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Chapter 1







“You’re a damned fool, Elijah Aloysius Kelly.”

I winced. My grandma never used my full name unless I’d waltzed too close to idiocy. But I knew Maude saw the dim light of virtue in my foolishness. She just didn’t want to fess up.

“We’ve got to check the Seattle ruins. Menlo Station’s left us no choice,” I said, exasperation creeping into my voice. “They’ve picked every supply depot west of the Cascades clean. If you got a better idea, now’s the time.”

My argument echoed in the deep darkness of the abandoned railyard, bouncing off the rusted hull of the old Thunder Train I'd taken as my hiding place since returning to the flying city of Wardenclyffe. The Iron Rooster had been mine and Henry’s secret fortress when we were kids, an abandoned wreck we’d rigged up with increasingly lethal traps in the forgotten junkyard. Ever since I’d returned from my exile to the ground it had proven an excellent spot to hunker down and hide. Here we could rant and rave and plan, safe from prying eyes and ears.

“Sometimes a bad idea is worse than none at all,” Maude grumbled, clacking false teeth down hard on her unlit pipe in frustration, her blind eyes somehow still managing to stare down my sass. She didn’t need sight though to pilot us to where we needed to go; with the blinder goggles hanging around her neck she could ‘see’ through fog and night, steel and smoke, by detecting the electromagnetic telluric currents that ran through the world. Although those same blinders had burned out her normal sight through the years, Maude accepted the price they demanded to pilot the giant Thunder Trains across the storm-laden skies.

She shifted her muscled bulk and tried a different tack. “You know the stories same as I do about that cursed place. Ain't nothing that goes in there gonna come back out.”

Seattle had been a fledgling burg when it’d been hit by massive fires in 1889, and they’d just finished rebuilding from that when the Blood Panic swept through in '93. Ever since then, the place had gone quiet, and no salvation cities had ever managed to launch from there. Before the telepulse went down the gossip among the storm prophets was that monsters worse than any furback stalked the broken streets of the city, and apparently even the werewolves kept their distance now. If we were lucky, only the bones of the dead were left on Seattle streets, and the rumors had no meat to them.

But our luck hadn’t been that good lately.

“Yes, it is dangerous, and more than slightly stupid,” the third figure in the dimly-lit room interjected, voice muffled by a respirator. “But if we don’t try, what hope is there for Wardenclyffe? We’ve got enough problems heading for us without food riots chipping in their two cents.”

Dressed in a long white Howie-style lab coat with black gloves and copper-clad black boots, the bald Tellurian that had spoken was almost indistinguishable from the rest of his mysterious scientific order. But Henry, or Omega Thomas as we were supposed to call him now in public, wasn’t just another faceless overlord of Wardenclyffe. I’d known him damn near my whole life, long before the werewolf attack that forced him to join the Telluric Society of Truth. I was one of the few people who knew what lurked behind the goggles and respirator all the storm prophets wore: the too-blue eyes and dagger teeth of a twisted half-wolf, half-man. It was a face that the Tellurians were desperate to hide from the normal citizenry. If the last uninfected people in the world knew that their saviors were actually half-transformed werewolves they’d riot and bring down the salvation city in a maelstrom of fire and panic.

“Voidstorms, starvation, or colliding with Menlo Station,” Maude chuckled with a grim humor. “Boys, we’re already spoilt for choices on how we die. You two really want to add Seattle’s mysteries into that brew?”

“All right, fine, you made your point,” I snapped, sharper than I intended.

Lately I’d found it difficult to keep my temper in check. Noises piled up and overwhelmed me; sights and smells would turn from subtle to overblown in a matter of seconds, threatening to send me into a confused rage. Although those infected with the werewolf virus weren't exactly famous for their calm, I'd managed mine pretty well up until the last month. I couldn't freeze it in place with electrocution like the Tellurians did, but the experiments that the twisted bastards on Menlo Station did on my father before I'd been conceived had passed on a strange half-resistance to the beast inside. That didn't make it easy, though. And it didn’t help none that my grandma still treated me like I didn’t know shit from Shinola; it was hard for her to let go of the little boy she raised, to really see the man who’d come through the fire of the last few months.

Instead of letting the argument escalate more, I took a breath and brought the wolf under control. He simmered in the back of my mind, gnawing at cage bars that barely held him.

Gritting my teeth with the effort to not be an asshole, I traced a line from the Seattle to a mark farther north. “Then what about this spot here? Looks like they set up a secondary set of depots in this little town, Everett. It’s far enough away that any big city nasties won’t make the trek in time before we’re out of there.”

“You hope,” Maude corrected, her argumentative mood somewhat subdued by my irritated tone.

“What else we got these days other than that?” I growled, turning away from the map and my family to stare out into the blackness of the cavernous train yard. Above I could faintly hear the hustle and bustle of daily life on Wardenclyffe, echoing down through the steel superstructure to where we sat hidden in the gloom. How many up there knew how close we were to death? After twenty years of living with the apocalypse on a daily basis, how many would even care? Was hope even worth holding on to when there was no dawn in sight for humanity, just a slow death-rattle as we all headed for oblivion?

“We’ll get her back, son,” Maude whispered, her wrinkled and calloused hand gripping my shoulder from behind. There was love in the words, backed up by a will as strong as steel. “We’ll get them both back.”

The darkness of the abandoned railyard grew blurry, and I wiped the hot tears away.

“Ain’t no point,” I tried to say, but my voice cracked halfway through. I cleared my throat and stiffened my spine and resolve. “It’s been three months since they were taken. If they ain’t already dead, then they wish they were.”

“Eli, I—” Henry started to say, his tone comforting.

“What?” I snarled, turning back to them so fast that Maude jumped back. The words shot out fast and low, cutting the air like razors. “You going to tell me that they're fine? That the mad scientists on Menlo didn’t go crazy on them with blade and blood, pump every chemical on the shelf through them just to see what would happen? The Cabal ain’t known for their kindness. Maggie tore Dr. Trent’s arm off and saved Portland; chances are pretty damn good that he held a grudge about that. The only prayer Maggie and Sarah got is that they died quick.”

Neither of them said anything. There was no old-time Bible quote, no logical argument, nothing that could refute the brutal truth. Dr. Trent, the leader of the Cabal of Purity and creator of the werewolf virus that had turned the world feral, had escaped with the Butler sisters in his clutches three months ago after the Battle of Portland. We’d broken up the slave colony the Cabal had set up there, but it had come with a damn high price. I’d lost my right foot in the fight, but that pain was nothing compared to losing Maggie. She was the one who’d turned me into a shifter and saved me from the Broken werewolves that the Cabal had thrown out into the world.

She was also the woman who I’d figured out I loved only after she was stolen away.

The Butler sisters weren’t no shrinking violets though, and Maggie had just started going through the final transformation that would have turned her into a hulking lupine abomination for the rest of her life when Trent had abducted them. She’d torn the mad doctor’s arm off in her struggles, giving me the chance to save the folks in Portland . . . but only when I turned my back on rescuing them to chase after the control bracer attached to the severed limb.

I’d made my choice. And although I tried to stay strong in it, tried to remember all the innocents that lived because of it, Maggie’s face drifted in my mind at night, contorted in pain and terror. Sarah’s carefree laughs turned to screams, and the nightmares of what would be done to them stayed with me even after I woke up. I’d seen the result of Trent and the Cabal’s labors before. After our interference they’d give special attention to the sisters.

“If I talk to the Tellurians, maybe we can send another Thunder Train out, try again,” Henry said. But it rang hollow and weak.

“To what end?” I spat bitterly. “We tried. We lost the assault team to my obsession. How many died because I wanted others to correct my mistake?”

“Twelve,” Maude spoke up, the iron in her words bringing my self-pitying anger to a sudden stop. “Twelve men and women, all volunteers. Seven from Libertas and Portland, five from the trainyard. And not a one of them guilted or forced into it.”

Her calloused hands forced me to look into my grandma’s face, lined and worn from the years, but still strong and certain of right and wrong.

“Listen to me, you arrogant little shit,” Maude said with gruff kindness. “You didn’t hold no gun to their head. They did it cause they were decent, because someone they loved was hurting and desperate. Hell, the folk from Oregon wouldn’t have even been alive if you hadn’t done what you did. As for the yard workers, Maggie and Sarah saved this city with their sacrifice, and our folk aimed to repay them for it. It weren’t your choice to make; it was theirs. Trent’s the one who caused all this horseshit, the wolves, the pain, everything. And when we find him, the Devil is gonna shudder at what we'll do to that bastard.”

Maude pulled me into a bear hug that would have made a grizzly proud. For a minute she wasn’t the terror of the railyard, the mistress of the biggest Thunder Train that had ever split the clouds. She was just my grandma. An old lady, wracked by the years, who’d found the strength to stand for her and her family against horrors for decades. And I was her kin. It felt like she was trying to force her strength and love into me through the crushing hug. My ribs were protesting, but I told them to shut up and just hung on for dear life to Maude.

The smell of burning ozone broke the moment as Henry reached out awkwardly to pat my back in support. I got a little jolt from the electricity running through his Tellurian gear, and he pulled his hand back quickly. Even months later he was still getting used to being a storm prophet and the constant low-level electrocution that held the werewolf infection at bay in him.

Maude released me, pulling out a frayed handkerchief and blowing her nose.

“That’s enough of that, ain’t it?” she asked, tucking the hanky back into her patched dress as she straightened. “Pain don’t make you special. It’s what you do with it that matters. So, let’s get to it, then.”

Henry and I both tilted our heads in confusion.

“Wait, I’d thought you were against Eli’s plan?” Henry said.

“That’ll teach you to try and think,” Maude chortled at him, still sniffling a bit. “The kid’s right; we ain’t got much other choice than to search the Seattle area for depots. I was just making sure we all knew how crazy this all was so we couldn’t bitch about it later when it blows up in our faces.”

A morbid grin spread across my lips. “Better stupid than lazy; I'd rather die doing something to try to fix things than sit on my hands waiting for an actually good plan to show up.”

Our smiles were bittersweet with memories of how we were before the Shrieking Sally had crashed into Wardenclyffe, tearing our lives apart. But knowing that the three of us were still a family, bonded by love stronger than blood, made the last few months at least tolerable.

“Better to go down fighting than go down whining,” Maude agreed. “Henry, you get the other Tellurians on board. Don’t let Steinmetz give you any crap about it. I’ll take Eli and go prep the Heaven’s Grace for launch. Sam and his crew are good enough, but I want to make sure she can lift her skirts and scurry if everything goes to hell.”

I turned away from my family and stared hard through the darkness of the abandoned railyard, trying to keep hope from rising up. I couldn't help it; I wanted the sisters to be alive, to be safe. It hurt my heart to think of either of them dead, but I felt selfish as hell for wishing they still lived after the unimaginable horrors the Cabal would have inflicted on them.

You alive out there, Maggie? Are you and Sarah still hoping that we’ll get off our ass and come charging to the rescue?

The emotions twisted into a burning rage, welling up from the depths of my soul and rousing the wolf. I clenched my fists in anticipation of the fight ahead; the beast surged, and my lips peeled back from my teeth in a primal snarl as I made a whispered promise.

“I'll make them pay for hurting you, Maggie. Trent, the Cabal, Menlo Station. Pain ain't enough. Death ain't enough.

“They'll beg for the safety of Hell before I'm done with them.”
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Chapter 2







The voidstorm battering Wardenclyffe shuddered the jury-rigged lift as it rose from the depths of the railyard into the light of the city’s main level. I raised a faded blue bandanna to cover my face as I emerged into the frigid air.

The purple-hued sky above was split by a bolt of silent black lightning. High winds shrieked through the narrow city streets, stirring up dust and debris and making my flight goggles as much a necessity as a disguise choice. Glowing green clouds turned inside-out to a simmering cold blue in a constant boil as they floated through the supernatural miasma we floated in; if I didn’t know better I would’ve sworn we’d slipped through the boundaries of the real world into Hell itself. We’d hit the edge of the voidstorm a couple of days ago after seeing it lumbering toward us like a leviathan on the horizon. The engineers on the Double Ts had been encountering the floating pockets of strangeness for the last few months in increasing frequency. But this was the biggest one yet, far too large to maneuver the salvation city around. Inside the warped storms physical laws went squirrelly, and the energy from the telluric streams varied wildly from nonexistent to overloading. The only bit of luck we’d had was that Wardenclyffe was bulky enough that she could bull her way through the void while still maintaining contact with the echoes of the telluric streams far below; but the storm had grounded Thunder Trains and smaller vessels.

Didn’t mean people hadn't tried. It was the nature of trainfolk; we weren’t necessarily the brightest of the bunch, but we dragged around balls you could trip over. It took a special mix of crazy and stupid to hang on the side of hundreds of tons of steel flying through the air, chipping barnacled black crust away from squall tubes while lightning flashed across a Thunder Train’s hull.

The deadly green-blue clouds in the voidstorm we'd only encountered a few times though, and entering one was like rolling dice against the devil. It was almost a relief when you just had a pocket of ‘hollow’ air where the squall tubes stopped working and plunged you a few hundred feet down before hitting functional physical laws again. What had happened to the Tammany's Troubles when she'd passed through one of the glowing clouds had been much worse than simply crashing. We'd been flying nearby when we saw her disappear into it; the thing that came out the other side would give me nightmares for the rest of my life.

Her crew had been absorbed into the Thunder Train, flesh and steel swirled together like different flavors of melted ice cream on a hot day. The metal bled from its bolts while the engine spewed gibbering insanity out of the faces pushing out of its smokestacks. After the Tammany's Troubles emerged from the cloud the abomination twisted and screamed across the sky in a horrific parody of life before it went out of control and slammed into the ground at breakneck speed. The impact sounded like a sledgehammer made of dynamite smashing open a rotten corpse. A recovery team was sent to salvage what they could from the crash site, but they returned pale-faced and empty-handed. The men who'd gone down still screamed in their sleep a month later.

We didn't enter those clouds anymore.

Ever since I’d shattered the Pacific Northwest's telluric streams during the Battle of Portland it seemed like all bets were off for what passed for normal now. Detonating Carnegie City’s Alpha-tube had been the only way to disable the deadzone it was emitting and keep Wardenclyffe from crashing down into Portland, but the chaos it had unleashed went far beyond anything I could have imagined.

Having the hundreds of invisible telluric streams in the Pacific Northwest condense into one massive volatile river that looped through the Cascades back onto itself was bad enough; the Earth had never before had its deep currents so aligned. But the event had also locked the last two salvation cities in the world into a suicidal collision course, and that had just thrown even more crazy into the beaker. The closer that Wardenclyffe and Menlo Station came to hitting each other in the telluric super-stream the worse the anomalies in nature became. The only bit of luck we’d had was that the cataclysm had sent both cities rocketing in opposite directions from the original explosion. But that stay of execution was nearly up; Menlo Station and Wardenclyffe had run the track from opposite directions over the last three months and were about to finally seal the deal on the apocalypse the werewolves had started.

I’d heard tell of salvation cities colliding a couple of times. After the Blood Panic everyone and their neighbor were trying to launch them in desperation, so it was damn near inevitable. Even then, though, there wasn’t a first-hand account of the explosions that resulted. No one ever survived. The blast obliterated life for miles around the detonation, leaving only blackened earth and ash.

A bitter wind bathed me in the stink of desperation and human refuse as I slogged my way through the claustrophobic wooden streets of the surface level in a zig-zag pattern. When I’d been younger the labyrinthine city had seemed limitless in my explorations. But these days I was a hunted man, not daring to show my face, and everything felt a bit too exposed. Even sticking to the back ways made me sweat in paranoia.

Although Beta Steinmetz and the storm prophets had allowed me to stay in the city secretly, it was on the condition that if I were found out they'd act all surprised and execute me, as was the law for the infected. The complex interplay between the citizenry and the Tellurians was fluid and ever-changing. But normal folk would never cotton to letting any werewolf stay aboard Wardenclyffe; it was just too damn dangerous. In the old days I believed that without question, but discovering the secrets that lay under the city's floorboards had shown me just how much more complicated real life was. At least that's what I told myself. The Tellurians were well aware of their own hypocrisy on that front and took extreme pains to hide their tell-tale deformities from the very people who they protected and held safe above the savage world.

It took a couple of hours to get to the North Yard, far longer than a straight path would have, but I was fairly sure no one had taken notice of me. It was the only one of the four rail stations still functioning on Wardenclyffe. Twenty years ago they’d thought humanity would pop right back up, that the wolves would gut each other and we could get back to being top of the food chain. But that hadn't happened, and the yards and their trains had been steadily scavenged to keep what we could working. We’d gone from having dozens of Thunder Trains on hand down to two, and it was a struggle to keep even them repaired. The supply depots set up on the ground before the world had fallen to fur to keep us fat with food and steel were never meant to last for decades. Even though us and Menlo were the only salvation cities still riding the sky the depots were largely depleted now. It was only a matter of time before there was nothing left for anyone.

Riding the clattering elevator down to my old stomping grounds felt like Wardenclyffe taking me back into her bosom, and I pulled down the bandanna with relief. I might be an outcast among the people living up top but down here was where my kind kept the city fed, both with power and provisions. Although the Tellurians piloted Wardenclyffe, it was the Thunder Trains that herded storms back to her, keeping the giant squall tubes underneath bursting with power.

The yard looked emptier than usual. Wan lighting from old lamps strung across the rusted supports twenty feet up cast a somber glow on the last two Double Ts that the city could lay claim to. The Heaven’s Grace stood strong and defiant on her track, as if daring any voidstorm to try and take her down. The other engine, the Hudson Howler, was almost meek in comparison, but her crew was no less proud and protective of her. The Howler's engineer, Larks, was a superstitious man who adorned the Thunder Train's hull with wolf bones and fetishes he thought would ward off the furbacks and bad luck. We'd all thought he was nuts, but after they'd escaped from the failed attack on Menlo to rescue the sisters I'd started wondering if there wasn't something to Larks' beliefs. Unfortunately, even that didn't seem to help against the weird that we were flying through.

Ever since entering the big voidstorm neither Double T had dared to launch. With the twisted laws of nature surging through the purple miasma and the crazy clouds it was just too risky. Besides that, there hadn't been any sign of true storms to herd into the city’s path for two weeks. Normal thunder and lightning shied away from a voidstorm like cattle from wolves, and no amount of wishing or fancy flying could overcome that fact. Wardenclyffe was running on the massive banks of lead-acid batteries stored deep in her superstructure, but they wouldn’t last much longer. If we didn’t clear the voidstorm soon the city’s squall tubes would go dark and send us all down to the reaper's embrace before Menlo Station got the chance to.

“Eli,” a yard worker grunted with quiet respect, nodding as he passed by carrying a coil of cable. Although the rest of the city would hunt me down for what I was, down here it was an open secret I’d finally come home. No one asked why I’d been gone for months, but there wasn’t anyone dense enough to think I’d been that long on the ground without getting nipped by a werewolf.

Still, that didn’t seem to matter much to the yardfolk. Given they’d all stood shoulder to shoulder with me when the law came round for me the first time, I trusted the people I’d grown up around to keep my secret. They didn’t know how I was controlling the Wendigo infection in me, but they trusted that if I’d brought it home, I had my ways.

I crossed the yard and patted the cool steel hull of the Heaven’s Grace. The massive Double T had been mine and Maude’s home before we’d even discovered Wardenclyffe. The Tellurians had tried to take the big Skybreaker from us when we landed that first time years ago, but Maude had rigged the control system so that only she and I could fly it. Pull the wrong lever, and the whole engine would go boom. My grandma was a good woman who wanted to do right by folk, but she weren’t nobody’s fool.

A pang of regret stabbed my heart as I looked down the length of the train. When she was on downtime the engine sat with just her fuel car and caboose attached without any battery cars bulking her out. I’d pretty much grown up playing in and around it all while we made our home in the back. Although a new caboose had been added, the one I’d had to cut loose months ago due to sabotage had taken all our memories and possessions with it down to a fiery grave. There was a hollow ache in my heart when I thought about it. Between that and fleeing Wardenclyffe afterward, it had felt like my past, my very history, had been burnt down to nothing.

Whistles and hollering from the yard shook me from my reverie. There was a crowd of folk clustered around a stack of crates. Atop them stood a tall Tellurian woman in her lab coat, her black-gloved hands outstretched as she talked to the gathered workers. With her respirator and goggles I couldn’t tell what she was saying, but the people seemed to like it fine.

I saw Sam, the old man who my grandma had been shacking up with, hustling toward the crowd with a big grin splitting his weathered face.

“Hey, Sam, what’s going on?” I called out to him, jogging to close the distance.

Sam had skin much darker than mine, but his hair was frosted with age. My own hair, short as I could cut it, had skipped right to all white. But rather the natural effect from aging like Sam’s, mine was the result of the constant electric shocks that had to be administered to me during a full moon to stave off my transformation into a werewolf. I’d taken to using engine grease to darken it back down again, doing my best to avoid drawing attention; people tended to notice a brown man in his twenties with lily-white hair. But my arm hairs had started growing out white as well, and there was only so much grease I could stand to lather myself in. The only bright spot I could find in this mess was the knowledge I'd probably be long dead before it became impossible to hide.

“Good timing, son. We’re clearing the voidstorm soon!” he cackled, clapping wrinkled hands together in glee. “We gotta be quick to launch y’all though, as we don’t know how long it is till we hit another.”

Relief flooded through me as we closed the distance to the crowd. The Tellurian’s muffled words became clearer as we got nearer.

“. . . and please, keep in mind we do not know how long this reprieve will last,” she was saying. “It is imperative that the Thunder Trains are launch-ready in the next half hour. The moment we are clear of the anomaly we need those engines airborne.”

Folks were nodding, but I could tell the storm prophet was holding something back.

“How long will clear skies last?” I asked from the back of the crowd. “How much time we got to get the Double Ts back before the next shitstorm is on us?”

The crowd went silent, fear flickering on a few faces and worry on the rest. There was little doubt Wardenclyffe would hit another patch of bad air sooner or later, and if it did then the Thunder Trains might get caught out, stranded and alone.

“Truthfully, we do not know,” The Tellurian said into the silence. “Our normal predictive methods, much like nature itself, is at odds with the voidstorms. But our best guess is that the calm will last for about an hour, maybe less.”

“An hour?” I scoffed, the sentiment echoed by others around me. “What the hell do you expect us to do with that short a time? We won’t hardly be able to fly anywhere before we’re forced to turn tail and come home to roost. How are we going to rustle up supplies or feeder storms in an hour?”

“We’re not,” Maude answered, her voice carrying easily over the crowd. The muttering stopped, and a space cleared out around her. “Both the Double Ts are going to use this chance to range out and, if we’re lucky, find a working grounding trestle at one of the depots to land at. We’ll wait for the city to pass the next voidstorm, then bring back what we find in the meantime. With full batteries and a little luck, we should be able to cover a lot of ground before then.”

The Tellurian nodded. “Each of the Thunder Trains has been equipped with a rudimentary telepulse unit. Once Wardenclyffe is free of any upcoming voidstorms we will send a message out. Although it might be possible for the Thunder Trains to communicate with each other as well, we do not recommend you do so. We have no idea how many ears Menlo might have out there listening for the Morse code. Therefore, the ‘all-clear’ code is ‘Sunflower.’ Any other messages from the telepulse are to be disregarded, as we’ll be sending out random phrases to try and confuse them.”

“What’s the code phrase for when we run into Menlo Station and die?” a smart-ass in the crowd called out. Nervous laughter followed alongside grumbling. The Tellurian remained calm and waited for the muttering to tire itself out.

“Then humanity will be extinct, and silence will be all that is left,” she said matter-of-factly. It chilled me how dispassionate the storm prophet sounded, but that didn’t change the truth in her words. The crowd couldn't even work themselves into a proper grumble at the morbid thought.

“All right, that’s enough of that,” Sam said into the uncomfortable lull. “We got to get the engines prepped and ready to fly. Work crews to your stations!”

After Sam shooed the yard workers to their duties, I closed in to where Maude had come up and started to argue with the female Tellurian in a low voice. Although the storm prophet easily topped my grandma by a foot and a half Maude wasn’t budging on whatever they were discussing. As I approached the two quieted down into an icy ceasefire.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Are we seriously going to roll out of the launch chute and just hope for the best? We don't even know how strong the telluric echo will be in that hour. We sure that the gap between the voidstorms is enough to slip through?”

“My grandson ain't no fool, Omega Batchelor,” Maude said, smiling without humor at the Tellurian. “We don’t know how fast the Double Ts will catch the stream, even with the boilers running the wheels and the hulls charged. You know as well as we do that just cause the sky ain't purple don't necessarily mean things are back to normal. We've got to be light and able to maneuver without any extra weight. Even one battery car might be too much to take if there's dead air out there.”

The frustrated sigh that came from the Tellurian fogged her goggles for a moment with its force. “It is only logical that you take a few battery cars if you do encounter a storm, Engineer Kelly. It is well worth the extra risk.”

“Says the prophet not doing the drop,” I chimed in, my wry grin mocking her. “You’re arguing with Maude about what's best for the Heaven’s Grace? Seriously?”

“A question I was about to put to her myself,” came the dour voice of Henry as he stepped out of the shadows. “In fact, I’m rather curious as to why she has any opinion on this matter at all.”

“Omega Thomas,” the other Tellurian said, bobbing her head in respect. Although they were technically the same rank, I’d noticed a clear pecking order among the Omegas. Whether due to the secrets he held or his natural aptitude for the sciences, Henry had managed to become top dog among the underlings. Even so, Omega Batchelor looked as if she was ready to argue with him. I didn’t know why she was so set on having us tow battery cars, but the Tellurian did have guts. No common sense, but plenty of courage.

Further argument was interrupted by the piercing steam whistles from the Thunder Trains as they were towed into launch position by the three-wheeled velocipedes. Henry made a curt gesture dismissing the other Tellurian before joining Maude and me in striding toward the Heaven’s Grace.

Even in the pale light of the trainyard the Heaven’s Grace presented a magnificent sight. As a Skybreaker-class she was one of the few Thunder Trains built specifically for the sky, as opposed to the rail-bound trains that had been converted to fly after Tesla’s discoveries. Her massive bulk easily overshadowed the bone-covered Hudson Howler, and it was a wonder they could both use the same rails with the mass difference.

The squall tubes that allowed for flight were studded across the boiler and hull of the Heaven's Grace in a beautiful geometric pattern of glowing blue tubes. Ignition sparks crawled across the tubes, exciting the ascension fluid contained within. Once we were airborne artificial lightning would flash across the squalls from the boiler spinning the wheels and powering the turbine housing. Although not as effective as actual storm strikes, which would supercharge her hull and feed the lead-acid batteries in her tender car, the Heaven’s Grace could still fly using the coal stored above the tender’s batteries for a limited time. The caboose hooked to the fuel car contained the heavy-duty brakes and would be where Henry and I perched during landing to bring the big girl home safe. It was a short three-car setup that could bull its way through the air, defying conventional physics and common sense while maintaining maximum maneuverability.

The yard crew stoked the boiler, piling in coal at a feverish pace. Once aloft Maude would have to shovel as well as pilot the Double T since Henry and I would be outside chipping away at the squall tubes. Black salt accumulated around each active squall tube while charged, and if allowed to build up during flight would eventually block the lightning from reaching the ascension fluid within, turning the Double T into a falling brick. Although Tellurians weren’t supposed to help with in-air maintenance, Henry had served aboard the Heaven’s Grace for years as a simple brakeman alongside me. He was still more comfortable clambering around the hull on the safety lines than he was charting storms and acting mysterious. Apparently, the prophets hadn't issued him their trademark arrogance yet, and I was kindly hoping they'd forget to.

The news came down that we'd passed out of the voidstorm. We waved the ground crew off as our Double T was towed in behind the Hudson Howler on the launch trestle. Maude finished her pre-flight checks wearing the blinder goggles, allowing her to trace the electricity flowing within the Heaven’s Grace. I grabbed my hot-suit from the caboose and pulled on the heavy pants and tunic. The familiar weight of chainmail-covered leather brought back the old habits, and it didn't take more than a couple of minutes to have it all belted into place. I clicked onto the safety lines that allowed brakemen to survive their wild ride outside and used the momentum from jumping sideways to swing me up top where Henry was already waiting. I went to my knees alongside him to check my connectors to the tether system; no matter how much I trusted the ground crew, the first mistake for a brakeman was usually the last one he ever made.

Unlike me, Henry was wearing the standard Tellurian attire. Although most folk thought it was just better protection, I knew that it was actually designed to channel the shocks he received into keeping the Wendigo disease under control. One of the reasons the fresh recruits into the Telluric Society of Truth rode the Double Ts was a kind of slow seasoning of shocks that needed to be done in the first months before the control over their werewolf side became stabilized. I wasn’t quite sure the specifics, but the constant electromagnetic field around a Thunder Train seemed necessary to settle out the infected blood in their veins.

The Hudson Howler whistled brash and loud as its wheels screeched around on the rails, grabbing hold in a shower of sparks. It lurched toward the launch chute, carrying with it the hopes and dreams of a desperate city. Collectively the entire North Yard held its breath as the Double T crested the drop and blocked the muted daylight beyond. With a final shrill whistle and a rebellious shout from the brakemen clinging to her outside, the Hudson Howler disappeared from view when she shot down the angled chute and out into the world.

“Our turn,” Maude called out over the screech of the Heaven’s Grace biting into the track and lurching forward.

Familiar butterflies battered around in my guts as the Double T chugged steadily toward the daylight shining up through the launch chute. We were temporarily between the dangerous voidstorms, but I could still feel the wrongness permeating the air. It crawled over my skin like an oily layer, making me shiver and tighten my hold on the tether. The light disappeared as the Heaven’s Grace entered the launch chute, and she clanked and rumbled as the angle sharply dipped, lending extra velocity as the wheels spun faster. I shook off the touch of the void with a death's-head grin of rebellion. Maude had taught me better than to give in to fear and dread.

The Heaven’s Grace burst out of Wardenclyffe’s comforting bulk into the open sky, a splinter in the eye of fate, determined to defy the odds and survive.
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Chapter 3







The sky boomed from the displaced air as the Heaven’s Grace tore through the sky. Wheels spun within the turbine housing as the sealed smokestack recycled excess steam back into the boiler. Maude would only have a few minutes to stabilize our dive before she had to start shoveling coal into the furnace, but it was enough for an engineer of her skill.

Me and Henry clung to the roof of the enclosed tender as my grandma pulled back on the controls, arcing the nose up of the Thunder Train. Artificial lightning flashed across the squall tubes across the Double T and her cars, energizing the black liquid inside and making it glow an arcane blue as it warped the laws of physics.

Few outside of the Tellurians themselves knew the base ingredient of the ascension fluid was the blood of the storm prophets. The same mystic influences that turned the Wendigo virus from a modified rabies strain into a full-blow monster-creator were harnessed by the complicated alchemy pioneered by Nikola Tesla to set up a sympathetic vibration in the glowing fluid with the deep electromagnetic currents that surged through the Earth. Echoing like the shouts in a canyon the invisible forces reflected back at the Thunder Train, allowing several hundred tons of steel to barrel through the air like an ungainly bird of prey.

The Hudson Howler peeled off to the east, striking out toward the Cascades. There was a better chance of finding storms that way where the peaks would tend to gather the sea air into clouds, and I wished them the best of luck. We’d all need more than our fair share of it to make it through the next few days.

To the west of us lay the roiling purple sky of the next voidstorm, closing in on Wardenclyffe at an unnatural speed. The shining curve of the Pacific Ocean reflected the strange colors, and my imagination tried to run away with me. For a moment I could have sworn I saw massive shapes moving beneath the far-off waves of the ocean, but it had to be a trick of the light. If the Wendigo virus had managed to infest the denizens of the deep dark sea, I didn’t want to know what would rise up.

Maude banked the Heaven’s Grace away from the ocean and the approaching voidstorm, paralleling it as the Double T bulled through the air northward. Even if there were no sea monsters lurking beneath the waves the salt-laden air near the ocean reacted explosively with the black crust that formed on the squall tubes.

Thinking of the crust shook me out of my fancies as the bulk of the Double T arched under me, a wild bronco riding the invisible echoes of world. I hooked my feet into a couple of belaying loops, being careful with my artificial foot that it was anchored proper. Unlike the advanced prosthetics the Tellurians used, my fake limb was essentially just a wooden block roughly hewn in the right shape of a foot. But it worked well enough, and the limp helped remind me that there was always a price to be paid for every decision. Besides, compared to the Butler sisters, I’d gotten off easy.

The blackened crust was visibly condensing on the first squall tube I came to, its progress likely accelerated by the proximity of the sea air. I slid out my chisel and hammered at it like a man possessed, using my frustration at Maggie and Sarah’s plight to lend more force to the blows. The normally fragile glass was strengthened beyond steel by the electrified ascension fluid within, and there was no chance of even chipping it while the sparks danced across the surface. Tiny jolts made it through the chainmail of the hot suit, shocking my fingers as I hammered away.

After cleaning the first squall tube I moved along the tether system as fast as I could, moving from one tube to the other, racing against the creeping crust. Henry was able to move a bit faster than me, given he didn’t have a bum foot that was holding him back. While he’d lost an arm in the werewolf attack that had infected him the prophets took care of their own, and he had a top-of-the-line limb that barely slowed him down.

The wind was screaming around us as the Heaven’s Grace twisted its way across the sky, making any conversation impossible. But we didn’t have any need to speak. We three had done this for years, and the comfort of the work bonded us, made us feel for a little while that all was still right with the world. It was an illusion, but we took solace in the work for as long as we could, each of us pretending in their own way that life was like it used to be. For a while, we just enjoyed the feel of flying as a crew again, sweat on our brows and muscles straining as we rode our Double T through the cold biting air.

Soon enough though reality came calling to bring us back to our problems. There was no sign of a cloud in the sky beyond the unnatural blue-green of the voidstorm to the west. The curse of clear skies haunted us, and there was no rain or lightning to tempt back to Wardenclyffe.

Behind us the glowing clouds and purple sky flowed toward the salvation city like a starving wolf after cattle. Although I could still see the outline of Wardenclyffe after it was overtaken by the voidstorm, it was impossible to see anything else through the haze.

We were all on our own now.

The crust slowed in its growth on the tubes, letting me work my way back to the engine where I could see Maude. Her face was scrunched up in consternation, and I didn’t need her irritated wave at me and finger at the ground to know she had already anticipated what I was going to say. Without sign or promise of storms, there was only one choice left to us.

Maude brought us in low, only a few hundred feet off the tops of the thick trees below. The violence of our passing shook loose the orange and brown leaves dotting the fading green on the tree branches, sending showers of auburn plant matter cascading down to the hidden forest floor.

There wasn’t any gap between forest and city; one moment there were just the trees flaunting their autumnal colors, and then there were crumbling walls and streets interspersed irregularly in them with green treetops. What was left of the fledging Seattle shook in our thunderous wake, walls propped up for a decade by trees finally crumbling to dust as the shock from our passing finished the job that time had started on them.

I’d expected the ruins to be overgrown like old Sacramento, but nothing had prepared me for the way the forest had aggressively reclaimed the city. Trees that should have taken hundreds of years to reach their heights and widths had destroyed any rhyme or reason to Seattle’s layout, as if nature herself had taken personal umbridge against the place. Whether that was the proximity to the ocean and its lurking nightmares, or some side effect of the pandora’s box of the spirit world invading through the werewolves it was impossible to tell.

But I sure as shit didn’t want to put boots on the ground to find out.

I didn’t need to see Maude’s blinder-hidden face to know she was wearing an ‘I told you so’ smirk on it. Still, we had our plan, and it didn’t rely on an infested city that the world was determined to bury under the green.

The Heaven’s Grace dove upwards like a fish clearing the water, leaving the ruins of Seattle in our dust. Everett was no farther than a few breaths from that at our speed, but the change in terrain was startling.

There were blackened marks on the ground at the southern edges of the town, as if someone had set a great fire to fight back against the encroachment of the supernatural Seattle forest. Given the smoke-filled air that stung at my face, whoever had set the blaze must’ve done it recently for the rain to not have washed away the traces of the flames completely.

Past the charred border there were intact buildings, low and crude but still functional. Roofs had been patched, and even though we were rocketing by at a breakneck speed I caught sight of walls and defenses constructed by survivors.

Despite knowing that some folk had made it through the apocalypse they’d been abandoned to twenty years ago, it was still surprising to see such an organized settlement. There had to be people down there that hadn’t gone fully into the fur, and that was a rarity in a world where the wolves were drawn by an instinctual hatred of humans to kill or convert every man and woman they caught scent of. Unlike Portland, there was no sign of the Cabal or its devilish creations and control mechanisms. How had normal people managed to fend off both the werewolves and whatever was happening in Seattle all this time? But none of those questions were as unsettling as the biggest mystery staring us right in the face.

Why was Everett completely deserted?

From the scorch marks at the border and the state of the walls and buildings, it was obvious people had still eked out an existence there up until the last few days. But now there was no movement on the ground, no sign of life, neither human nor animal.

It was a ghost town.

I felt the Heaven’s Grace begin a landing descent, a sure sign that Maude had spotted the supply depot. I joined Henry in rappelling back to the caboose where the manual brakes were. There was no telling what shape the city’s grounding trestle was in, and we’d want to bring the Thunder Train to a stop as fast as we could in case the landing rails failed. Maude was a good enough engineer that if she judged it safe to take the chance, we were probably good, but there was no good reason to shove your balls in the Devil’s face if you could avoid it.

The impact as our wheels hit the grounding trestle was violent, almost enough to toss me off my perch. Henry and I spun the braking handles like crazy, locking the caboose wheels down. Sparks flew out from the train’s sides as she slid across the angled rails, her momentum keeping us from toppling as the wheels grounded out our flying charge into the trestle, where it’d be stored in a series of giant batteries under the ground. There was enough charge lost that we wouldn’t be able to get aloft again without the help of the train’s boiler, but the extra bit we’d get from the batteries could make the difference between being ground-bound forever and taking to the skies again.

Gravel and dirt shook free from the grounding trestle as we rumbled around its oval, a wide circuit that brought us back to a spot where it leveled off enough to safely stop the Double T. Screams of steam escaping merged with the hellish torque of the wheels shrieking. Anybody within a solid mile knew that a Thunder Train had landed, but there just wasn’t a quiet way to bring down the massive Skybreaker.

The trestle we’d landed on had been maintained, with the underbrush and scrub kept back from the tracks. No trees had sprouted beneath, and limbs from the forest around had been cut back to avoid any collisions. Deep in my bones I felt the last of the electrical charge drain into the rails.

Outside of the groaning of metal heated by our landing and the spurts of the boiler cooling down, there were no sounds around the landing trestle. It wasn’t just the lack of human presence; there were no animals, no insects. Nothing. Even the breeze seemed to dare not blow in the stillness of the air.

“Not much of a welcome,” Henry coughed through his respirator. I could see he desperately wanted to pull it down to get a gasp of fresh air, but he didn’t dare. Even in a seemingly deserted area, the Tellurian secret could not be risked.

“I didn’t see no one from the air,” I replied, swinging down and wincing as my false foot bit into my ankle with the impact. “If there was anyone about, they couldn’t have missed our entrance.”

The cabin door of the engine swung open, and Maude huffed out, somehow managing to make her bulk look graceful as her own boots hit the gravel around the rails.

“Well, here we are,” she said, flatly. She pulled her blinders off and wrinkled her nose at the autumn air. “Don’t smell much like people here. Too pure.”

Henry looked at me with surprise, and I nodded. That was what was bugging me. Where folk were there was always scents to it, whether it was smoke from cookfires or the simple stink of people living their days. My own nose had become keener, even off the full moon, but if Maude could tell the lack of aroma that made things a might worse. The breeze shifted, and the little hairs on the back of my neck stood up.
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