelope.”

	“I also saw it burn through enough phlogiston to keep us aloft for weeks. Like I said, we’re not in the business of killing, so set it aside. Coop, how about you?”

	“Spent some time in the tavern,” Coop said.

	“That’s nothing to brag about, Coop,” Lil said.

	“I reckon it is something to brag about, Lil, on account of what I heard while I was there. You know Johnson? Fella with the three teeth and the crooked nose? Anyhow, he said he had some sort of new stuff. Better than phlogiston. Said he’d sell me the recipe if—”

	Captain Mack rolled his eyes. “You didn’t pay him nothing, did you?”

	“Nah. I reckon it was best to run it by you first.”

	“Johnson ever tell you why he only has three teeth and a crooked nose?”

	“Nah.”

	“He tried to sell me that story six years ago. The man’s been selling that recipe for fifteen years. Next time you see him, you knock out another couple teeth and let him know who told you to do it.”

	“Sure thing, Cap’n.”

	“How’d you do with trade?”

	“Darn good, Cap’n. We took in something like four hundred victors for them dresses Nita gave me. And that fugger booze is still fetching a good price. Oh, Nita, I got my hands on some of that ugly wood you said your folks were on about.”

	Nita’s face brightened. “You got some purple gnarlwood! How much?”

	“Roundabout twenty board feet, I reckon.”

	“Wonderful. I know at least a dozen carvers who would give their firstborn child for enough gnarlwood to do a decent inlay.”

	“You Calderan folk do like some strange stuff, Nita.”

	She laughed. “I could say the same for you Rim folk. Those dresses you’ve been selling are practice designs by apprentices. If I hadn’t asked for them on your behalf, they would have been burned.”

	“Guess it takes all types,” Coop said.

	“You all can jaw about the gossip later. I’ve got to get back to the wheel,” Mack rumbled. “Lil, you got the mail. Anything else I need to know about?”

	“Not as such, Cap’n,” Lil said.

	He nodded. “Glinda, we set for food and medicine?”

	The captain remained the only member of the crew who referred to Butch by her given name, a lingering side effect of their former status as husband and wife. Butch’s reply was her usual half rant. Nita only understood every third word, but since Butch made it a habit to say three times as many as she needed to, that was enough to get the gist. Broadly speaking, the answer was a colorfully phrased “yes” with a few admonishments about suggesting she didn’t know how to fetch such things by now.

	“Fine, fine. Miss Graus, how’s the inside of the ship looking?”

	“Running smooth, Captain,” Nita said. “I’ve finished swapping out all the bearings. A few more valves and seals and the Wind Breaker can start using Calderan replacement parts for most of the key assemblies, so we won’t have to worry so much about getting parts second- or thirdhand from the fug folk.”

	“But we can still use the fug-made parts if we get them.”

	“Yes, Captain. You’ll have the only ship in the sky that can go both ways.”

	Coop and Lil snickered.

	“Settle down, you two. But while we’re on you two, how’s the education coming along? These two coached up on the boiler yet?”

	Lil shrugged a bit, trying to pull her head into the shoulders of her oversize overcoat like a turtle.

	“Well… Lil’s coming along. She can swap ruptured pipes well enough. Coop too.”

	“Wink could swap pipes. I’m talking about the tricky bits. Turbines, engines, them parts.”

	“They’re… coming along,” she said a bit more slowly.

	“So if we ran into the wailers tomorrow and you caught a spike while you were up there getting the turbines spinning again, would Lil or Coop be able to get them spinning again instead?”

	“Not just yet.”

	“Then they ain’t coming along,” Mack said. “Damn it, crew. All these years we had to toe the line the fuggers drew because we couldn’t fix our own ship. Now that we’ve got an engineer on board, you folk should be tripping over each other to learn how to do what she does. If in two more weeks Gunner and Nita are still the only two members of this crew who can keep the engine pumping, then I’m going to have to start thinking about just how much I want to keep the rest of you.” He thumped down his now-empty bowl. “That takes care of the inside. Wink, how’s the outside?”

	The patch-wearing aye-aye began to tap one of his long fingers on the table. His official purpose on the ship was as the inspector. Every fug-made ship in the air, and thus every ship in the air, was assigned an inspector to track down leaks and wood rot while the ship was in flight. That was the official reason they were on board. The unofficial reason, and one that only the Wind Breaker crew had discovered, was to spy on the activities of the crews to make sure they’d been obeying the rules set forth by the fug folk. Every time they returned to port, the inspectors would tap out a message, and if any rules were broken, the fug folk would know and take appropriate action. Wink and Nikita were the only two aye-ayes who no longer delivered messages to the fug. Their tapped-out messages nevertheless remained quite effective for everyday communication, even if it was taking a bit of effort to train out some of the linguistic quirks.

	No big leaks in the envelope. Two boards, deck two, starboard, stern, were rotten. Gig was loose. Everything else was good. Butch gave Wink good food now, he tapped.

	Butch gave Nikita good food too now, Nikita chimed in.

	“Now, Nikita, what’d I say? You ask nice. You too, Wink,” Coop said.

	Nikita looked to Coop, then tapped again. Did Coop gave Nikita good food instead?

	Both aye-ayes looked to Coop expectantly.

	Coop shrugged. “Eh, that’s halfway there. At least it’s sort of a question.”

	He fished a couple of pieces of breadfruit out of a pocket and handed them to the creatures.

	“I’m impressed,” Nita said. “Even last week neither of them knew how to ask questions. If they can figure out present and future tense, they’ll be able to speak as well as any of us.”

	“Maybe they’d be able to teach Coop,” Gunner said.

	“Ain’t nobody need to tell me how to talk proper.”

	“Clearly,” Gunner said.

	Captain Mack forced down a biscuit and wiped his hands. “Lil, let’s get the mail call over with.”

	Lil nodded and pulled the paper bundle from her pocket. She produced a blade from somewhere inside the coat and cut the twine tying the bundle. The package split to reveal a stack of letters and small packages, mostly wrapped in their own paper covering. She shuffled through them, dealing them out into piles.

	“Cooper… Cooper… von Cleef… Cooper… Heh, there’s one for ‘The Calderan Girl,’ Nita… And the rest are West,” Lil said, squinting at the writing. “I gotta say, a girl could get used to having an address. This is twice in a month I heard from my cousins. I wasn’t even sure we had any cousins left.”

	“Me neither,” Coop said. “Shame they all seem to want to borrow money. Guess that’s how you find out how much family you got left. Do something that seems like it’d make you rich.”

	“All right,” Captain Mack said, scooping up his mail. “Finish up and get back to your stations. Gunner, I want you on deck with your rifle up and your eyes peeled. You too, Coop. Wink, you’re with me. If we’re going to be tight on phlogiston, I want to make double sure we spot any raiders or pirates before they spot us. Nita, get down to your room and tighten up the gig. Don’t want that dragging in the wind if burn-slow is getting scarce. Glinda, last I checked we were getting low on bandages. Prep some more when the cooking’s done.”

	“Aye,” the crew replied.

	Captain Mack thumped out of the room and down the hall. After a precisely judged amount of time, conversation continued.

	“Is it just me, or is the captain a bit more… gruff than usual?” Nita asked.

	“Sometimes he gets like that. ’Specially during the winter. You stand up on deck at the wheel for as long as he does on days like these and see if you’re feeling rosy,” Lil said.

	“I don’t know… I think there might be more to it. Someone should talk to him.”

	“I reckon the cap’n being in a sour mood is a good reason to let him be,” Coop said. “And I been a part of his crew lots longer than you.”

	“Back home they teach us an angry person is a person with a problem that needs solving,” Nita said.

	“Back home they teach us you don’t poke a mean dog,” Lil said. She cleaned her plate and gave Nita a slap on the back. “Let’s get that gig tightened up. Your room’s gonna be a mite nippy if that gig’s not good and tight. You want I should stow your letters, Coop?”

	“May as well,” he said.

	The group finished their meals and set off to their assigned tasks.

	#

	“Well ain’t you gonna open it?” Lil said, rolling up her sleeves and prancing along in front of Nita like a child.

	“We’ve got work to do, Lil,” Nita said.

	“We always got work to do, but you ain’t always got a letter to open. It ain’t like you got family here in Rim that’ll be after you for a handout. All your folks are back in Caldera. So open it! Maybe it’s from a secret admirer.” She elbowed Nita and winked. “Aside from the ones you already got on board.”

	Nita pushed open the door to what had become her room on the lowest deck of the Wind Breaker. A powerful gust of wind confirmed what Wink had observed, something was letting a hell of a draft into the room.

	It wasn’t the most luxurious of quarters on the ship, that was certain, but it was without a doubt the roomiest. The official name was the “gig room.” It was a single room that took up the center third of the deck. Steam pipes fed two potent cranes that held the captain’s gig in place. The gig was a small boat, really little more than a raft, that served the dual purpose of ferrying the crew to shore when they moored over relatively open water and hauled cargo up into the belly of the ship. When not in use, it was pressed to the belly to streamline its shape and seal the worst of the weather out of the cargo hatch in the center of the room. Nita had laid claim to one corner of the room, where the steam pipes kept her cozy at night and a hammock rocked her to sleep.

	The forward edge of the gig was pulled down easily six inches, causing the whole boat to rock a bit and funneling the full brunt of the wind up into the room. Sea spray had already formed a patch of frost around the edge of the hatch.

	“Who brought the cargo down this time?” Nita grumbled, eyeing the mess the constant wind had left of her hammock.

	“This time was Gunner, I think,” Lil said.

	Nita frowned and picked up an overturned pot of grease that had been dislodged. “He owes me a pint of number three axle grease then. And he’s cleaning up the last one.”

	She turned a valve and released steam from the complex network of pipes into the workings of the winch, then pulled the appropriate lever to take the slack out of the chains that held the gig. It rattled into place in a second or two, sealing out the pale light from the outside that had been leaking in. Nita reached up and twisted another knob, this one a transparent tube above her hammock. Gas seeped into the glass capsule, and a bright green light filled the room, the glow of a phlo-light. The fug-made gadgets ran on a minuscule amount of the same gas that filled the envelopes, and tended to be the only light available in the bowels of an airship.

	“There. Job’s done. Read the letter,” Lil said.

	“The job’s not done! Look at all the ice that crusted up the workings here,” she said, looking reproachfully at the winch mechanism as it crackled with frost. “Now I need to make sure nothing buckled from the temperature swing. And I’ve got to bleed the lines again to make sure they don’t freeze up and clog.” She shook her head. “If I’d have known how much harder it is to keep a steam system happy in the cold, I would have thought twice about staying on the crew in the first place.”

	“Well can you read and work?”

	“If you want to know what it says so much, then you read it.”

	“I ain’t much for readin’ out loud, Nita,” Lil said. “Really ain’t much for readin’ at all.”

	“Then it can wait.”

	Nita took out a wrench and began to loosen a few of the fittings on the winch. She grinned as she saw Lil fidgeting out of the corner of her eye. The impatient deckhand had her arms crossed and was tapping her boot.

	“Do you at least need any help?” she asked.

	“This has to be done in sequence, one thing at a time. You can do the other one if you want.”

	“What I want is to hear what your letter says,” she pouted.

	“Tough,” Nita replied.

	“… You sure you don’t mind me reading it?”

	“Like you said, it can’t be from someone I know, so it can’t very well be something sensitive or personal.”

	“Well all right. But no laughing if I stutter.” She tore open the letter. “‘Dear Miss Calderan Lady. I am nine years old. I never met a Calderan Lady before. I want to ask you some… questions. How come you got skin like that? My daddy says you was born on a volcano. Is that why? Did you get burned?’” She snickered. “Don’t that beat all? … That ain’t why, is it?”

	Nita looked at her flatly.

	“I didn’t think so, I was just makin’ sure.”

	Lil continued to work her way through the substantial list of questions from the young knowledge seeker. As Nita listened, shaking her head at how little the people of Rim knew of Calderans, she hopped down into the gig to get a better angle on the next piece of piping. Her heel caught the edge of something and sent it rattling around the floor of the gig.

	“… ‘Daddy says you live on the ground in Caldera. How come you can breath down there? Fuggers live on the ground, and they got different skin too. Daddy says…’ This kid’s daddy sure does know a little bit about a whole lot. … What you got there?”

	Nita had chased down the mystery object and held it into the light. It was a small metal canister, a bit shorter than Nita’s forearm and roughly the same diameter. A purple-stained swatch of paper was tied securely around it. She slipped the loop of string free and unfurled the slip of paper. Her eyes widened as she read it.

	“We need to talk to Captain Mack. He’s going to want to know about this…”

	#

	Coop pulled his coat a little tighter and buttoned an extra button. The sun was beginning to set now, and though Captain Mack had taken the Wind Breaker high enough to be free of the dampness of the sea, all that did was add a sharper bite to the cold and a stiffer wind to contend with. He was dressed in an outfit identical to that of his younger sister Lil. Precisely identical, in fact, because Lil tended to inherit his clothes when he picked up a fresh set. His coat was thus a bit crisper, his knitted cap had fewer holes, and his scarf wasn’t so frayed, but otherwise they were a matched set. The clothes did fit Coop properly, though, which meant he’d added a pair of gloves to the mix to keep his hands warm, since they didn’t tuck into his sleeves like Lil’s did. Completing the ensemble was a long-barreled rifle and a conspicuous bulge beneath the jacket where Nikita was nestled.

	He scanned the horizon. For the moment there was nothing but clear sky in all directions. When he was satisfied, he paced over to the opposite side of the deck, where Gunner stood. The munitions officer was predictably better armed, his own rifle sporting three barrels, a clockwork system ostensibly for reloading it, and a set of optics that was a match for the captain’s spyglass. Unlike the common leather trench warn by Coop, Gunner was more or less in uniform, with a sharp gray overcoat with gold and silver trim. He wore a stiff cloth mask over his face and nose in lieu of a scarf, and while Coop was making do with squinting, Gunner wore a pair of goggles with another set of complex optics.

	“Seen anything, Gunner?” Coop asked, pulling out his pistol and aligning his eye with the sights.

	“Did you hear me raise an alarm?”

	“Not as such.”

	“Then that would imply I haven’t seen anything.”

	“I reckon so,” Coop said with a nod. Coop alternated between eyeing the sights of the rifle and pistol. “How come I gotta keep fixin’ the sights on my pistol, Gunner?” he asked.

	“Because you fail to understand that the sights of pistols and rifles need different calibrations. If you’ve ‘fixed’ your pistol sights again, you’ve probably spoiled them.”

	After a few moments of nothing but howling wind, Coop rested the butt of his rifle on the ground, holstered his pistol, and reached into his pocket. “So I added a line or two…” he began.

	“For heaven’s sake, Coop. In all the years I’ve been working with you on this ship, I never thought the thing that would bring me to the brink of throwing you overboard would be poetry.”

	“You’re the only fella on the ship who’s good with words and all that, seein’ as you spent all that time in that academy of yours. Who else am I going to run this sort of stuff by?”

	“Ideally no one. You don’t honestly think anything you write could even approach the level of beauty and truth that even the most inept Calderan poet would scribble in the margins of his scrap paper, do you?”

	“Yeah I do, on account of Calderan folk ain’t seen the sort of stuff I seen, so they ain’t got the same stuff to write about,” Coop said simply. “So here’s what I got so far. Ahem. I like lookin’. And I like cookin’, ’specially when it’s pie. Sometimes I reckon, the mornin’ sun beckons, fer me to look it straight in the eye. When I see a bird, it churns up these words, and  then I’m fixin’ to write ’em down. ’Cause eggs in a clutch, an’ flowers an’ such, are pert near the pertiest things around. What do you think? Reckon Nita will like it?”

	“I’ve got to hand it to you, it certainly rhymes. And I wouldn’t have expected to hear the word ‘beckon’ out of you.”

	“Yeah, I like that one too. Used to be a bit about birds and peckin’, but I already got eggs and birds in the other bit. She’ll like it though, right? It’s got flowers an’ such. Womenfolk like flowers an’ such.”

	“You have a penetrating insight into the female mind, Coop.”

	“Yep! And I know how ladies think, too. I reckon one more bit, maybe about… something else pretty, and I’ll be done. What else is pretty? I got flowers and birds. And pie. You reckon—”

	His artistic pondering was interrupted by clamoring footsteps from the stairway to the lower decks. Nita burst from below, prompting him to stuff the poem back in his pocket.

	“We’ll talk later.”

	“I will count the moments,” Gunner said.

	“Cap’n! Nita found something you need to see!” Lil said, bounding up the stairs to the ship’s wheel.

	Coop paced quickly toward them.

	“You boys stay on watch. It don’t take five sets of eyes to look at something,” Captain Mack said without ever taking his eyes from the horizon.

	Coop stopped in his tracks, then paced back to the railing of the ship, but he kept his ears trained on the conversation at the wheel. It wasn’t easy hearing conversation over the constant wail of wind, but a few years on an airship has a way of training that particular skill into you.

	“Captain, this was in the gig. As Wink said, it was a bit loose. I think someone must have thrown it in while we were at port in Lock. Or maybe they dropped it in after Gunner finished unloading but before it was hauled up.”

	“Either way, sounds like I’m going to have a word with you folk about keeping a tight watch on the ship. Now’s not the time to be slacking.”

	“Well sure, Cap’n, but look at it!” Lil said.

	Coop glanced up to see his sister holding a small canister in front of the captain. Mack took it and turned it about.

	“A top-off canister of phlogiston,” he said, handing it back. “Looks like one of ours.”

	“It looks like one of ours, but it isn’t,” Nita said. “I checked the inventory on board and they’re all accounted for. You taught me that the fug folk punch a date and a port code into every one of these canisters so they know where it came from and when. Ours don’t have them because we stole them directly from the Fugtown stronghold. But this one doesn’t have a date or a code either.”

	“Could have been scrubbed. Bently and Jameson up in Clifton like to scrub theirs. Keeps the sneaky sorts from figuring out where they been getting their supply and cutting out the middleman.”

	“I thought that too, but look at it,” Nita said. “No grinding or sanding marks. It hasn’t been scrubbed. And it’s still sealed and heavy enough to be full. Whoever got their hands on this has a source from within the fug.”

	“I’d say that’s a bit of a leap,” Captain Mack said.

	“There was a note, Cap’n,” Lil said, retrieving the scrap of paper and waving it. “Have a look.”

	Mack took one hand from the wheel and snatched the flapping bit of paper. He pinned it skillfully against the wheel to steady it enough to read. “‘Dear Wind Breaker crew. We have all become great fans of your exploits. Rumor has it you are having trouble keeping yourself in phlogiston. Consider this canister a gift, and a sample of what you can expect if you are willing to share your skills with us. Meet us at the base of the northwest mooring tower at Springcrest on the eighth if you are interested. We will be waiting. Your friends, The Well Diggers.’”

	“What do you think, Cap’n?” Lil asked.

	The captain handed back the page and held out his hand. Nita gave him the canister again. He hefted it, then glanced over his shoulder. “Coop, grab a phlo-lantern and run it up here. I want to see how pure this stuff is.”

	“Aye, Cap’n,” Coop called back.

	He jogged over to the bit of piping running along the rigging that supported the envelope. It was a phlogiston line, used to pump spare gas into the sack when it inevitably began to get slack. While not being used for that purpose, a bulb of treated glass was screwed into the input valve, such that if any additional light was needed on deck, a twist of the valve would allow the residual gas in the line to illuminate the bulb. He closed the valve good and tight and unscrewed the head to take it to the captain.

	Mack took the lantern and screwed it onto the opening on the canister, breaking the seal. When he twisted the knob, the bulb illuminated with brilliant green light. Despite its smaller size, it was at least three times as bright as the tube that had lit the gig room.

	“That’s some pure stuff, Cap’n. Just as pure as what we got from the heist and a damn-sight purer than what we been getting from the black market,” Coop said.

	The captain nodded. “If the wind ain’t too hard against us, we’ll be able to make Springcrest by the eighth, but only just. I don’t know who these Well Diggers are, but if they were trying to make an impression, they made one. I’d say they earned themselves a sit-down to talk shop.”
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