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        “I’ve built so many things; I could never have picked a favorite. It turns out, that’s because it wasn’t a thing I created, but a place, that I cared about most.”

        CADMUS ERROL

      

      

      

      Home had become just a word. At best it was a memory, but it had no meaning as a real place anymore. The Jennai was a place for war, for camaraderie, for planning. It was no fit place to settle and feel cozy and warm, loved, safe, and familiar. There was purpose, responsibility, and anger in plenty. There was also a strangeness but not brought about by the place, but by the change in population.

      Rynn of Eversall was General of the Human Rebellion, commander of all forces aboard the Jennai or acting afield in the name of the rebels. But alongside her was Madlin Errol, her twin from Tellurak, not native to Korr but there nonetheless. They shared one another’s thoughts and memories as always, but there was no longer the distance of a world apart to separate awareness. She was just one among many such refugees from Tellurak and the now-deserted community of Tinker’s Island They had come to Korr, twinborn and one-worlder alike, and now lived together in the everexpanding airship.

      The skies were clear and bright, but a storm raged below them. Never before her time aboard the Jennai had it occurred to Rynn that when the storm clouds gathered their fury, a pleasant sun still shone above them. The oddest thing was hearing the thunder under a clear sky above. Lightning flashed among the clouds well behind them, the sort that never made it to the ground. Each time the thunder arrived less quickly than the last as the storm drifted away until the low rumbles were drowned out by the crash of flesh and metal on the Jennai’s central plaza.

      The wide-flat stretch between the joined airships of the Jennai had become a tournament ground for the rowdier elements of the rebellion. Two crashball fields had been painted onto the steel plate floor, interwoven with the landing guide marks for the liftwings that used the plaza as an aerodrome. While the Jennai was at rest, fixed in a point in midair, six or more games would take place throughout the day. Spectators gathered along the sides of the plaza or looked out from the windows cut into the sides of the vacuum tanks that once kept the airships aloft. Now runes carved all over the vessel provided magical levitation to perform the same duty.

      Rynn’s suite overlooked both the plaza and the skies around them. She had moved up to the vacuum tanks of the front left ship—the original Jennai, named for her mother—and her quarters at the nose wrapped around left to right, with glassed windows giving her a panoramic view. Careful observation had shown her that even with the curtains open, glare prevented anyone seeing in from below. Keeping a distracted eye toward the crashball match, she unpacked her latest creation.

      The manufacturing facilities on the Jennai were limited. Despite salvaging everything of value from Tinker’s Island, there was simply not enough room to install it all. Until they had a new landward base, most of it would remain in storage. But being a general gave her privilege and she took it. This was to be the fifth modification to her mechanical leg, each better suited to her than the last. Every iteration took a period of breaking in, of course, but after that, the designs grew sleeker, more compact, more responsive. The one problem that Rynn had yet to overcome was the persistent limp caused by the asymmetry of having one leg of flesh and one leg half mechanical.

      This was her attempt to change that. Rynn removed her tinker’s leg and set it aside in a rack by the bedside, joining its predecessors in obsolescence. With a damp cloth, she wiped away the sweat and grime that built up where the straps had covered her skin for days since the last time she’d removed it. Hobbling on one leg, she retrieved the latest model from its crate. This version had two legs. The left was like the prior models, an improvement here or there, but otherwise little different. The right was a hollowed shell, with reinforcements at each joint and similar arrangements of springs to cushion impacts and stabilize. Instead of making movements for a limb that was no longer there, it would amplify the leg she already had. Both legs were physically stronger than were her own, and now she had the means to balance the forces between left and right and stop lurching around the ship like—well, like a girl missing half a leg.

      The whole arrangement slipped on with some difficulty. Rynn had grown accustomed to having one leg free to help orient and balance herself as she struggled to buckle on the lower bindings of the other. Instead, she had to fight with the tinker’s legs moving as she twisted around to reach each buckle and clasp. She tried for several minutes before collapsing against the side of her bed to catch her breath.

      “I can do this,” she muttered. Much as she knew the truth of her statement, she questioned the cost. It might take her an hour to get everything into position, plus the possibility that the awkward contortions required would foul her initial adjustments to the straps.

      Her determination was short lived because, as always, her thoughts were not solely her own. Madlin knew of her consternation. Rynn could not have hidden it from her twin if she tried. Madlin had just excused herself from watching over Cadmus’s shoulder as the Mad Tinker searched for a suitable hideaway for their new base of operations. The old tinker was being obstinate about the selection; nothing less than perfection was going to suit him. Madlin knew she was unlikely to miss much, and Rynn knew it as well as if she had been standing there. In the same way, Madlin knew Rynn was sitting on the floor of her quarters flopping around in a pair of unruly legs that wouldn’t buckle on.

      Rynn settled in to wait, aware of Madlin’s progress from the hull on the far side of the plaza, through the crashball field during a break in the action, and into the hull where Rynn awaited. If nothing else, the mutual awareness made impatience more palatable.

      When Madlin arrived, there was no knock. She simply entered. Both of them knew she was there, and why. No greeting passed between them. Talking was pointless when they were thinking each other’s thoughts, seeing through one another’s eyes. In such proximity, there were just two minds inside a single space.

      Madlin helped Rynn onto the edge of the bed and took the legs in hand one at a time, like a cobbler or a blacksmith fitting a shoe. She tightened each strap and marked the holes with an awl. She felt when each was pulled tight enough to balance comfort with responsiveness. Rynn wiggled each joint as needed, and once she was secured above the knees, Madlin helped her to her feet to stand with the wall for support. Madlin finished with the rest of the buckles and even the belt that came up around Rynn’s midsection to join the two tinker’s legs securely together. Rynn could have managed that last part herself, but Madlin was already there with tools in hand.

      Had it been anyone else, even Sosha or Jamile, there would have been some sense of embarrassment. She was half-dressed, half-whole, exposing her weakness and deformity, her inability to so much as dress herself in the legs she had fashioned.

      Rynn waited as Madlin installed the outer casings, protecting the inner mechanisms of both legs whether they were mechanical or living. When she finished, Rynn stood with arms outstretched to test her balance. It was hardly necessary. With practice of having done several modifications, she had grown accustomed to balancing on new legs and keeping the center of her mass still and steady. She eased herself into a crouch, testing the feel of her full leg against the half.

      “Much better,” Madlin said, echoing Rynn’s thoughts.

      “Stop that,” Rynn scolded, though she knew it wouldn’t dissuade Madlin in the least. She twisted around with her feet planted and fixed Madlin with a glare. “Don’t I have some work to do?”

      Madlin smirked. “I don’t mind you snapping at me. It gets you out of my head for a few seconds.”

      Rynn looked down and ran a hand along the new covering for her good leg. “Thanks.”

      Madlin picked up a pair of baggy trousers. “Here, get yourself dressed.” She tossed the garment to Rynn. It flew erratically, too loose and floppy for aerodynamic flight. Rynn lunged for it and stumbled, her movement not yet intuitive.

      At the first surge of panic—the kind that accompanied any trip, no matter how minor—Madlin shot out an arm to steady Rynn. “I’ll need practice before I walk around the ship.”

      “Just stay away from the edges for a few days,” said Madlin.

      “You won’t get rid of me that easy.”

      There was no goodbye. They both knew that Madlin was departing, where she was heading, and why.
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        * * *

      

      No man or woman, given five words to describe Cadmus Errol, would omit “brilliant”—or some derivative—among their count. Of those who knew him well, few would have failed to include “stubborn” or “obsessive.” For eighteen hours each day at the least, he sat at the controls of the worldripper machine. The chair that supported him had been purloined from the dining hall in the first-class section of the airship Cloudsmith, which was now the front right quadrant of the Jennai. The seat was cushioned velvet, upholstered in red. Over the long hours of his occupation, Cadmus had left the surface scuffed threadbare and imprinted with the contours of his backside. Anyone else chancing to find the seat in one of its infrequent moments of vacancy would find that it never quite felt right beneath them.

      The fingers working the controls did so with no conscious thought. Cadmus’s eyes rarely strayed from the viewing frame to the numbers around the dials, and if they did, it was only to mark them down when he found something of note. The desire to move the view translated itself in some corner of the tinker’s brain—wherein some small mental machine had no doubt been constructed for that exact purpose—into the movements necessary to achieve that motion. The view sped over a barren plain, brown and scattered with rocky and dead scrub plants, traveling at speeds that nauseated most casual onlookers. But Cadmus had inured himself to the sensation of motion that came with staring through the lifelike window to other parts of the world. Or to other worlds. For now, the Mad Tinker was scouring Korr for suitable bases of operation, but he would look to Tellurak and Veydrus as well. A single-world solution put less strain on the dynamo that ran the world-ripper, making for more reliable transport and easier rescues should the need arise. There was always greater risk crossing worlds.

      Cadmus paused the view and stretched, cracking his neck and flexing fingers held too long in the shape of a dial. Risk. Everything was a balance of risk and reward now. Every decision could be the one misstep that doomed the rebellion, just as one misstep had cost Erefan his life, leaving Cadmus without a twin. It was a game they were playing, but a deadly one. The location of their new headquarters had to be someplace where no one would look for them.

      “Taking a break?” Madlin asked, sneaking up behind Cadmus midstretch. He shot a glare over his shoulder mid yawn. “Desolate pile of nothing, huh?”

      “Eastern Lumberlands,” Cadmus explained. “Off the tradeways from the western logging camps, picked over and abandoned.”

      “And nothing remotely like a place to build a workshop.”

      Cadmus grunted and started the viewer moving again. Madlin stood for a while, watching.

      “I’ve had an idea, you know.”

      “What’s that?” Cadmus asked.

      “May I?” Madlin slid in beside him at the controls, crouching next to his seat.

      Cadmus relinquished the controls with some hesitation. It was just Madlin, but he trusted so few others to touch the machine that a protectiveness came over him whenever someone tried. Madlin reached past him but adjusted only the angle of the view, not its location. In the evening sky of the Lumberlands, both sun and moon shared the sky in equal measure, neither at their brightest. She centered the moon in the view frame.

      “Am I crazy?” she asked.

      Cadmus furrowed his brow. “Probably. But what are you suggesting?”

      “Who’d think to look for us there?”

      “The moon? Do you have any idea how far away that little ball of rock is?”

      Madlin nodded. “A lot closer than Tellurak.”

      “It’s not as simple as that. The machine works on relative location. The moon is constantly moving. It would be a nightmare to keep steady enough to transport goods. Not only that, it’s just a barren rock. It would be haloed in blue if it had air around it. There’s no water, no animals; nothing can live there.”

      “I’ve got this all worked out...mostly,” said Madlin. She took a pencil and a sheet of paper from the console—Cadmus always kept a supply close at hand—and began to sketch. “I’ve had plenty of time to think lately, and I’ve knocked this idea around in my head enough that it’s got bruises. The moon moves, but astronomers know exactly how. They can predict its location years ahead of time. We can convert that to equations and from there to a mechanism to adjust the net location of the dials—build that right into the guts of the world-ripper.”

      “I suppose …” Cadmus allowed. Madlin took the lack of resistance as permission to plow ahead.

      “There’s probably no caverns since there was never flowing water to carve them. Instead, we steal an auger, a big mining one that barely fits through a world hole. We carve out a warren from this side, just sticking it through the hole and extracting the rock. We’re over sea, so we just dump the rock overboard. Air’s going to get sucked in from Korr but not enough to breathe.”

      “A minor problem,” Cadmus muttered sarcastically.

      “We’ve got three world-rippers in pieces, just waiting to install once you get off your arse and pick a spot for them. I plan to use all three. Two of them will stay open on a semi-permanent basis, on opposite ends of a canal we’ll create, targeted a few  inches apart and facing opposite directions in a river. We’ll get fresh air from the top half, fresh water from the bottom. We’ll wire fence the openings, so animals don’t get through. The third world-ripper will keep to its normal function.”

      Cadmus’s eyes went blank. Madlin knew the look. There were calculations going on within that skull, merits being assigned values and drawbacks being subtracted. Probabilities for any eventuality were assigned and factored into the equations. It was all rough math, but it was what kept the Mad Tinker ticking. He needed the numbers.

      “Even if they think of the moon, he’ll never find us,” Cadmus murmured.

      “It’s settled then. Start planning the modifications to the machine. We’re claiming the moon as our own.”
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        “If you are reading this, please tell them I am sorry.”

        ANONYMOUS INSCRIPTION, CARVED ON THE WALL OF A CAVERN BESIDE A SKELETON

      

      

      

      Harsh spark light kept the gloom of darkness away from the caverns below the farthest reaches of northern Korr. The gloom of melancholy that had settled over the outpost was not so easily expunged. A contingent of thirty-five had manned the hidden facility, thirty-four kuduk and a single aging daruu. Now only five remained. A few had died in the ferocious assault that had taken them by surprise from the other world. The rest had succumbed to the deprivation that came with being stranded in a desolate wasteland of ice and rock. The caverns and the few pieces of heating equipment kept them warm enough, but nothing grew, nothing lived, above on the surface. The supplies that once had stocked the larder had dwindled to the point where even rationing was just a stalling tactic.

      When the first day had passed with no aid, it had been discouraging. The first week brought desperation. The end of the first month had wrung the hope from the last of them, until only the hardiest remained.

      “Would you stop that pacing?” Draksgollow snapped in a weary drawl. “You wring the strength from me just watching you.”

      Kezudkan ignored the request. The old daruu plodded around the idle machines and discarded tools of the outpost’s workshop. With each step, his joints ground like a mortar and pestle.

      Draksgollow raised his voice. “I said⁠—”

      “I heard you,” said Kezudkan. “I just see no reason to heed you. It’s your fault we’re in this mess in the first place. If you’d engendered a smidgen of loyalty among your workforce, they’d have opened a world hole and retrieved us.”

      “Me? You’re the one who had us attack that human settlement. We could have opened a hole, blasted their machine to scrap, and closed it.

      Done. Finished. Back to mining worlds for our fortune.”

      “And they’d have rebuilt, if we didn’t kill off all Erefan’s associates and destroy every copy of his production notes,” Kezudkan countered. “Can you really be that shortsighted?”

      “Shortsighted? Look what your brilliant planning has gotten us: starving at the top of the world, halfway past nowhere. Forgotten.”

      Kezudkan stopped in his footsteps and turned to regard Draksgollow. The half mechanical kuduk tinker had become a wretched thing. He slumped in his seat, a rotogun lying idle below a dangling hand, ready in case he decided to split the rations one way fewer. The fire had gone out of Draksgollow. His recriminations were bile and vitriol with no hint of resolve to lend them strength.

      There was no point in answering. There had been no point in starting the argument in the first place, but it happened daily at the least. Draksgollow blamed Kezudkan. Kezudkan blamed Draksgollow. Each day there were fewer workers to overhear the bickering. One day Draksgollow himself would succumb, and the bickering would end. Perhaps today was that day. He certainly looked ready to give himself over to despair and let starvation win.

      The thought that any of the kuduks would outlast him never occurred to Kezudkan. Old and infirm though he was, he was daruu. He was of the rock. Stronger and hardier than any kuduk could imagine, he would harden to stone before starvation ever took him. For while the foodstuffs they had stocked for the outpost had been for everyone, the stone itself could sustain Kezudkan for some time. It was a hollow nourishment, no better than broth, though much more substantive in the belly. But it kept the pangs away, if not the craving for real food. It also accelerated Kezudkan’s ossification. His ancient joints wanted nothing more than to cease their lifelong toil and rest in one position, and his diet of nothing but stone only sped the process. Still, it was better than the gnawing feeling of his own guts devouring him from within, as the kuduks must have been feeling.

      And so, to keep the ossification at bay, Kezudkan paced.

      Hours passed uncounted. The fitful rage of a hunger-mad worker had smashed the only working clocks. The unchanging illumination of the spark lights made the caverns a monotonous prison. There were old mining tunnels to meander along, a whole workshop to tinker in, a surface world to explore. But facing the approach of death, tedium with companionship was preferable, even if that companionship was surly and bitter.

      The mind was capable of many tricks. The want of something could make it appear before you when your mind oozed its way free of brain flesh. The desert heat was notorious for mirages, as were the trackless waves known for beguiling sailors adrift at sea. Hunger could put ideas in a man’s mind just as surely. Kezudkan knew these facts, and so it was with a scientific dispassion that he beheld the first signs of his own madness.

      A shimmering spark crackled briefly in the air before splitting wider and forming a hole in the middle of the workshop. Through it, Kezudkan saw the factory where Draksgollow’s machinists had been working on a new world-ripper before their present misadventure had thrown their plans through a sausage-processor.

      Kezudkan glanced away and continued his pacing. Dementia be dratted, he refused to be wrung free of his senses so easily.

      “You see that?” Draksgollow asked from his chair.

      That was enough to give Kezudkan a sniff of hope. “I might.”

      “Hullo in there?” a harsh voice whispered through the world-hole. “Come on, we haven’t got lots of time.”

      Kezudkan steered his pacing more purposefully, aiming his ambling waddle for the world-hole, delusion or no. “Who’s there?”

      “Arvernus, sir. We’ve had a bit of trouble getting to you. Just get through quick and we’ll explain.”

      Draksgollow stirred in his chair, but failed to rise. The steamworks that kept half of him animate had cooled and could not be restored to functioning without repair. “He’ll need a carry,” said Kezudkan. “I’m in no condition.”

      Arvernus shouted to others on his side, and three kuduk workers hustled through, tucking away pistols in their belts and vest as they came.

      “What’s this all about?” Draksgollow asked as his workers hoisted him to his feet. He dangled limply from their shoulders.

      Kezudkan did not wait for any answer. Whatever the reason for the furtive, armed rescue, he preferred to deal with it from the civilized side of the world hole. He stepped through and into the welcoming dimness of Draksgollow’s workshop.

      “This wasn’t a majority decision, sir,” said Arvernus. “But we want things back the way they were.”

      “Just what’s been⁠—”

      “There’s no time, sir,” Arvernus snapped. There was a hunted look in his eyes. Kezudkan stepped away from the world hole and backed himself against the control console of the machine. The cane that was his constant companion found its way into a sword-like grip in Kezudkan’s hand.

      “It’s night,” said Kezudkan. “This isn’t working hours. What’s going on?”

      “There’s no time,” said Arvernus. The kuduk worker stared through the world hole as Draksgollow was dragged through. He moved to the controls and put a hand to the switch that would shut off the machine.

      “There are three more still back there,” Kezudkan noted dryly. He suspected by Arvernus’s manner that no delay would be forthcoming. “Just a couple chambers down the main tunnel.”

      “There’s no⁠—”

      “No time, yes, I know the refrain,” said Kezudkan. “But we’re saved now. It seems that whatever problem you’re having with the machine, we can remedy them should anyone else be stranded.”

      “It’s not the machine. It’s Tolby.”

      “Tolby?” Draksgollow discovered newfound strength of voice as he heard the name. His bearers carried him through into the Cavinstraw Deep workshop but did not set him down immediately. They kept him on their shoulders and carried him onward, heading for the far exit of the workshop.

      “He’s taken over since Mr. Draksgollow has been gone,” said Arvernus. He pulled the switch, and the machine no longer bridged the span of over half of Korr. He pulled another, and the room went dark as the worldripper did. “We’ve got rooms in the city. We’ll get you there. Don’t worry.”

      “This Tolby fellow, he live in the worker barracks?” Kezudkan asked.

      Arvernus shook his head. “He’s taken over Mr. Draksgollow’s suite.”

      “Well, then,” said Kezudkan, setting the tip of his cane firmly against the floor. “It looks like I’ll be having a word with Mr. Tolby.” He trundled off down a different corridor from the one the workers were using to carry off Draksgollow.

      “No,” Arvernus whispered harshly. “We’ll regroup, come back in force.” Kezudkan ignored him. After several more entreaties, the loyalist kuduk gave up and attended to his employer, leaving Kezudkan free to roam the halls.

      Despite his apparent rashness, the old daruu was far from reckless. There was no tell-tale clop of cane as he walked, not any great sound from his heavy footfalls. The stone of the halls gave way like wet sand beneath his tread; the tip of his cane left shallow indentations. Kezudkan’s old ears were a poor judge, but he doubted anyone behind a door would hear him approach.

      The worker barracks were a warren of free rooms provided to Draksgollow’s more miserly workers, who preferred a few saved coins a month to respite from their workplace. Never one to show interests outside his business, Draksgollow lived nestled among them, though in finer accommodations. The halls were plain stone, worked with a desire to remove obstruction, not create anything of beauty. It was not a distinction that the kuduk drew, but Kezudkan saw no reason that the creation of a simple passageway had to have been ugly. It was a simple matter of finesse with the stone that came intuitively to the daruu.

      It was that intuition that Kezudkan was counting upon. As he ambled down the corridor, he paused at each door. All of them had frames made of grey-painted steel set into the stone wall. With a gentle hand, Kezudkan wiped at the rock, causing it to flow and shift like clay over the door handle of each door. By the time he reached the end of the corridor, every other door in the barracks was sealed shut.

      Kezudkan took a moment to ponder his entrance. Trying the handle, he found the door locked. The steel was no finer than the rest of the doors along the corridor, but like those others it was solid and thick, at least an inch of metal barring his way. He nodded. Putting a hand to the stone beside the door, he felt his way inside, to the heart of the stone. Would it mind, kindly, removing itself from his way? The stone was only too happy to comply. It receded from the steel frame holding the door in place like a sea at low tide. With the tip of his cane, Kezudkan toppled the door inward.

      The crash of metal on stone was fit to wake statues. The room’s occupant gave a wordless cry and scrambled upright in his bed. A paltry light from the corridor back-lit Kezudkan. His own shadow hid the kuduk’s features from him.

      “Get out of here!” the kuduk shouted. “Who are you?”

      Kezudkan was already lumbering over the fallen door and closing the distance to the kuduk traitor. The kuduk lunged over the edge of his bed, but Kezudkan’s cane caught him on the way down, barring him across the collarbone. Feeling under the edge of the bed with a boot toe, the old daruu fumbled with something concealed there and finally kicked a rifle into the light.

      “Is this what you were after?” Kezudkan asked. He pointed to the rifle. The kuduk made a stretch to get around the obstructing cane, and Kezudkan made no move to stop him. Instead, he rested a foot atop the weapon. When the kuduk’s fingers tried to pry it from the floor, the rifle might well have been bolted to the stone.

      “It’s you. How’d you get back?”

      “I swam,” Kezudkan replied. “How is it that you thought you inherited this place when we had an equipment failure? You were supposed to have opened a world-hole and brought us back. Even if I hadn’t heard him tell you in no uncertain terms, you ought to have been clever enough to figure that part out for yourself.”

      “I just ... I mean ... I can explain everything.”

      Kezudkan lifted his cane, along with the kuduk draped over it. He deposited Tolby into Draksgollow’s bed and used the tip of the cane at the kuduk’s throat to hold him down. “Oh, I think I understand without requiring explanation. You thought you could dispose of us, take everything for your own, and be as rich as we’d planned to be. Admit it.”

      The kuduk gave a sickly smile, lost in the scraggle of an unkempt beard. “No hard feelings, I hope, Mr. Kezudkan?”

      Kezudkan pressed down. Tolby gagged and clutched at the cane with both hands. Just as it seemed that the kuduk would free himself from the cane’s crushing tip, Kezudkan leaned into it. The gagging turned horrible, the kuduk frantic. “No. None at all.”

      After a moment, the kuduk fell limp. Kezudkan gave a final shove, then allowed the cane to return to its normal duties. With no further need for stealth, he clopped his way back to the door, pausing momentarily at a tray of last night’s dinner leftovers. There was a half a fruit tart remaining. Though there was no pride in the act, Kezudkan broke away a corner that bore no tooth marks and shoved it into his mouth.

      “Best I’ve had in weeks,” he muttered to himself as he went to find himself something to go with his snack.
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        “A newspaper is ten percent bitter truth, with a thick candy coating of comforting lies.”

        ED. L.T STRATTA OF THE EVERSALL DEEP HERALD,  IN A LETTER LEFT TO HIS SON

      

      

      

      The public house smelled of ale and fire-blackened beef, overpowering the smoke from the lamps that kept the dark of the deeps at bay. The walls were irregular, with slathered on plaster coating rough raw stone beneath. The jags and nooks cast strange shadows in the lamp light, but they seemed quaint rather than sinister. Raucous laughter broke out often over the constant murmur of jumbled voices. Stories passed over tables of friends packed so tightly together that lifting an elbow required the cooperation of a neighbor. The crowd at The Bearded Man was in a boisterous mood.

      A thin lad, dressed in a brown coat with sleeves too short for his arms, squeezed his way among the tables with the skill of an aleman. A few called out to him from tables he passed, and he suffered good-natured grief for the jostling he caused along his path. Kupe was known. It was all anyone needed in The Bearded Man.

      “How’s it, Kupe?” a man asked. He was black haired and sweaty, with a grin that was missing a tooth in front.

      “Smellin’ sweet, Mull. Wrap your eyes around this,” said Kupe. He slapped a newspaper down onto the table. Everyone at the table stared at the picture of an aerodrome hangar with no airships.

      “Nice one, kid. What’s it say?” Mull asked.

      Kupe could read a bit but relied on what he had heard secondhand. “This here’s the Glenwood Gazetteer. ‘Bout a month old now, but lookie that there aerodrome. Heisted it good, it says. Knocks didn’t like it, so they hushed it up, but the papers got word out.”

      “Davlin sent you to rub our noses in it?”

      “Somethin’ like that,” said Kupe. He stuck a shoulder in between two older freemen and wedged himself into a spot on the bench across from Mull. “Wanted me to remind you about your bet.”

      Mull shook his head. “Ain’t that easy.”

      “You’re just rustin’ up cuz you ain’t never thought we’d get proof.”

      “Proof?” Mull scoffed. He smacked the paper with the back of his hand. “A flashpop of some building in a sky, lotsa letters we can’t neither of us read. Go hammer screws.”

      Kupe frowned at Mull but saw no slack in Mull’s sweat-glistened face. He was still sober, without enough ale in him to make him either belligerent or gullible. There was no trick of wordplay Kupe knew to push or pull Mull where Kupe needed him to go. “Charsi!” Kupe shouted. He half stood from his seat and craned his neck to scan the crowd. “Charsi, come here a minute.”

      A head popped up, turning this way and that to see where the call had come from. Charsi was young, with the milk-white complexion that certain among the deep dwellers developed from a lack of sun. Her eyes were the color of the sky, the closest that most of the regulars at The Bearded Man got to seeing real blue; they browsed the patrons with a practiced glance. Kupe held up an arm, and she nodded in his direction and stood. With a gentle slap on the shoulder or a murmured word, patrons squirmed and leaned to clear a path for the girl. After all, she owned the pub.

      Sidling up to Kupe, she slid an arm around his shoulder and kissed him atop the head. “Welcome home, Kupe.”

      “Thanks.” Kupe blushed but otherwise kept coy. He gestured to the newspaper on the table. “Mind readin’ this for us simple folk?”

      Charsi frowned down at him. “You know your letters.”

      “Not in front of everyone,” he whispered from the side of his mouth. “I ain’t got an hour to read it to ‘em.”

      Charsi rolled her eyes but picked up the paper anyway. “ ‘Rebels attack aerodrome,’ says the headline. ‘A brazen, daring heist resulted in the loss of eight single-seat liftwings, a twenty-crew battle liftwing, and a vacudirge.’ Wow, that’s something now, ain’t it? ‘Official reports are mum on casualties, but witnesses who spoke to Gazetteer reporters on condition of a-no-nym-it-y’—bloody kuduks and their fifty-tenar words—‘claim that at least thirty soldiers from the garrison were killed, and the crew of the battle liftwing lost.’”

      “Oil and fire,” Mull muttered.

      “Believe me now?” Kupe asked. “Thanks, Charsi.”

      “You can thank me proper over a drink after closing,” Charsi replied. She put him in a headlock and squeezed affectionately. “Been worried nights over you. Davlin put you up to that trip?”

      “Wasn’t a put-up job. I volunteered. Ain’t like it was real danger, just a bit of freeman travel. I had tickets whole way out and back. Real proper.”

      “Thinkin’ the knocks wouldn’t like seein’ that paper you brought back with you.”

      “That they wouldn’t,” said Mull. “They’d have sniffed trouble, and they’d have been right to.”

      “He’s right, Kupe. Davlin’s a trouble-brewer,” said Charsi “Couldn’t make a machine does it better than him.”

      “Come down to the church with me tonight. I’m sure he can change your minds, both of you.”

      “You know how to sweet-talk a girl,” Charsi replied dryly. “You know I can’t be leaving this place to run itself. I trust my folk with the till, but they’ll run this place right off the tracks if I’m not around.”

      Kupe put an arm around Charsi’s waist and pulled her around to face him. With so many eyes around, he played at being a proper gentleman and kept his own eyes high, though she was a full head higher than him while he sat. He slipped a finger under the string of a necklace she kept concealed and tugged it free for all to see. It was little more than twine with a plain copper ring as its only adornment. It was an old tradition, but it was a mourning keepsake for the kin of freemen lost to slavery. “Davlin makes the kind of trouble that’ll get your pa free one day. Ain’t that worth a night off to go listen to him?”

      “Davlin’s gone off his nutter, boy. Gunk he’s spewin’ ain’t even proper for a priest to be thinkin’.”

      Charsi ignore the comment. “All right, Kupe. Just for a little while.”
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        * * *

      

      No church of Eziel was kept in grand style. Cuminol Deep’s was converted from a failed mine that had been rerouted down other tunnels, leaving several short shafts abandoned. Human slaves had carved the tunnels, and the priests had left the bare, ugly work of their downtrodden flock unchanged after the miners moved on. To them, it symbolized the struggles that so many humans faced. It also saved a good deal of coin on hiring masons.

      The guards at the door had let Kupe pass with merely a nod. He was known. He was also a friend of Davlin. Mull and Charsi met no resistance either, for Mull was a thunderail coalman and well respected among the deepers of Cuminol, and Charsi was known to every man with a taste for ale. It was a church guard’s duty to know what faces belonged to the devout, to the loyal, and to the shaver. Some just made their work easier than others.

      Inside, the tunnels buzzed with conversation as worshipers filed in to find seats. The main tunnel crossing stood as the hub of the church, with a low dais meant not to elevate the priest at sermon, but to allow his voice to carry over the rows of eager ears. Kupe led Mull and Charsi past the altar and dais, giving a nod to Davlin as he stood watching over the incoming flock. They picked their way through the crowd and found seats down one of the side tunnels. The benches were plain steel, shin high, and kept wellscrubbed and free of rust by the initiates.

      “I had no idea so many folk came to sermons,” Charsi whispered as she settled herself to Kupe’s right.

      Kupe lifted his palms. “Well, here they are. Not everyone makes it down to the pub, and most of the ones that do ain’t regulars here. You get the gossip and the gripes. No offense, but you’re the drain where folk dump the slop from their souls. This is where you get filled back up with hope.”

      Mull grunted, eavesdropping from the far side of Kupe. “Liked him better when he stuck to takin’ alms and buyin’ bread with it.” Kupe shushed him and pointed toward the dais.

      The crowd quieted as Pious Davlin took his place in view of all. He wore plain spun robes dyed brown and with a hand-make look to them. Conversations died away and all eyes turned in his direction. Davlin was no imposing figure, bald atop and greying at the temples, stoopshouldered with his eyes cast down. He wore a beard—as any good human grew—close-cropped and flecked with grey.

      “I see more faces than last week,” Davlin said, his voice echoing down the silent tunnels. His face spread in a smile. “You’re spreading the word. Good. Hope is still the strongest weapon we have. But hope alone will not be enough. Soon, we will need the sort of weapons that spill blood.” There was a low murmur from the crowd. Davlin raised his voice. “This day is long in coming. We have waited under foot and boot, bent with the weight of our enemies bearing down upon us. Our people are rising. We have found the strength and are beginning to stand up, not to squirm from under those boots but to throw them from us.

      “Look to your left and to your right. Those are your brothers and sisters. We are all kin. We will stand together, united against our common foe. Cuminol must also look to its north and south, to its east and west, above ground and below. In every city, there are more of our kind, freemen and slaves alike. They are our brothers and sisters also. They are our kin. Their fight is our fight, and they have already begun to fight back. In Ruttania and Grangia, the forces of freedom have begun to take back what was stolen so, so long ago.”

      There was a rumbling in the crowd in the silence that followed. Davlin let it percolate for a minute and more before he continued. “I hear the questions you ask among yourselves. What was taken? How do we fight back? I am not a soldier, what can I do? I will tell you ...”

      Davlin delved into history then, speaking from the old texts, long kept hidden by the priests and priestesses of Eziel. He told the stories of the great wars with demons and dragons, fey creatures and followers of blackhearted gods. At length he told of the struggles against the daruu, the last remaining threat to mankind after all the other wars had been won. The rise of the kuduks was a great surprise to many. Kupe smirked as he picked from the crowd those who were attending their first sermon since Davlin had dredged up the old texts and read from them again. To think of a kuduk as nothing more than the bastard children of humans and daruu cast them in a wholly new light. They seemed less the superior people and more the ungrateful children of the elder races. Lastly, Davlin spoke of the great war, of the defeat of mankind and the supplanting of the daruu.

      “It is time to remember old ways. We have grown numerous and strong. Under the light of Eziel’s gentle teachings, we have persevered when we might have been forgiven a loss of faith. We have bottled our anger instead of letting it drip and leak from us in pointless small revolts. It is time to remember the Eziel that strode beside us into battle, the one whose teachings are sharp enough to draw blood. Join hands and speak the invocation with me:

      “Lord Eziel, grant us vengeance upon our enemies. Let us share our strength as comrades and become fearsome to our foes. I am your servant, teach me to kill in your name.”

      The congregation murmured along, many silent because they did not know the words. Davlin repeated them, and a few new voices joined in. The chorus grew louder the third time as the words sank in, and the newcomers began to absorb them. Kupe felt his heart pump. To his left, Mull clung to his hand with a man-shy timidity, still seeming self-conscious. To his right, Charsi’s hand was slick with sweat, trying to squeeze the blood from his fingers. By the time Davlin repeated the invocation a fifth time, the tunnels thundered with the voices of the worshipers, new and old alike.

      “Here we cleanse our hearts and gird our souls for battle. Outside these walls, let none know our heart or purpose. The time draws near. You will each be given your part to play. Go in peace and brotherhood.”

      A heady crowd rose unsteadily and began sorting themselves out the doors of the church. Kupe had heard the invocation enough times that he kept it in his heart, not to be carried off each time he heard Davlin speak it anew. He helped Charsi to her feet and waited for Mull to collect himself.

      “I had no idea,” said Charsi. She clung to Kupe’s arm as if she’d imbibed too much from her own wares.

      “It gets in you, that’s for sure,” Kupe said, helping her pick her way among the benches. “We can talk more later when it’s quiet.”

      “But I’ve got so many questions.”

      Kupe nodded. He caught her eyes with his own and held them briefly, men and women pushing past the pair as they stood idle in the flow of foot traffic. There was a fervency there, a hope blossoming like a colorpetal plant from the skies. He could hardly wait to see her again later. But business pressed. “I’ll see you to the door, but Mull and I have some things to discuss with Pious Davlin.”

      “What sort of things?”

      Kupe grinned at Mull, who stood uncomfortably waiting for the pair to say their goodbyes. “Mull’s our new inside man at the thunderails.”
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        * * *

      

      At the back of the farthest reaches of the back tunnel of the church, another couple sat. To all appearances they waited for the crowd to thin before pressing through, but they were no natives of Cuminol, nor any other place in Korr.

      “Quite the speech. Gets the blood running hot,” said Juliana. She wore a plain wool dress dyed grey as stone and straight from the seamstress. It was less apparent when she sat, but she towered over the Korrish women. The tallest she had met only came as high as her nose.

      “I take it you followed along? I didn’t hear you chanting the invocation,” Kyrus replied. He wore a workman’s coveralls, but had at least taken the trouble to rub them with grime to make it looked as if he worked. Though well taller than Juliana, men Kyrus’s size were not uncommon among the stock-bred humans, though he was thinner of limb than the crashball players and heavy laborers that were common among the very large.

      Juliana shrugged. “Sure. Easier reading the stuff than listening to it, but daruu isn’t so bad to pick up. So, you going to join the rebellion, be a hero?”

      Kyrus shot her a glare that would have had a sensible creature soiling itself. Juliana just snickered. “I’m no hero. Look at what these people are doing? They have nothing—or at least very little. Yet here they are, ready to stand up and fight against the people who control the whole world.”

      “You could make it easier on them.”

      “I could sully their victory, steal away their purpose and resolve, let them remain soft and beaten, but under a kinder master. No. There were real heroes in this crowd. I don’t know who they were—they don’t even know yet themselves—but someone here will shape a new future for our kind.”

      “Their kind. They’re really not our kind anymore.”

      Kyrus sighed. “No, I suppose not. Our kind are enough of a problem as it is. I’m not going to worry about them today, though.”

      “Will they listen?”

      Kyrus gestured to the church around them “I wish they could have listened to this. But they’ll listen to me. I won’t leave them a choice.”
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        “It takes a thick skull to play crashball. You start lettin’ ideas into your head; you might think twice about playing at all.”

        GEMNO (“HAYFIELD”), STAR SWEEPER FOR  THE STEAM RATS CRASHBALL SQUAD

      

      

      

      “Lord Eziel, grant us vengeance upon our enemies. Let us share our strength as comrades and become fearsome to our foes. I am your servant; teach me to kill in your name.”

      Rynn spoke the words along with everyone else on the plaza, in a slow chant so that all the voices merged together into a single sound, far greater than any long voice could have managed. It was more than symbolic; it was demonstrative. The Human Rebellion was more than individuals. Pious Rascal, who Rynn could never seem to think of him as Henlon, kept his emphasis on the communal purpose being what would bring them victory. Rynn knew that it was helpful, but she suspected that coil guns and other rune-tech were going to prove the difference in the end.

      “Rise, and part as brethren,” Rascal said, his voice carrying over a crowd that had fallen silent at the final word of the invocation. “We have the work of Eziel to attend.”

      Rynn levered herself up from one knee, the posture everyone on the plaza had taken during Rascal’s sermon. The supports in the tinker’s legs made the kneeling easier on her than on probably anyone else in the rebellion. It hardly felt different than standing. With the springs and air pistons helping, the rise was cumbersome but not taxing in the least.

      The crowd began to thin immediately. Most of the rebels had duties to resume. There was still construction going on over most of the ship. With every added floor inside the old vacuum tanks, the crowding in the crew quarters lessened. The liftwing hangars were taking shape, both in ease of use and in readiness to launch in haste. The cramped workshops cut through walls and set up more of the equipment that had been salvaged from Tinker’s Island. The Jennai was a great clockwork beast, being built from the inside out.

      But not everyone had duties that pressed, and those who had odd tasks went about those as well. Certain idle and rowdy rebels loitered on the plaza, waiting for it to clear. After all, the plaza was painted with the boundary lines for two crashball pitches. The would-be player shifted nervously, trying to avoid the eye of their general as she watched them linger. A few guilty souls took themselves to find some useful occupation instead of waiting until they were among the lonely few left to explain why they hadn’t left the plaza.

      Rynn took a quick count of the remaining rebels. “Sides of nine, friendly touch, no tackling,” she called out. Those who had been taking care to study the sky or gaze up at the windows of the vacuum tanks suddenly realized that their general meant to play. Rynn felt exposed standing in the midst of a group of her troops, out of place for the first time she could remember aboard the Jennai. Every one of the players seemed clipped from newspaper flashpops of crashball matches. Tall, broad, muscular, they exuded a jovial violence just milling around waiting for a match.

      “I bet we could round up better than that for a friendly,” Hayfield shouted over from the sidelines. He was among a number of well-wishers who clung to the games but didn’t get involved. He drew eyes away from Rynn as he crossed the painted lines that separated prospective players from spectators. With a solid decade over the next oldest player in the plaza, his arrival signaled a change in the tone of the game. A few other hangers on slipped over the barrier of white paint that might as well have been a chain fence just moments earlier. Too young, too small, too timid, or too female, these others had found reason to steer clear of the miners, soldiers, and freight handlers who dominated most matches. Now they joined Hayfield and Rynn with the prospect of a gentler game.

      “C’mon, old timer,” one of the barrel-shaped lads complained. “We need to steam off a little. Can’t be havin’ kids and girls out here.”

      “There’s two pitches painted,” Rynn said. “We can have a game of each. We can play friendly here, and you boys can knock each other’s teeth out on the other.”

      A certain sort of lad never liked to be compromised with. There was a bit of a bully in many of them that liked when they could bull and bluster their way over obstacles, getting their own way. Such a lad might have been inclined to tell a girl of nineteen years and half his size that she could well clear off his pitch and take over the free one. A slightly smarter sort remembered that he would be arguing with his general, a woman who could order him to the fore of a charge, have him tossed off the ship, or just shoot him herself. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d done it.

      The lad nodded. “Awright.” He jerked his head toward the other pitch and led his goons to the other playing field.

      Her goons. As much as Rynn looked down on their oafish antics, those goons were soldiers of hers, the sort who could brawl with kuduks— knockers or militia—and win. If they haunted the plazas and the bars aboard the Jennai in their off hours, it was a small price to pay when it was time to raid.

      Someone tossed Rynn a crashball, and she juggled it before latching on and taking hold of it. It was an oblong leather-wrapped ovoid with a wood core and a layer of wool padding between. Rynn had only handled one a few times in her life. She was no athlete. The only serious attempt she’d made to play crashball was a children’s game in the tunnels of Eversall Deep when she was eight. She’d ended up with scraped knees, a twisted finger, and a bloody nose. Ever since then, she had steered clear of the game.

      They ended up with twenty-four players. Rynn and Hayfield took captaincy and chose sides. As they took turns picking, Rynn wondered just how late she would have been picked if she wasn’t on a team by default. She certainly wouldn’t have picked herself (or Madlin, had she been among the candidates) over anyone waiting to be selected.

      Once the two teams had been selected, they flipped a five-gorm to see who would take the ball first. Hayfield flipped, and Rynn called ‘sky’ before it landed—sky-side up. Hayfield’s squad huddled up in their half of the pitch and prepared to kick away to Rynn’s.

      Rynn and her team spread out in their half, ready for wherever the kicked crashball headed. “Let’s have a nice clean one, everyone. No broken bones. You might need one of theirs backing you up with a coil gun in hand someday soon. Keep that in mind when you’re tempted to tackle.”

      Hayfield handled the kick himself. There was a dull thud as his boot connected with the ball, sending it tumbling end over end into, arcing through the air into Rynn’s half. Rynn saw a parabolic arc in negligible wind. She figured its flight at landing somewhat shy of a symmetrical arc, accounting for wind resistance. It wasn’t heading her way but over her head and to her right. She bounced on her tinker’s legs to get ready to spring into action once someone fielded the kick.

      There was a slap and a thud as a skinny lad tried to catch the kick, and it bounced off his hands to the plaza. The oblong shape made predicting bounces nearly impossible. Four of Rynn’s players scrambled to corral the crashball as Hayfield’s team barreled down on them. Had they been playing full contact, a flubbed catch on the kick was a prelude to carnage as both teams fell on it like packs of wolves. In a friendly, Rynn took up her duty trying to block the path of her opponents, knowing they had to avoid body to body contact.

      The sight of a man bearing down on her kept Rynn hunkered down and ready to spring away. He was mechanic in his coveralls, and not nearly the size of the players who’d opted for the rough game, but more than Rynn could have fended off had he wanted to bowl her over. She kept her arms out in front of her, elbows slightly bent as she’d seen other players do and wondered if she ought to have lugged a few more sacks of wheat flour in her life. There was no tool to help her, nothing but her own flesh against her opponent’s. In that moment she saw the appeal—for those lads with arms like thunderail pistons. Strip away the money and artifice, and you were left with animal combat. Of course, there were rules to keep it civil, but Rynn had always relied on wit and tinkered machines over brute force. As Hayfield’s team closed in, the plaza shook under their feet. Instinct told Rynn to take cover, to dive out of the way and bring her arms up to protect her head. The arms stretched out to take an impact drew closer and closer to her body.

      The mechanic veered aside. Rynn knew her job was to sidestep and block him off, force him even farther out of his way, but she leaned away from him instead. The legs can’t move laterally that fast. It was an excuse for later, nothing she believed. Another of Hayfield’s players brushed by to her left. Rynn spared a glance over her shoulder and saw that her squad had recovered the ball and were passing it back and forth to keep it away from the onrush of opponents. It was a peculiarity in the friendly game that would never have stood up in full contact. Forced to go around one another, Rynn’s players kept Hayfield’s at bay simply by forcing them off their intended path, tossing the ball to a free teammate when the opponents got too near. Played so wide and loose in a contact game, one team or the other would have knocked a path clear to score or steal before long.

      Rynn looked to Hayfield’s side of the pitch and saw that only two players had stayed back as safeties. No one was paying her much mind either. She took two hopping strides to get a feel for the plaza floor, then raised an arm and waved to her team. “To me!”

      It had been the thing to do. She was no great fanatic of crashball, but she knew the call. She said it without much thought to what would follow. The teammate with the ball heeded her. Whether his general’s voice held some thrall over him, whether he took pity on the left-out player, or whether he naively believed in her ability to score, the ball lofted her way. The oblong crashball wobbled through the air with the narrow ends to the sides, like it was trying to paddle a canoe. Players from both teams turned to watch its flight and to follow its course. Rynn was suddenly the center of attention of twenty-three other players.

      Rynn judged the ball in flight and shuffled her feet to position herself under it. She tried to ignore the pounding boots growing closer by the second and kept her attention skyward, on the little glint of open air between the Jennai’s forward vacuum tanks. It hung in the air for hours, it seemed, growing larger rather than nearer. Too fast. Step aside. Fielding the ball on a bounce was a dice roll as she saw with the kick. She had to try.

      “Oomph.”

      The ball hit Rynn in the chest, and she cradled it against her body as it knocked the breath from her lungs. To her credit, she held it tight and regained her composure before looking to see how close the pursuit had come. Too close.

      Rynn tried to twist, but the bulk of the tinker’s legs made it into the movement of a compass—one point stabbed into the paper as the other swung in an arc. Once she got her legs lined up, it was time to field test them. She ran. All the joints of the legs were spring stabilized, which was nice for stopping the momentum of the heavy steel mechanisms, but it was also meant to store energy on the move. She couldn’t manage the churning piston run of a normal human sprint but bounded like a twolegged deer once she worked out the gait after three steps. Higher and higher she bounced with each stride, longer and longer each bound until she reached the limit of what her muscles could manage with the load of the springs. The two players Hayfield’s squad kept back took an optimist’s angle to cut off her charge and found themselves left in Rynn’s wake as she sped between them like they were statues.

      She heard the shouts of encouragement as her own teammates broke off pursuit and cheered her on. There was no one to stop her from crossing the score line. She pressed on, full steam ahead until she reached the far painted line of the pitch and broke into an exultant grin as she scored.

      Slowing proved to be a different matter. Rynn eased off her sprint, but forward momentum carried her onward. At each bounding stride, the springs in the tinker’s legs returned much of her kinetic energy to her. Leaning back to ease up, she felt her balance faltering and stumbled to catch herself.

      The edge of the ship. It was too close. The Jennai was massive, with the plaza running the full length of the ship, but it was still finite. And Rynn had rediscovered that fact in alarming fashion. There were no safety rails or nets at the end of the plaza; its core function was as an aerodrome, not a sporting stadium. Even non-tinkers have a sense of certain applications of physics, quick scratchwork within the brain that tells them how to aim a rifle or catch a crashball. Rynn’s internal scratchwork needed neither her exact velocity nor her distance to the edge of the airship to tell her she was about to pitch headlong into the sky.

      The only way Rynn foresaw went against her body’s preservation instincts. It became a test of will; her instincts told her to keep herself from falling to the unforgiving steel of the plaza against the reasoning that it would hurt far less than a fatal fall from above the clouds. Rynn let the crashball tumble from her hands and braced herself as she put her feet together and used the muscles in her foot to catch a toe on the plaza floor. She felt the instant panic of falling, putting her arms out to cushion her fall. Rune-balanced for weight though they may have been, her tinker’s legs still carried their mass like the steel constructs they were. Rynn slammed face-first to the ground, dragged down by the mass of her legs to hit far harder than she’d have liked.

      Rynn’s arms did nothing to cushion her impact as far as she noticed. She blacked out as she hit the plaza’s edge, just a few feet from empty air. What could only have been seconds later, she blinked her eyes open, feeling the blood gushing from her broken nose.

      The crashball wobbled along and plummeted over the side.
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        * * *

      

      Madlin cringed and held her hands to her nose.

      “What’s wrong? Rock catch you?” Cadmus shouted over the grating of the auger and its steam engine. The auger’s bit reached through the open world-hole and into the guts of Korr’s moon. It dumped moon gravel into a chute that ran down into a newly cut hole in the bottom of the Jennai, dumping the extramundial stone debris into the Sea of Kerum in a fine shower.

      “No,” Madlin replied. She was standing by the head of the auger, but she was wearing goggles and helmet, and none of the large fragments were being ejected in her direction. “Rynn’s a clumsy idiot is all.” She checked a counter on the side of the auger, the numbered dials each turning slower than the one to its right. “Stop there! Three hundred twenty-five feet, two inches. You went over a bit.”

      “We’ll deal with the variance,” said Cadmus. Madlin was possibly the only one alive who could pick the sarcasm out of his assurance. They were within a twentieth of a percent of their target length for the pass. The auger kept running, but the noise cut down sharply as Cadmus pulled the world-ripper back the way it came. The auger scraped the edges of the hole it had cut, but was otherwise spinning idly.

      Madlin clutched at her elbow as she watched the numbers reverse, counting back toward the zero mark where they’d begun the tunnel. She tried to hold up the sketched plans for the lunar hideaway, but sharp pains in her arm kept her from bending it properly. Sharp imaginary pains, she knew, but they were troubling her no less for it.

      “She hurt badly?”

      Madlin gritted her teeth. “Still has all the parts she had this morning.” She could feel the eyes on her, though Madlin and Cadmus were alone in the world-ripper room. Guards had been posted to keep work on the lunar expansion under wraps. Its actual location was to be a secret shared only by the two of them. The actual eyes were on Rynn. Curious, gawking eyes, too scared of doing wrong to do anything of use for her. They were all just waiting for Jamile or Sosha to show up and do the work for them.
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        * * *

      

      Rynn stumbled into her room in a daze and slammed the door behind her. She’d ordered her way free of Sosha’s ministrations as soon as she’d wrung out an admission that she was in no more immediate danger. The loss of blood had made her lightheaded along with the blow to the head itself. She had a welt where the side of her forehead had struck, and a bandage wrapped tightly around her face, packing her nose with gauze to set the break. Her left arm was splinted and swollen; Sosha said she’d have to wait for the swelling to subside but was fairly certain it was broken. Numerous scrapes and friction burns stung from antiseptics. Bloody Eziel, even her chest hurt from the impact of the rusted crashball.

      It seemed the only part of her that came through unscathed were her legs. Armored in the tinker’s legs, she hadn’t gotten so much as a scratch or bruise on them. So all in all, a successful field test followed by an unforeseen disaster attributable to user error, not design.

      “Bet you wish you knew a shielding spell about now, huh?” Dan asked.

      Rynn flinched and snapped her head to see what Dan was doing in her quarters. Mistake. Rynn squeezed her eyes shut against the dizziness and waves of pain from moving her head too fast.

      “Wud you want?” she demanded, her voice muddy by the bandage over her nose.

      “Some trick with those legs. I saw the whole thing from up here.”

      “How long you been up here?”

      “I watched that little festival in the plaza,” Dan said with a shudder. “Nice cult you’ve got there. Not my style, worshiping dead gods.”

      “Wud you know ‘bout gods?” Rynn was too weary to throw Dan out or yell for guards—what little good those might do—so she sat herself down on the bed and hoped to get the conversation over with.

      “I probably believe in Eziel more than you do,” said Dan, “but the gods are long gone. I mean, thousands of winters gone. Whatever gets you rebels off your arses and fighting again though, right? But that’s not why

      I’m here. I want to know when you’re sending me back to Tellurak.”

      “You sure you dun wanna fight for us here?” Rynn asked. “You’re good at it.”

      “I’m more of a war god  than Eziel is these days, but that’s not the point. The food here is dog shit, most of your people don’t speak a civilized language, and this airship was interesting for about a day and a half. This isn’t a warship or even a vessel anymore. It’s a backwater garrison stationed in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I thought you liked the idea of having airships.” Rynn tried to pinch the bridge of her nose to alleviate her headache, but the bandage was too much in the way.

      “Yeah, sure. Real ones though, not this spit-pasted monstrosity. So when can you get me back to Tellurak? I need to find out what became of Tanner. For his own good, and for my peace of mind.”

      Rynn sighed. Just talking was exhausting her. “Couple days. Promise.”

      Dan stared at her. She couldn’t tell whether he was trying to formulate an argument or trying to decide whether she was lying. “Fine. You should get some rest though. You look like shit someone stepped in. Maybe you should consider a full armor suit.”
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