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Chapter 1
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Part 1

Feeling for straggling hairs and loose pins, Annora pat the tightly wound bun on her head; it’d taken a ridiculous number of pins to secure the thick twist of hair against the fierce exposure of the winds she would face. She couldn’t afford to make a poor impression on the captain, but if she’d dithered in front of the mirror anymore, she’d have been late. As only the third woman to wear wings, she had a reputation to not only uphold but to build up for the next woman behind her. 

Annora jabbed a stubborn strand back into the depths of the bun again. It wouldn’t stay. Yesterday, it didn’t matter. Today, weakness or failure, even a minor discrepancy such as her uniform and hair, was judged by the eagle eyes of the old admirals for the slightest misstep, looking for any excuse to take her wings. Female military, outside of the secretary pool, was a tentative thing. She pulled a spare pin from the lining of her undershirt and ruthlessly nailed in the strand. It was as secure as she could make it. 

Annora checked her pocket watch. Two minutes to the top of the hour. It had to do. No more time to fuss. Late wasn’t in her repertoire, especially not today. Snapping her watch shut, she dropped it to hang from the chain at her belt and gave her vest a tug to smooth any wrinkles. Annora squared her shoulders and stepped out of the shadow of the cargo crates she’d sequestered behind. Her boots clacked sharply over the boardwalk. 

The Glorious Rose bobbed against her moorings, ready to fly free with the air currents. A corvette class sloop, the airship was not the largest in the skies but armed heavily enough that few dared challenge her. Glorious Rose was a patrol ship. She followed the aether currents and shepherded the harvester ships. 

The Glorious Rose was Annora’s ship. 

Not hers, hers—she wasn’t the captain—but...hers. Annora’s heart thrummed in excitement. The front jib sails snapped concave in the breeze. Annora counted her steps to keep from tilting her head up to stare at the towering masts with the wonder of an awestruck child. 

Mother had given her blessing at the door as she left. Annora wished Father and Alphonse had been home to see her off, but they’d left with the ambassadorial ship days ago; when they returned, she’d stand beside them with the silver wings pinned to her lapel, tried and true. 

One, two, three, four. The clack of her boots went hollow when she set foot on the gangplank. Nothing but air lay below. Nervous butterflies fluttered in her stomach, and without the weight of her usual harness, she felt floaty. Finally. She was going to fly. She’d wanted to crew a ship since her father hoisted her up on his hip to see over the helm. 

At the gangplank, a scowling man blocked her path. “Private Armitage?” The cords hanging from the single leather pauldron over his shoulder marked him as the first mate, their commander.

She snapped into a salute. “Yes, sir.” 

A sneer twisted his mouth as he studied her up and down with all the haughty attitude of a lady of the ton, obviously searching for an error in her uniform. She resisted the urge to pat her hair. If he sent her back to correct something, she’d miss castoff. His neat mustache straightened as his lips thinned. “At ease,” he snapped, returning her salute with a curt gesture. 

The butterflies in her stomach died, falling heavy and cold into a pit of dread. The commander didn’t want her on his ship. Had Captain Griffith gone against his crew to take her aboard? Her mere presence would put the entire ship at odds, not an auspicious start to her first tour. 

Clasping her wrist at the small of her back, she fell into a loose stance and kept her gaze steady as she stared at the hairs sticking out of out; his ear. He wasn’t the first to disapprove of a woman aboard, and he wouldn’t be the last, but neither would she. She was here to uphold the example set by the precious few women preceding her into the skies. 

He sniffed derisively and then barked. “Private Smithy!” 

A smooth-faced boy scurried over and saluted as he came to a smart stop. “Yes, sir?”

“Take Private Armitage here to quarters. You’re bunking with the boys,” he said to her. “I do hope you weren’t expecting a private cabin. That’s Captain’s privilege.” 

“No, sir. Yes, sir.” 

“Dismissed.” 

She bobbed her head and followed the boy. Smithy barely looked of age; the Admirals would as soon let baby-faced children fly before a grown woman. 

She wouldn’t have made it aboard now if Captain Marks hadn’t put her in for a promotion and backed her application hard, even though he himself hated the idea of flying. He’d claimed the security office and dug in, refusing all invitations to be promoted to a ship. It’d still taken them a couple years to wear the Admirals down and a willing Captain Griffin to get her here. 

Private Smithy led her below deck, where cannons lined the sides of the Glorious. With the weight of the engine in the back, the supplies: barrels of salt-fish, fruit, water, and sacks of beans, weighted the point of the bow beneath the galley deck. Hammocks hung from the center ribs, stacked two to a space, bunk beds made of canvas blankets. Annora buried a grimace. This is what she’d expected and begged for. The only concession to her gender was that hers hung alone at that end of the row; no privacy curtains or anything. She was one of the crew, and she’d best man up. She hung her pack on the hook at the foot of her hammock. At least with a solitary hammock, she wasn’t in the direct line of fire for the bean-fueled fart clouds. If they smelled anything akin to her brother’s, she’d count that alone as a blessing. 

“Station?” Annora asked. 

“Uh, Commander Phillips didn’t say, so I guess with me? We should find the quartermaster and get your kit before we leave.”  

A whistle blew, singing like the mournful calls of the skywhales, designed a-purpose to limit distressing the beasts while they flew amongst them. A thrill shivered through Annora. Soon, she’d see them up close and not just their distant shapes swimming through the aether streams above.  

“Best get a move on. It’s almost time to ship out.” 

***
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RACKS OF EQUIPMENT filled the room: barkers, carbines, blades, and more, a treasure trove of weaponry. The Glorious Rose was generously supplied. But then, there’d been unrest stirring lately, whispers, more pirate attacks—blatant and ever closer to their primary islands—sightings of the bands of restless fae outside the forest. The council had been pushing for recruitment—new equipment, pay raises, anything to entice others to join the ranks. It’d likely spurred on her own advancement. 

If Father had had any news on what exactly brewed at the top of the pipeline, he hadn’t said, but the Ironwars’ bloody shadow still lay over them like a pall. Even with the dragon’s stern enforcement of the treaty, everyone remained wary. The Faes kept to their borders as long as they kept to theirs and stopped hunting everything around them to extinction. One thing the fae valued above all was balance. Dark vs light, summer vs winter. Seelie, Unseelie. And in that, they hadn’t been wrong. It’d taken more than the war for them to see it, but they’d learned. They’d taken steps to fix the damage they’d done in their greed to expand, and now, three generations later, it was a different, better world. Stronger and in near balance. Humans weren’t so practiced at it as the fae, and short-lived as they were compared, it seemed about time they figured it out they died, leaving the next generation to fumble the spinning plates without dropping them.  

The fae couldn’t be entirely blamed for their strange, cold, and precise ways; they were inhuman. Unseelie tended to swing to the nastier side, of course, but they had strict rules, and any who broke them, fae or human, faced the queens.  

The weight of the flight harness draped over her shoulders, and she tightened the straps around her waist and thighs under the quartermaster’s critiquing gaze. He nodded in approval as she straightened from the task, all the many buckles done up proper and snug. 

“Worn one before, aye?” the man asked. 

“Yes, sir.” Annora didn’t elaborate, refusing to bandy her father’s name about. She’d gotten here on her own merit, and she would stay because of it. Having the harness on relaxed something in her as she finally felt prepared. She’d turned in her ground kit yesterday, and she’d felt half naked during the in-between. The new gear hung different, heavier, but she was glad to have it. Father had drilled it into her to always, always hook up first thing. That in mind, she turned to spy the nearest railing and clipped the ring onto it. 

“Good girl,” the quartermaster said. 

Her hackles would’ve gone up at being called ‘girl’ if she hadn’t gotten the impression the older man called even the captain ‘boy’ in the same exact tone. All quartermasters seemed to be cut from the same cloth: older, gruff, and they didn’t take no guff from anyone. 

“Here, a bark’r.” The bur of the street softened the edges of his words. The military offered the simplest way for the commoners to move up from the lower slum islands; one battle she was happy to have avoided—commoner and female? She’d have never made it; perhaps, despite her efforts, her father’s name had leant a significant weight after all, but with her wings, she could inspire more and more until it was as common as those who wished to fly. 

Annora accepted the bolt pistol and tested the heft. It was heavier than her patrol weapon, dragging at her wrist, but she firmed her grip and steadily leveled it out to flick the safety on and off with her thumb. It was still lighter than her father’s twelve-shooter, which she’d learned to shoot with when she was ten, clutching it in both hands. She holstered the barker and took the helmet offered next. 

“Thank you, sir.” 

He shrugged. “Try not to let the boys get to you, and you’ll do fine. They’re a little rough around the edges, but good lads. After a touch’o hazing and elbow grease, they’ll let you settle in. Best get to the deck, Private. The capt’n will be look’n to set sail.” 

Annora obeyed orders. Blood rushed in her ears as she thudded up the stairs, followed by the chime of her anchor ring dragging along the rail, a tune worthy of any debutante ball, in her opinion. Not that her mother or her sister agreed. 

Another whistle blew. Three pips.

As she cleared the hatch, she clipped the second ring on her harness to the deck rail and unclipped the first. They weren’t moving yet, but Father had drilled her to hookup—always—going so far as to run week-long games, ambushing her and her siblings throughout the house and the training courses both. They lived on floating islands; he said. Eventually, each and every one of them would ride an airship, be it a cruiser or dinghy, whether they ever enlisted or not. He’d often tripped or pushed them. The harnesses caught them if they were properly anchored; if not, solid bruises reminded them to hook up for days. 

The muffled roar of the engines thrummed through the ship as Annora buckled on her helmet. She’d dreamed of and trained for this very moment. 

Firstborn, with a difficult birth, her parents hadn’t expected her to have siblings, so Father refused to restrict her choices and—when she followed in his wake—he’d held Mother at bay while she brawled in the dirt with the servants. He’d only been happy to have a child to show his vast horizons. She’d seen them and chased them ever since. 

“Private!” the commander barked. “Get to the lines. Don’t get in the way of my boys.” 

His boys? Meaning she was, what? Dog kibble? She knew the lines, too, and bore the calluses to show for it. 

Spotting Private Smithy, she gravitated to the friendly face. He tipped his chin in greeting as she fell in beside him. 

Captain Griffith stood at the top rail. “Loose the moors.” His voice swept across the deck with experienced confidence, the starting note as the crew leapt to in a chorus of shouts and the clanks of moving parts. The whistle piped another warning, and the ship shuddered and bobbed as the lines released. The ship rose with the lift of the activated aether. 

A loose line flapped and snapped in the wind. Annora’s line unreeled as she ducked across the deck and attached her second line before yanking the quick release for the first. Latching onto the mast rigging, she climbed to reach the wandering rope and lashed it down. 

The Glorious Rose gracefully sailed from the docks, guided out on a gentle breeze. On the fringe islands, the ship docks were mostly empty of the web of chains securing the islands together and to the continent. The sky opened up before them, a cloudless, brilliant blue. Annora sucked in an appreciative breath. The whistle pipped a warning to prepare for maneuvers. The aether carried them up as the engine kicked into gear to throw them forward at cruising speed, and the Skyborn islands fell away as they rose into the next layer of the atmosphere. 

On the mast arm, she clung to a line and leaned out over open air as though she could simply let go and soar. 

Below, Holmspire shone. Domes of glass arbors framed in green copper glittered in the sunlight, bright spots against the slate roof shingles of the buildings. New, shining steel spires rose above it all, gleaming points of a star. Seven main islands made up the tiered city moored together by great chains. Smaller islands surrounded them like stepping stones, some fenced and studded with sheep, others green with crops. Occasionally, young islands drifted past and were anchored into the flotilla. The new islands formed as the aether was pushed low during the storm season and crystallized, allowing elements to layer sediment on them until they built up solid ground, trapping the aether in its grasp. 

“Unfurl the mainsails!” The shout jolted her out of her reveries.

Annora scurried back across the arm and yanked the knots holding her section of the sails secure, and the white fabric billowed out, revealing the blue eagle done with crystalline facets, the flag of the Skyborn military fleet. Grabbing a line, Annora swung out and dropped to the deck. The rope hissed against leather as it pulled through her gloved hands. She landed in an easy crouch, absorbing the drop and standing up without staggering. She caught Commander Phillip’s eye, and his expression soured. But beside him, Captain Griffin nodded. Annora saluted and moved on to the next job with triumph fueling her enthusiasm.

***
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DINNER WAS A LESSON in torment. The men whispered and kept their distance as if she was a freak in the zoo to be stared at, strange and untouchable. Annora ate sedately, as composed as though she were attending a gala, though it was hard to take neat, proper bites when her stomach churned ravenously. As prepared as she was, it’d been a hard day’s work. 

The same atmosphere followed her into the quarters. She kept her chin level. She’d proven herself before, and she’d do it again. 

A bar ran over the ceiling over the hammocks, and she hooked onto it. Loosening her unboned corset beneath her jacket, she sagged as the constriction eased. The men pretended to ignore her. Best enjoy the peace while it lasted. Through experience, she knew the leery distance would last only a day or two at best before the hazing started. Annora resolutely rolled into the hammock and fell asleep as their whispers turned to general conversation. 

***
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“HO, NORA,” SMITHY CALLED. 

After two weeks at atmosphere, she’d proven her ability to keep up and pull her weight, and the crew had finally warmed up. The rude hazing shifted to rude jokes and provoking ruder language out of her, to their great amusement. 

“Heads up.” Annora straddled the railing and dropped a canteen to Smithy, where he was chipping ice off the sides of the ship. 

It’d been smooth sailing through the aether current, passing only a few privateers on their patrol. 

Smithy sucked in the water in huge gulps that ran down his chin, skin chapping red in the nippy air. “Do you smell that?” He asked. “There’s a storm brew’n, a nasty one. That’s where we’ll find the whales. They love storms. The lightning cleans their aether gills or something.” 

Smithy was right. The storm built around them with stunning speed. Towering black thunderheads filled the sky with moving mountains. They all had to use re-breathers as water saturated the air enough that they would sooner drown than breathe. Lightning lashed the sky as Annora scrambled to lash her section of sail before the winds shredded the canvas. As they pulled up the sails, they dropped the web of chains, a cage of metal, to catch the raging, wild electricity and redirect it away from them. The steam engine chugged as it took on the full brunt of momentum and gave them the power to weather the storm and cut through the thunderheads. For the first time since she’d come aboard, Annora descended using the mast pegs, white-knuckled and hugging tight the timber. The gusting winds plucked and tore at her like vultures fighting over a choice piece of meat. 

A deep moaning song drowned out the ship’s alarm bells. Annora froze, tilting her head to listen. The song repeated as a blue glow floated through the gray clouds. She scrubbed her googles dry with an arm. Nearly brushing the masts, six filmy luminescent fins flowed out of the mist. 

Skywhales.

The whale sang again, echoed by other whales. The deep tones vibrated through the ship. Its fins alone overshadowed the whole of the ship. The bioluminescent glow of the whale brightened the ship, then faded as the whale passed. A single casual swipe of its tail could capsize them and send them plummeting into the angry sea far, far below. Water collected on her goggles, and she scrubbed them again, determined not to miss a second. 

Distant whales lit up the clouds, glowing like blue lanterns in the mist. The aether that crystallized their bones made them shine. They didn’t understand the relationship between the skywhales and the aether, but the two were interwoven and symbiotic. Once, they’d hunted the skywhales with voracious appetite to near extinction before they realized it affected the aethersphere too. The aether sustained the whales, and the whales sustained the ‘sphere. With their lack, the ‘sphere had thinned as though disintegrating. Ships had sunk, no longer able to fly, even the islands had sagged low. 

Now, the whales were as fiercely defended as they were hunted. Poachers lurked behind every cloud. Dwarves especially paid handsomely for bones, and the fae wanted the hides; the beasts were valuable to the last organ. Skywhales were why she—the Glorious Rose—flew in the heart of a storm. They monitored the pods, tracked them, tagged the infirm and the old, supervised the careful harvest of a very select few, and fought to protect the rest. 

This was the first time she’d seen them up close. 

Lightning shattered the sky, striking the skywhale. Annora shrieked. The whale merely rumbled as electricity crackled over its body. It shivered and flared its frilled fins, stretching and lazily rolling. The clouds eddied and rippled around it in waves, leaving a wake in its path. 

“Private Armitage, get your butt under cover before you fry!” Annora jumped at the shout in her ear. Captain Griffith loomed behind her. He snagged her harness and towed her into the helm room as if hauling a naughty kitten by its scruff. “That cage isn’t infallible, Armitage,” the captain scolded as the closed door muffled the symphony of the storm and whales. “That was the stupidest thing I’ve seen. I’d appreciate it if I didn’t have to tell your father you got electrocuted aboard my ship on your first tour.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And yet, we’ve all gawked at first sight,” he finished. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” The captain gazed out at the storm like a man in love, eyes soft and awe-filled.

“Yes, sir.” Annora pulled her helmet off with a squelch of sopping wet wool. Wet strings of hair escaped her bun, but she’d long worked past the point of caring about her image. She studied the ship’s gleaming console. The polished steering wheel took up the center like the sun while gauges, compass, astro-spectrometer, and more orbited it in a dizzying array of instruments—a pilot she was not. The ship rolled and heaved as the wind buffeted it from all sides. Gauges spiked uncomfortably close to the red lines as the engine chugged hard to produce the energy required to stay aloft, but the others didn’t fret, so Annora held her nerves, refusing to let them show. 

The skywhales led them safely through the storm, leaving a glowing aether wake through the towering thunderheads that tore out to sea. 
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Chapter 2
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From the storm to a slaughter. 

Poachers. 

The skywhales screamed as cannons boomed. Purple ribbons of aether-infused blood floated upwards. Annora covered her mouth. Small skiffs, the size of ants compared to the whales, dove through the pods, scattering crackers behind them; the small bombs exploded, driving the pod out of their defensive cluster and keeping them away from the ship. Great hooks hauled a whale calf alongside the poacher ship for harvest. Gaping wounds from cannon fire meant it couldn’t be saved, no matter what the desperate mother did. 

Tears fogged the inside of Annora’s goggles. 

“Senseless waste,” Commander Phillips spat, clenching his fists tight behind his back. 

“To battle stations!” Captain Griffith ordered, and the steam whistle shrieked to obey. 

The poachers flew a fleet of three ships to their one, plus their skiffs. Despite being greatly outnumbered, the Glorious Rose was not out-manned and Captain Griffith barked steady orders. Annora hastily crammed her soppy helmet back on and buckled it, wincing as the metal bit into her chin. Gears rumbled below as the cannons rolled into their firing slots with a solid thunk, thunk, thunk as they each locked into place. 

With the chaos filling the skies, the poachers didn’t see them coming. Their first volley hammered the rear aft of the closest ship and knocked a skiff out of the sky for a bonus. 

Faster and leaner than the whaling ships, the Glorious spun and presented the second rank of primed cannons. Boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. Five cannonballs splintered the poachers’ hull. A man fell overboard, the severed line of his harness trailing behind him like smoke. Horror overshadowed Annora’s grim satisfaction; falling was a terrible way to go. Unless he passed out, he had far, far too much time to contemplate his short end. 

Smithy found her braced against the railing and grinned toothily. “‘Bout time we found some action. We’ll show them what for.” 

Nodding, Annora fingered the barker on her hip. She’d never needed to use deadly force during her ground patrol duties. After today, she would be properly blooded and able to stand before her father as accomplished as any son. The wars were over, but there were battles still to be fought. 

A skiff swooped in overhead, darting between their masts with the dexterity of a gyrfalcon. The skiff’s crew of poachers leapt onto the masts, boarding the Glorious Rose. A poacher flung black powder grenades around like confetti during a parade; the metal balls scattered, bouncing and rolling all over the deck. Some blessedly rolled overboard as the Glorious tilted to come about, but one grenade tumbled downstairs into the galley before it exploded. James, the cook, stumbled out, leading with a pistol and hefting a meat mallet in the other hand. 

Annora pulled her barker and fired. Missed. The gun kicked in her hand with a jarring force that rattled her bones to her shoulder. She shook it off effortlessly and aimed again. Dropping out of the masts and lunging across the deck, the poacher brandished a sword. Her next shot took him square in the chest. He grunted, staggered, crumpled. Annora froze, barrel drifting aside as she stared at the blood pooling from the poacher’s mouth—her first kill. 

Smithy jostled her. “Nice shoot’n. Maybe we’ll keep you on after all, Lady Private Armitage.” 

“Best watch out then, Smithy, or you’ll stay on barnacle duty forever.”

The crew made short work of their invaders. 

James still waved his mallet around, looking for heads to smash. Clumps of hot cereal coated his apron. At first, Annora had been afraid to try his food. Something about a cook that didn’t partake of their own food; the man was skinny as a rail. While Cookie, the kitchen queen at home, had always patted her round belly with utter pride, well-earned, and often made Annora’s favorite lemon and blackberry pastries. But James made hearty meals that fueled the long days and kept their bellies warm at night. Truth be told, she’d witnessed him eating as much as three men, and still, his form was that of a lean stick. 

Taking advantage of the lull, Annora hustled into the armory and pulled a carbine off the rack; a long-barreled weapon, crafted of sleek metal that gleamed with oil. She grabbed a belt of ammo and aimed for a perch. The rooftop of the helm was perfect, likely designed for this exact purpose. Latching both of her anchors, one on each side to catch her if the ship rolled, Annora lay on her stomach and tucked the stock of the carbine into her shoulder. A ratchet of the bolt-action lever chambered a bullet. She lined up the sights.

A woman ran the tiller of the nearest skiff. Annora wasn’t under direct attack. She was deliberately hunting a human, a living being. Annora shoved that thought away and focused. 

Fired. 

Missed.

Bugger it all. Annora racked in another bullet and sucked in a steadying breath, held it, watched the poacher’s scarf flutter. Bang. The gun bucked into the padding of her pauldron; the force absorbed into her shoulder. Only the poacher’s firm grip on the tiller kept her in the skiff as the shot took her in the shoulder. The boat dipped and tilted, spilling out its passengers to dangle by their harnesses like strung fish. The woman slumped and shoved the tiller hard sideways. Out of control, the skiff darted into the pod of whales, crashing into a small baby. The calf cried out. A larger whale reared up and body-slammed the skiff and crushed the boat into splitters. 

Pursing her lips, Annora hoped the whale wasn’t injured. They were here to protect them. She touched the aether crystal hanging around her neck; it was tiny and caged in lead to keep it nullified instead of floating, too small to be of use. Her father had brought it to her after one of his excursions.

The large whale swept the younger under the shadow of its broad fins and ushered it to the middle of the pod where the remaining calves huddled, surrounded by the pod. With their arrival distracting the poachers, the pod had regrouped. They should have fled, but they kept nudging the dead calves bobbing on the ends of chains, trying to nuzzle them back to life. Annora turned that devastation on the remaining skiffs. To deliberately torment these beasts, wounding them, killing them without care. This was not hunting. It was wholesale slaughter. 

She winged another pilot, and then the Glorious Rose rolled, and she lost her target and nearly the carbine as she fell into the harness anchors. Stars, she’d forgotten to hook the rifle’s line into her harness. Pepper shot spattered over the ship, showering her in splinters. The poachers had rallied and aimed to snag the Glorious in a pincer attack. 

The ship dove. Annora screamed. Splaying out, she slid toward the edge, slamming into the hold of the harness. The carbine slipped from her grasp, falling over and crashing onto the deck, sliding toward the nose. She scrabbled to get a grip on something, anything, as the ship tilted and turned again. There wasn’t enough padding in the world to protect her ribs from the force of being thrown into the straps. The line brakes broke, and the reel screamed as it unraveled. Lifting into the air, away from the solidity of the ship, Annora flew, fell. 

Stars, please let the lines hold, she prayed. 

She hit the end of the reel hard, with the thigh straps digging into her legs. She swung, spinning around and around as the harness belt rotated around her hips, preventing her from getting tangled in the lines. Again, the ship turned, and the rooftop rushed at her as gravity yanked her careening back in. There was nothing to soften the blow. She slammed back onto the ship. Stars flashed before her eyes. Her lungs seized, and she gaped like a fish on land, unable to breathe. Her heels dug at the wood as her body arched. She clawed at her scarf and tunic, trying to break the chokehold. The ship tilted and she rolled. The change was enough to loosen her chest muscles, and she coughed. Panted. Breathed. 

Perhaps trying to play sniper during an airship battle hadn’t been the best idea. 

The steam engine shrieked. Annora flinched and looked around in time to see the broadside of the poachers’ ship straight ahead as they closed in on it at ramming speed. She screamed and covered her head. The armored plate at the ship’s prow struck dead on, cleaving through the wood like an ax, neatly splitting the larger ship apart. Timber cracked and groaned as it gave way. Bolts snapped apart like gunfire. Annora caught an anchor rail as she slid forward at the impact. With her brakes gone and reels loose, it was all that kept her from sliding over the precipice to follow her rifle. 

The cloven airship broke the resolve of the poachers. They fled. Skiffs scattered every which way, a flock of frightened sparrows in the shadow of a hawk. Gliding into a smooth turn, the Glorious Rose leveled out to give chase.

Behind them, the split ship slowly sagged apart. Some wreckage fell, others drifted upwards by the aether contained within. 

She’d lost both her carbine and purpose up here. It was time to retreat before they returned to the thick of battle. Annora unclipped a line and crawled to the ladder, feeling carefully for the rungs with her feet before she transferred her anchor to climb down. The remaining poachers fired pepper shot into the pod of skywhales, creating utter chaos as the poor beasts fled. The skywhales churned the bloodstained clouds. 

As they broke through the rampaging pod, one ship turned back to bar the way—probably protecting a figurehead—effective tactic; however, they couldn’t fly in two different directions. But, if they were fast enough...

Annora growled and dropped to the deck, wincing as the action jarred the new bruises. Her lines trailed after her like overstretched elastic tails until she impatiently coiled one up and clipped it to her hip. She hoped the wrecked harness reels held until things settled; it took too long to wiggle in and out of the numerous buckles to risk changing. 

Bang. Bang. Bang. 

Freshly burnt gunpowder filled the air with acrid smoke. Chained iron balls tangled around the poachers’ wing sails and snarled them into useless knots. The ship listed hard as the open wingsails dragged them into an arc, presenting an easy broadside target. They took it. A couple well-placed shots ensured that the second ship was dead-stalled, and they pursued the last one. 

The wind was at their back, and, like a blooming flower, the Glorious Rose unfurled all of her sails. 

After they caught this last poacher, they would summon the harvester ships to salvage the whale carcasses. They were too valuable to leave to rot, and the harvesters knew the various pods, what whales had died. They’d update the charts, changing their hunting plans for probably the next several years. The pirates had killed at least a few young ones and severely wounded others. Skywhales did not breed nor heal quickly. The harvesters would monitor the pod for months to track the long-term damage and whether any of the skywhales died from their injuries.  

With a touch to her barker, Annora trotted to the rail behind the masthead: a woman carved of oak with a rose painted a bright glossy red in her hair. The masthead bore the scars of battle, a missing stranding of hair here, a gouge there, but remained well polished and loved by her crew; the Glorious Rose. Annora curled her hands over the railing until the leather of her gloves creaked. There. The shadow of sails in the clouds. They’d found it. The whistles shrieked, spewing steam like a dragon’s flame—to battle stations. 

The poacher’s ship floundered. Even one of its size should have gotten further than this. Triumph rose hot in Annora’s chest. They couldn’t escape now. It turned to meet them. 

Ballsy move. It was either that or surrender, and poachers weren’t the type. 

The crew poised to take it up close and personal. Annora leaned forward, baring her teeth into the wind. 

The forward cannon beneath her feet cracked. Pepper shot rained iron over the poachers’ deck. The crew ducked for cover, then fired back. Annora braced behind the masthead as iron bolos lashed through the air. One gunner took one to the chest. Capable of breaking mast timbers, the iron balls crushed his ribcage and pulped his innards, nearly tearing him in half as the chain wrapped around him. Frozen against her meagre shelter, Annora stared. Soloman... He’d been planning to go home and propose right after this tour. Anger stirred in her gut. 

The ships closed. 

Annora gripped her barker and braced. Captain Griffith would not swerve. He was known for staying his course. 

Even as large as they were, the poachers flinched. Their ship tilted at the last second. Metal scraped with an ear-splitting shriek as the ships’ sides ground together, wood splintered. Grappling hooks bound them together. Neither ship could use their cannons at this range. They’d gone from a distanced air battle to face-to-face combat. 

The railing spindles broke off, creating a row of jagged stakes; the poachers leapt over, but a couple misjudged their landings and impaled themselves upon the spindles. They didn’t give Annora time to absorb the grotesque violence. A man rushed her. She caught the swing of a curved sickle on her gunblade and shunted it aside, twisting to let the poacher fall in his momentum. She kicked him in the knee, and the joint torqued sideways. Screaming, he collapsed and clutched at the injury. 

Annora moved on. There were more to deal with. Cornered rats, the poachers fought with oiled blades and guns gleaming like bared fangs. Battle was chaos. The gunfire deafened even through the muffs. Spinning around, Annora barely registered the lack of cobalt uniform before she fired directly into the man’s face. He dropped, a puppet with his strings cut. She’d always hated those. With their strangely painted faces and awkward little dances, the weird squeaky voices the playwrights used for the puppets. Poachers were puppets to malevolent greed. Dead puppets were better. 

Her barker clicked on an empty chamber. Ducking the swing of a blade, Annora stabbed with the gun and sank the short blade mounted along the barrel into the poacher’s gut. Blood gushed out of the wound, but not fast enough. It wasn’t a fatal blow. He turned on her. Annora rolled, and he followed, sword raised to stab down and pin her to the deck. Her dragging line snagged. Annora was caught.

The ships shuddered as they fought and bucked against the chains, tying them together. The poacher staggered. His sword plunged towards her. Smithy barreled into the man, caught him around the waist, and threw him into the broken railing. Annora closed her eyes and shuddered. It hadn’t been her pinned through in the end. 

“A’ight, Nora?” 

“Fine.” Coming up on her knees, Annora steadied the barker with both hands and fired at the man aiming at Smithy from the other ship. 

And they kept coming, desperate to fight to the last man. 

The battle endured until even Captain Griffith and Commander Phillips emerged from the helm room to fight alongside them. They had the training and prowess, but the poachers’ numbers steadily wore at them like water over sandstone. Annora wheezed, standing with her back to Smithy’s as he reloaded. This was her last load. The leather straps wrapped around her thigh were empty. 

A man with a cascade of greasy braids and beads bound in a blue wrap planted a boot on the railing of the whaling ship and leaned atop his knee. “A wager, capt’n to capt’n?”  

Captain Griffith drew to a pause, poised with his barker aimed over a fallen poacher. Glaring up at the man, he pointedly thumbed the hammer back on the barker. 

The poacher captain tilted his head, seemingly uncaring. “A duel for the life of our ships. At the rate we’re going here, neither of us will have any crew left standing.”

Slowly, the commotion stilled. Pants and groans filled the air as they registered the exhaustion and wounds. Annora subtly inched her fingers to the buckles of her corset and loosened the tightest ones to catch her breath before the next wave of fighting. 

A gentleman’s duel? As if. Captain Griffith wouldn’t take a poacher at his word, would he? Captain Griffith nodded sharply. 

The poacher smirked. Grabbing a rope, he swung onto the Glorious Rose. He landed firmly and cocked a hip, tapping the hilt of his sword as he waited for Captain Griffith to join him in the loosely formed circle. Annora chewed the inside of her lip. His breathing was even, brow dry, skin unflushed. He hadn’t fought alongside his crew. He was fresh. 

Even the ships stopped straining against one another, drifting together in a steady circle.

Captain Griffith stepped up. Accepting the Captain’s pistol, Commander Philips glowered. The poacher captain’s sword hissed out of the sheath. Captain Griffith gave his own blade a flick, splattering fresh blood across the deck. Honor was only worthy if both sides held to it. Annora didn’t believe the poacher captain had any, but he knew that Captain Griffith did and was using it against him. 

For good or ill, the crew stood behind him. For the man who gave her wings, she would follow his orders to the ends of the earth, even if they led Under or to Hel. 

Captain Griffith raised his sword and bowed. The poacher rushed him. “Bastard!” Annora shouted in unified fury with the rest of them. 

Smoothly, Captain Griffith blocked the attack and punched the man over their locked blades. The duel broke into a frenzy of sword swings, with the poacher lashing out wildly like he was hacking at a tree and Captain Griffith waiting for his moment. A hard slash and the poacher’s sword spun overboard. 

Captain Griffith put his sword to the man’s throat. “Surrender, bilge rat.” 

The poacher dropped his gaze to the nasty mutters of his crew. But, the look on his face was off...sly. Annora frowned. After everything, it was ending so simply? 

Captain Griffith turned his head. “Bring the chains,” he ordered. The crews remained frozen, held to their captain's word, while the commander retrieved the manacles. 

During the distraction, the poacher moved, drawing something out of his jacket. Annora’s instincts screamed. She lunged. Annora plowed into Captain Griffith, shoving him away to tumble into the arms of the crew. Off balance, she fell hard to the deck. Her shoulder throbbed. Someone yelled. The poacher tossed a sparking sphere. Annora tried to scramble up, stop him, get away, move. The sphere exploded. The force of it threw her back down as fire and shrapnel shredded the air. 

Agony followed her into darkness. 

***
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SHE WOKE UP SCREAMING. All-consuming pain throbbed through every nerve. 

Captain Griffith knelt over her, yelling, “Make it tighter, you fool. She’ll bleed out.” 

“Captain,” she whimpered. Her eyes rolled as she struggled to make sense of what was happening. 

“Hold tight, Private. We’ve got you.” 

Something jerked and constricted hard around her leg. A tidal wave of pain swallowed her up and dragged her under into dark depths. 

***
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THE POLISHED WOOD OF the ceiling gleamed. Annora blinked, muzzy. The deck above their hammocks did not gleam. Her bed didn’t sway. It had the solid quality of a mattress. Annora attempted to rise. 

“Ach! No, lass. Lay your head back down. You ain’t in no shape to be sittin’ up,” the quartermaster said, with a gentle push back into the pillows. “We’re on our way back home. The docs will get you fixed up in no time.” Annora couldn’t interpret the shadow in his eyes. She licked her lips to ask, but her throat hurt when she tried. “Shh.” He helped her drink. 

The simple action drained her, and she labored to talk. “What happened?” She remembered the battle. Soloman. Smithy at her back. Captain Griffith with his sword fierce as an eagle to strike. 

“Aye, lass. Ye saved the Cap’n. Pushed him clear when that man was set to die, bloody and free, and take Cap’n Griffith to Hel with him.”

“The captain?” Everything was a blur of pain and fire, and the echoes of it still reverberated through her bones, a distant ache that grew sharp with each minute. She tried for something else. “Where am I?” The words scraped out of her sore throat like shards of glass. 

“Captain’s quarters,” he answered. 

“What?” Horror motivated her to push at her blankets. “What will everyone say?!” she gasped as pain shot through her body, and she collapsed before she got her legs free. Stars, every inch of her hurt. 

His hand anchored her to the bed. “That you’ve earned your wings a hundredfold and deserve a rest. Ye’ll be getting a medal for this. ‘Sides, the boys are giving Doc a bloody run around; there’s no rest to be had below.” 

“But—“ 

“Hush, now.” He pressed a cup of milky liquid to her lips. “Doc said ta give ye this. Rest.” 

***
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THE SHIP WHISTLED, announcing their arrival to port, answered by the welcoming toots of a tug come to guide them home into the docks. Smithy lounged beside her. The crew took turns coming to keep her company, but he was her most common companion. Not that she’d been awake much to appreciate it. The poppy saw to that.  

After the battle, they’d dropped signal buoys for the retrieval crews and harvesters and made a beeline home at top speed, turning weeks of meandering with the aether currents into a few days of travel. 

“I suppose this is the last I’ll see of you, Annora,” Smithy said with a forced smile. “Once your injuries heal as much as they will, I’m sure they’ll have you promoted.”

“Hmm,” she murmured, trying to think through the medicated fog. “Just a few bruises’s all.” Poppy? For bruises? But before she formulated and voiced her confusion, Doc bustled in. 

“Let’s get you comfortable before things start to get jostled around. We sent a skiff ahead. You’ll be first off, Private Armitage, and in good hands.” 

Annora planted her elbows and tried to sit up, but her bruised ribs spasmed. She sagged as sweat beaded on her brow. “Don’t put me ahead. Make sure...critical,” she gasped, “off first.” That hadn’t come out clearly, but she barely had the energy to get her intent out. 

Thankfully, Doc understood. “Absolutely, Private. We’ve assessed and prioritized all the injured. No one is getting neglected in your stead.” He filled a cup and lifted her head. “Here, drink this.”

Annora drank the water obediently. The door opened as she swallowed, and she jumped, spluttering and coughing. 

“Forgive me. I should have knocked,” Captain Griffith said. “I wanted to say my thanks before you departed. You saved my life, Private Armitage.” Annora attempted to raise a salute, but he shook his head. “At ease, Armitage. You’re injured. On my behalf. Some lack of procedure is expected and forgiven. I will be putting forth a recommendation for your advancement.”

“But, sir, this was my first flight?” She’d climbed years through the ranks to earn the privilege, but she’d expected to fight for so many more to keep it. 

“You have served well and with honor. I will not let them shunt you out without so much as a by-your-leave. You deserve more than that.” 

Annora was missing a piece of a puzzle, but the poppy milk kept it hidden. A firm knock came at the door, and the captain stepped away before she could push for clarification. 

“That is your escort, Private Armitage. You’ve earned your wings as much as any of my sailors.” Captain Griffith saluted her and ducked out the doorway as men in clean medical uniforms carried in a mechanical stretcher. 

The stretcher sidled to her bedside with a whir of oiled gears. One man set a black bag on the foot of her bed. He pulled out a syringe. “Don’t worry, Private Armitage, this will make the journey comfortable. You won’t feel a thing.” 

Doc nodded and patted her hand when she looked at him. The needle pricked her skin, and she hissed at the sting. “There now. Deep breath.” 

***
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THE SMELL OF A HOSPITAL shouldn’t have been a comfort, but it reminded Annora of Alphonse. With heat enfolding her hand, she expected to see him when she opened her eyes. Instead, it was Mother. Her mother’s silvering hair pillowed on a crooked arm while the other kept ahold of Annora as though if she let go, she’d be lost. 

“Mama?” Annora croaked, then broke into a fit of coughing. 

Her mother sat up. “Oh, Annora! Dearest. Are you all right? No, of course you’re not; here, let me get you some water.” She reached for a cup, dipped a teaspoon inside, and held it up to her lips. “Here, start with this. The doctor said to be careful. You’ve been asleep for a while.” 

Annora coughed as the cool liquid spread over the dry desert of her mouth. The tender skin of her lips split and cracked, oozing salt and copper. She lapped it away. 

“Shh. Slowly now.” Mama tipped spoonful after spoonful in as Annora held her mouth open like a baby bird until she turned her head away. “Here.” She dabbed Annora’s mouth clean. Annora should have balked in humiliation over the act—she wasn’t a toddler—but really, exhaustion weighed at her, and there was a tinge of wild desperation in her mother’s expression that let her accept the gentle ministration meekly. 

Her mother stroked her hair back and cupped her cheek. Annora tilted her face into the gesture, soaking in the love. 

“What happened?” Annora asked. “I feel so...” she flopped an arm up and let it fall back against the bed. 

“Oh, Annora. I do wish you hadn’t chosen the flight path. So many things you could have excelled at, and you chose to fight alongside the men.” 

“I want to fly.” 

“I know, I know.” Mother sniffled. “That makes telling you so much harder, but I won’t let you hear it from a stranger.” Mother sat up and drew Annora’s hand to her chest, cradling it close. She drew in a breath, steeling herself. 

Icy tendrils of error crept into Annora’s chest. Whatever Mama was about to tell her was going to be life altering. 

“There’s no kind way to say it. The grenade, as I understand, landed beside you when it exploded. The injury was terrible. Annora, your leg... They couldn’t save it.”

It took a moment for the words to filter through the ice. “What do you mean?” She barely heard her own question over the rushing in her ears. 

Her mother’s grip on her hand tightened as though she could hold Annora together. “They had to remove it above the knee.”

Annora flailed, trying to sit up. This time, she had help as Mother lifted her up with a strong arm and set an extra pillow behind her. Annora collapsed onto the cushion, staring at the white sheet that did nothing to hide the flat empty space where the curve of her leg should have been. If anything, it accentuated it. Her hands fluttered. She couldn’t find the courage to touch the space. 

“I want to see.” Her voice came out frozen steady in her shock. She bit her lip to stop a broken sound as Mama drew the sheet away. 

Her leg was reduced to a stump and wrapped in white gauze. A bloom of red seeped through the bandage. 

“They’re...” Mama cleared her throat. “They’re due to come in and change the wrapping.” 

Reaching out with trembling hands, Annora traced the overlapped edges of the bandage. Pain thrummed from the pressure of her touch. She reached out further to pat where her leg should have been, hand thumping on the mattress. Her foot ached, as though it’d only fallen asleep. 

She chuckled incredulously. “It hurts. That’s utterly bizarre. It’s gone, but it hurts” Annora flung the sheet away to prod at her other leg, feeling the give of skin and muscle and the complaints of cuts and bruises. Her mother clasped her hands under her chin, watching silently with wet eyes. Annora huffed a laugh. “It’s gone, just like that. I didn’t realize it was so easy to lose a limb. Like oops, I dropped it, and it broke like a teacup. Could you pick it up for me?” 

Hot tears streamed down her face as she laughed. She curled both hands around her thigh and bent over the wound, laughing until great sobs shuddered through her so hard she couldn’t breathe. 

“Oh, my baby.” Mama climbed onto the bed and cradled Annora in her chest. Wrapping both arms around her mother, Annora bawled. Tender fingers combed through her hair in a soothing caress until the tears ran out and Annora lay limp as a broken doll. A vise of swollen heat wrapped around her head.

“It’s gone, Mama. My leg is gone.” 

“Shh. We’ll have them build you a new one. You’ll walk again in time,” Mama said. 

“But I’ll never fly.” 
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Chapter 3
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Annora stared listlessly at the wooden leg flopped on the floor by the bed. She’d knocked it over, trying to sit up, and her cane with it. Laying back down, she rolled to curl around her cat. Mordecai mrred grumpily at the disturbance.  

What was the point of getting up anyway? She had nowhere to be, and she’d seen enough of the view out the window to predict who would pass and when. There was only so much of a game to be made predicting their tasks when one saw them every day. 

She drifted. Though her muscles ached from lying inert for too long, she wasn’t tired enough to sleep again. It was as if her strength of will had been cut from her along with her leg, and with it gone, she was useless. She wasn’t—Mama swore it—but Annora felt it in her marrow: worthless, broken, wreckage like a scuttled ship. She’d fought so hard, worked, trained, bore the boys’ scoffs and mens’ scorn with chin up and shoulders squared, and earned the right to fly only to lose it to injury. Even if she learned to walk properly again, the military did not employ cripples. Those with a lifelong career might earn the title of admiral and a seat at the table. She, on the other hand, got a promotion and honorable discharge in the same sentence, and neither of them was a ship. 

A sharp tap came on the door. “Miss Annora, lunch is ready. Cookie made those lemon pastries.” 

Annora turned her face into the pillow, not bothering to answer. She wasn’t hungry, and Mary had better things to do. Apparently, Mary had other ideas. The door swung open with only the faintest groan of well-oiled hinges. Shoes clicked over the floorboards. Once, a plush rug would’ve muffled the noise, but it’d proven a tripping hazard.
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