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        “Every time a dragon speaks your name, your life grows shorter by a day.”

        GOBLIN PROVERB

      

      

      

      Madlin slipped the spectacles off her face and mopped away dripping sweat with a rag from her belt. The furnaces made the foundry an oven not just for metals, but for the workforce as well. All around her, goblins hustled this way and that, each at some small errand that was essential in the grand operation of what Madlin had begun to call the Valley of Coil Guns. Every square foot of space was dedicated to the sole production of the weapons for which she had become famous. Each day she toured all twenty-one buildings in the complex, culminating in watching the day’s production quota packed into boxes and locked away in a warehouse. Technically that was the twenty-second building, but unlike the rest, Madlin was not allowed inside.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut to force away a headache. It had been a long day of inspecting reports written in notations she could barely comprehend, even after months of practice. The goblin metallurgists were meticulous in their record-keeping, but their handwriting was tiny. Madlin suspected after squinting at so many of them, she was going to need to grind a new refractory angle into her spectacles; the ones she had were just not quite up to the task.

      The trill of the shift bell pierced Madlin’s ears like a hail of bullets. Thankfully the sound ended after a few seconds, and the goblin workforce flowed to allow one set of workers to exit as the next shift arrived. Even with all the time she had spent among them, she could only pick a few goblins out of a crowd by sight. When she opened her eyes moments later, she could have imagined that the shift had never changed. Goblins manned every piece of equipment, same as they had before she closed them. While she still marveled at their efficiency, Madlin was no longer awed by the goblins.

      Just a bunch of replaceable gears: quick to train, quick to replace, never do anything to surprise you.

      A goblin chuckle drew Madlin’s attention. A casual listener might mistake the sound for a stutter of the clearing of a throat, but Madlin had known the tinker long enough to recognize his nervous laugh. “Fr’n’ta’gur wants to see you,” K’k’rt said.

      The elderly goblin walked with the aid of a stick, too proud to make the daily trek down from the mountain city atop the head of a lizard. K’k’rt hunched over, shoulders heaving as he caught his breath. “Must be important if you ran all the way here,” Madlin replied.

      K’k’rt glowered at her. “I did not run. And it is always important when Fr’n’ta’gur wants to speak with someone.”

      Madlin stretched and twisted her neck to the side until it cracked. She was sore and bleary-eyed, sticky with sweat and empty of stomach. “I guess I could use one of those baths the priests insist on,” she said with a sigh.

      K’k’rt shook his head. “It’s not that kind of visit. Last time you had to wheedle the priests into granting you an audience. This time, he wants to see you. It’s an important distinction. You’re coming as you are, reeking and disheveled.”

      Madlin raised an eyebrow. “You notice that sort of thing?”

      K’k’rt chuckled. “I’m amazed you do. You hardly even know the names of your assistants. Now come along; Fr’n’ta’gur won’t like waiting.”

      “I thought you told me he barely notices the passing of time.”

      “That’s when you’re the one requesting the meeting.”
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        * * *

      

      When Madlin arrived in Fr’n’ta’gur’s lair, the first thing that she noticed was that the dragon was not performing his usual theatrics, hiding in the dark recesses of the cavern upon her arrival. Instead, she found the cavern well lit by aether and the dragon waiting at the edge of the precipice that overlooked his sea of treasure. The second thing she noticed was the stack of crates—crates she recognized from the warehouse she was not allowed to enter.

      “Greetings, Madlin Errol of Korr,” Fr’n’ta’gur said, his voice vibrating through the floor and into the soles of Madlin’s feet. The dragon grumbled something in the goblin tongue, and the priests that had escorted her to the lair departed in haste. “I have arranged privacy for us. There will be no ears listening to your replies, even if my own words rumble through the mountain. Nor will any goblin eyes peer in at us in secret.”

      “To what do I owe these considerations?” Madlin asked. “Does it have something to do with the guns you owe me?”

      Fr’n’ta’gur bared his teeth in what Madlin had come to understand was the equivalent of a smile. “Indeed. These are yours. You may take them home with you tonight.”

      Madlin did quick math. “Those crates only hold eight coil guns apiece. There’s only seventy-two in that whole stack.”

      “I imagine you must tire of life here among my worshipers,” Fr’n’ta’gur said. “You stay among us because of the terms of our bargain, not because you are stranded. Tonight, you return home with these seventy-two weapons. Tomorrow, you arrive to resume your work. Each night, you may take another load of crates, until you have your full share.”

      “I … well …”

      “Do you find this acceptable?” Fr’n’ta’gur asked.

      I find it damned suspicious, you ship-sized lizard. When did you grow a generous streak? “Yes, thank you,” Madlin replied. Was he trying to get rid of her? Did he assume that she would take seventy-two of the guns and count her blessings that she escaped with her life? Perhaps. Did he plan to attack, maybe breathe fire through the open world-hole? Unlikely. What would he gain? Was he just curious? Best case, I suppose. Not much to bet on. There was little else to be done though. Refuse, and Fr’n’ta’gur would take offense—for form’s sake, he would have to. Then again, with his promise of privacy, he could lie to his own priests and say anything he liked.

      “You may also bring any personal effects you like,” the dragon said. “I understand the furnishings and tools are not to your human standards.”

      Madlin forced a tight smile onto her face. Gut you, K’k’rt! Do you run to your dragon with my every gripe?

      “I apologize if my worshipers have not the skill of your native craftsmen. Make yourself as comfortable here as you are able. I expect that it will be three seasons before your weapons are all delivered, assuming this paltry amount is not typical of the number made each day.”

      Every fiber of Madlin’s being told her that it was a trick, a trap of some sort, a double-deal, or an outright lie. The problem was that without knowing which, she couldn’t think of a way to refuse the dragon’s offer. Without a counter in place, angering the dragon would end their deal and her life.

      “It’ll just take a moment,” Madlin said. Rynn was already readying the world-ripper for her retrieval. Madlin watched the dragon’s eyes, eager to discern how keen the beast’s vision was in the aether. Would it be able to track the viewframe’s location as Rynn lined it up prior to opening a hole?

      Fr’n’ta’gur settled back onto his haunches, withdrawing his bargesized head from her vicinity. The reptilian slits in the dragon’s eyes widened. Dan had always gotten a distant look in his eyes when he peered into the aether; Sosha and Jamile as well, on the few occasions Madlin had seen one of them look. Madlin’s assessment had counted on tracking the dragon’s eyes, but at least she was fairly certain that he was watching for the viewframe.

      The hole opened not a foot from the stacked crates, angled away from the dragon. A trio of Jennai crewmen stood waiting, and immediately began hauling crates through to the airship. Rynn had thrown a blanket over the controls of the world-ripper, preventing any possibility that the creature took note of the settings—whatever good that might have done it. A hooded cloak hid Rynn’s face from the world-hole’s view. Every precaution was paranoid, distrustful, and precisely what Madlin would have done in Rynn’s place on such short notice.

      Madlin stopped to bow just before she reached the world-hole. “Thank you again. I will return to the valley in the morning.” Before Fr’n’ta’gur could snake his neck around and sneak a peek into Korr, Madlin hustled through and Rynn closed the hole.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t like any of this,” Cadmus said, folding his arms and leaning back in his chair.

      While Madlin had initially hopped to Korr, the strategy planning session that followed shortly afterward was held in the lunar headquarters. Cadmus, Madlin, Jamile, Greuder, Rascal, and Davlin were all present. The latter two represented the Church of Eziel, which had become the recruiting and manpower end of the Human Rebellion—they had also impressed Cadmus with their craftiness, organizational ability, and experience in deception. They all sat around a planning table in a purpose-built room bored out of the lunar rock specifically for meetings that required secrecy.

      “We got seventy-two Rynn-guns out of it,” Davlin said, “and the promise of more. We get a bit bolt-footed and don’t send her back; we got something out of the deal.”

      Madlin waved the notion away. “For the time I spent there, that’s rat shit. He’s trying to string us along like some back-alley root peddler. He’s given us just enough to prove he won’t stiff us entirely, and not enough that we consider cutting out losses and taking what we got.”

      “Ain’t spottin’ the trap the key to breakin’ free of it?” Rascal asked. “I mean, anyone who knows they’re getting’ scammed ain’t really getting’ scammed. They go through with the deal; they get what’s comin’ to ‘em.”

      “The dragon must underestimate us,” Greuder said. The old baker looked around for nods of agreement and found them lacking. “If he doesn’t know we’re on to him, we have the advantage. We just need to decide how to exploit it.”

      Cadmus stood, his pent up energy no longer contained by a chair. “And that puts Madlin in the position of bait. No. No, we need to plan a raid on that warehouse. We grab what guns we can, we burn down their factories, kill as many workers as we can, and forget that whole world exists.”

      “You know, Anzik can probably hear us,” Jamile pointed out. The young Megrenn sorcerer still lived within the lunar headquarters, though he was not a part of the rebellion. He kept to himself, and that allowed many of the inhabitants and visitors to forget his presence. Not to mention the fact that he had the magical prowess to hide himself from them, even when he was present.

      Cadmus blew a frustrated breath. “His people can have their share from the raid. It’s the best deal any of us are likely to get. Veydrus was a fool’s errand, and we’ll wipe our hands of the place once we’ve made good.”

      “You say we’ll raid them, like they wouldn’t expect it,” Madlin said. “Greuder thinks the dragon’s underestimating us, but what if it’s not? What if it’s one step ahead of us? Or two? I know there are wards around the warehouse⁠—”

      “World-ripper will get us past those,” Cadmus cut in.

      “And I don’t know what they do,” Madlin continued. “They could be simple barriers we could bypass, or they could be explosive, or spark, or turn us all into pigs. It’s gutted magic, and we don’t know enough about it to even know what to be afraid of.”

      “We could ask Anzik,” Jamile suggested.

      Cadmus shook his head. “It would be the perfect time to alley-stab us. Misread the runes, get us all killed, and make off with all the coil guns for himself.”

      “Why would he—?” Jamile began.

      “Because my father is paranoid, and we might need a bit of paranoia to keep us all alive,” said Madlin. “But he’s still wrong about a raid. We know Rynn can get me out of there faster than the dragon can react. It wanted to see through into Korr, but we outsmarted it—or at least outmaneuvered it. I say we play along; see how many coil guns we can get out of this before we turn it ugly.”

      “Eziel’s blood, kid,” Rascal said. “You want to go back under the nose of that thing? We’re trying to keep you alive.”

      “Well, I’m trying to win a war,” Madlin replied. “We need the manufacturing, especially now that we’re getting reports that kuduks are showing up with coil guns. We’re not the only game in the deep anymore. We can’t keep up with kuduk factories, not without the goblins’ help.”

      “Maybe it’s time we found something better than coil guns,” Cadmus said, his earlier anger fading into a tinker’s pensive view of the world as a puzzle that can be solved if only one had the right machine.

      “Well, until we do, I’m heading back there,” Madlin replied. “And I’m going to take that dragon up on his offer of bringing my own stuff along. Be nice to sit on a chair made by someone who knows what it’s like to have hips. Even the things they’ve made custom for me are always too narrow.”

      “As a baker, I apologize,” said Greuder. “Girth is the curse we share and spread.”

      “Well, spread a little before I go back,” Madlin replied. “Goblin food isn’t the most filling.”
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        * * *

      

      There was no proper day or night in the lunar base. Clocks might say what they will, but neither sun nor moon held sway in the rocky depths beneath the moon’s surface. It was easier to maintain a goblin schedule, even with the intra-world shifts in daylight hours. The Jennai had been offset from the inhabitants of Fr’n’ta’gur’s lair by some five hours, so Madlin had chosen to sleep where an early sunrise wouldn’t spoil her slumber.

      When Madlin stepped through the hole into the hold of the Jennai, all her requested furnishings were there waiting for her, along with enough warm bodies to carry everything through at once. Rynn gave a nod of greeting—which was more than either of them needed—and shut the world-hole.

      “All right, everyone,” Madlin said, taking charge of the workers who would be following her through into Korr. “This is a simple delivery. We get in; you place everything where I tell you. I stay; you leave. Don’t interact with the goblins. Don’t talk amongst yourselves. Don’t make eye contact if you can avoid it. We don’t want them learning anything about this world if we can help it.”

      Rynn turned dials, and the viewframe swooped in low over the valley, headed for one of the smallest structures in the complex. Madlin’s house was built to her specifications, taller than a single-story goblin residence would need to be, and tucked away in a corner of the valley away from the flow of traffic that came and went at all hours. The insides were spare, just wooden walls, poured-stone floor, and three rooms. The main living area was a combination drafting room and hobby workshop, too small to make anything larger than handheld. Off to one side was a room with a goblin-made bed and a chest of clothes. The only other room was an indoor latrine, which Madlin had insisted on. It was an afterthought in the goblins’ architectural plan, so it had a separate roof and a second batch of poured-stone, delineated by a seam where older and newer batches met.

      “I want every scrap of furniture from that place dragged outside and dumped by the road,” Madlin ordered. “Don’t worry about the bedding or the goblin-made clothes in the chest, just get it all out.”

      The workers mumbled and nodded, eyes fixed on their targets. When the hole opened, they sprang into action. The goblin furnishings were the first things to go. The door was a tight fit for the bed and desk, but the flimsy goblin furniture flipped around easily in the hands of burly human workers, banging doorjambs and the ceiling, but doing only cosmetic damage to the house. Madlin’s instructions had included nothing that said they were to be gentle with the goblin craftwork, and the workers weren’t. She took satisfaction in hearing the crack of broken boards as the bed hit the ground—its days of teasing her with promises of more comfort than it could deliver were at an end. The same went for the chair with its contoured seat that tried to force her backside into a narrower shape than her body preferred. In their places came good, solid Telluraki craftsmanship, salvaged from the ruins of Tinker’s Island and brought via the lunar headquarters for Madlin’s use. Finally, maybe this place will start to feel like home, and not a low-rent inn.

      In minutes, the world-hole closed, leaving Madlin alone in a valley of goblins, surrounded by familiar furnishings. She took a deep breath, savoring the familiar scents of Takalish wood polish and the bleach from laundered sheets. Settling into a chair from her own workshop, Madlin could imagine away the rough-cut timber walls and pretend she was on Tinker’s Island.

      The door opened. If goblins had any customs about knocking or announcing themselves before entering a home, they did not apply them to humans. “What happened here?” K’k’rt demanded. “All your things are outside and broken, and …” The tinker stared into the room, realization dawning when he saw the change in décor.

      “Your dragon suggested I bring some things back to make myself more comfortable,” said Madlin. “This is what human comfort looks like.”

      K’k’rt wandered the little house, poking his head around to inspect Madlin’s new things. He even looked into the bedroom. “I understood that you would be sleeping off-world from now on. Why the bed?”

      “Why not the bed?” Madlin asked. “I might not go home every night. With a praise-to-Eziel bed here, I can get a proper night’s sleep without retreating to my own world.”

      K’k’rt nodded slowly, still looking into the bedroom. “Good … good thinking.”

      “What brought you here?” Madlin asked. “You the one they nominated to find out why I threw my furniture by the roadside?”

      K’k’rt turned toward Madlin and blinked. Then he smiled at her and gave his familiar chuckle. “Not quite. I came by to see if you had come back at all. Fr’n’ta’gur wasn’t sure whether you would.”

      Madlin snorted. “You’re not going to buy me off with a few crates of my own guns. You’re stuck with me until I’ve got what’s mine.”

      
        
        “You know … you and Fr’n’ta’gur have a lot in common in that respect.”

      

      

      “Comparing me to your god?” Madlin asked, raising an eyebrow. “Isn’t that sacrilege?”

      K’k’rt chuckled. “Even the dragons know they aren’t gods. They just get most of us to pretend, and spend their days surrounded by the most gullible of goblins.”

      “The priests?”

      K’k’rt nodded. “It keeps the hopeless ones out of the workshops and military, so it works out for everyone. So … back to work?”

      Madlin nodded and stood, gathering her tool belt and goggles. “Back to work.” * * *

      That evening, Madlin found herself back in Fr’n’ta’gur’s lair. This time, the dragon loomed over a stack of fourteen crates, an improvement over the previous day’s delivery. Madlin’s hopes rose. He’s going to follow through. This is going to work out. Yesterday’s cries of deceit and treachery seemed like so much fear mongering. Her father had been hammering his own delusions into everyone else’s heads for so long that they were beginning to see conspiracies behind every door. The Human Rebellion’s bargain with Fr’n’ta’gur made too much sense for both sides for either to risk the arrangement by betrayal. One day that might change, and Rynn would be ready to extract Madlin at a moment’s notice—Rynn was at the controls of the Jennai’s primary world-ripper at that very second—but for now, things would continue as they had been.

      “Your gift for today,” Fr’n’ta’gur grumbled. Madlin flinched anew each time she felt the dragon’s voice pound through her. It was a sensation she could never acclimate to.

      “I take it there are eighty-four guns in total?” Madlin asked.

      “Indeed,” Fr’n’ta’gur replied. “Summon your minions and carry them away.”

      Madlin nodded and walked to the stack of crated coil guns. Any second …

      The world-hole opened, and the workers spilled through in an instant. The dragon watched, but did not try to peek around to see through into Korr this time. Instead, he muttered something in a foreign tongue, neither Korrish nor goblin speech. Madlin felt a tingle all over her body and knew that the dragon had worked magic on her.

      In a sudden panic, Madlin fled through the world-hole. Or at least, she tried. The hole became a solid pane of glass to her, too thick even for her body weight to shatter as she slammed against it. Spots swam before her eyes as Madlin staggered back. She reached up to check a wet sensation on her lips and found blood running from a broken nose.

      “This time, she stays,” said Fr’n’ta’gur, twisting around to look into the Jennai’s hold.

      Madlin pinched her nose shut to staunch the flow of blood, and watched the chaos through the world-hole. The crewmen had scattered as armed soldiers rushed in, coil guns at the ready. Rynn stood at the controls, one hand on the switch that would shut the world-hole, the other on the dial that would move the viewframe laterally in relations to the dragon’s position.

      “By all means, attack me!” Fr’n’ta’gur proclaimed. “But your Madlin Errol will die if you do. She is mine now, and she may not pass your gate. You will continue receiving your weapons as stated in our deal, but any other disturbance from this device of yours, and she will suffer. My worshipers will find ways where she will beg them to stop, but leave her still able to work at her inventions.” The world-hole closed an instant later.

      “Why?” Madlin asked, her voice nasal, her head swimming.

      “Because you are going to make me far more than just the weapons you have shown me,” Fr’n’ta’gur said. “You are going to create everything I tell you to.” He finished by calling out in the goblin tongue, words that, for all her time in Veydrus, Madlin had yet to glean even the simplest meanings from.

      A squad of goblins emerged from the hallway. Madlin tried to focus on them, but she could barely stand. She heard chains though. It was a sound she could never forget. The goblins surrounded her, crowding too close for her comfort. They pulled at her arms, sending shooting pains into her nose as she tried to hold it steady and shut. She tried to shake them off, but weaklings that they were, they outnumbered her. After a brief scuffle, they slipped something over her head, and she felt another tingle in the aether of magic working upon her, and then the far more concrete sensation of cold metal around her neck.

      With blood dripping down her face, Madlin clutched at the collar, finding two eyelets with chains leading into goblin hands, but neither hinge nor clasp. It was Delliah all over again. She had been captured, collared. She pulled on one of the chains with both hands, yanking one of her goblin captors from his feet, but then a jolt of spark shook her body and she collapsed to the stone floor. Three more jolts followed, each sending a spasm through her every muscle. Fr’n’ta’gur spoke a brief command to the goblins, and the jolts stopped.

      “They will take you to the healer, then to your new quarters,” said Fr’n’ta’gur. “In time, you will learn that you have received a great honor. I do not trifle with forces like your allies lightly. You are very valuable.”

      The goblins holding the chains tugged Madlin to her feet. Thankfully, they did not object when she resumed quelling the flow of blood from her nose. Still reeling and unable to focus her thoughts, she allowed herself to be led from the dragon’s lair and up into the passages to the surface.

      The journey to the goblin healer was not a long one. Perhaps two blocks filled with gawking eyes were all it took to bring her to a tidy, whitewashed building that smelled of antiseptics. At least they seem to have some concept of medicine. She had not run into any goblin medical personnel in the valley during her stay, so she could only guess that they were more primitive than Tellurak’s physicians. Once her handlers ushered her inside, she was only mildly relieved.

      The hospital room was centered on a knee-high table with a polished shine that told her that the wood was well-sealed. Shelves along one wall were filled with glass jars bearing illegible labels. Cabinets dominated another wall, and a third bore hooks holding tools of every description. Many of them had familiar appearances, similar in form to ones that Jamile had described from her medical training. Others, Madlin’s imagination could only make macabre guesses as to their function. She could only hope that a simple broken nose wouldn’t require any of them.

      One of the goblins spoke up and conversed with the flummoxed physician, who was clearly unprepared to receive a human patient. Madlin was guided to a seat on the floor while the physician climbed onto the table to examine her. She allowed her hands to be pried free of her face, restarting the flow of blood. The physician chittered orders to an assistant, and in moments Madlin’s face had been daubed clean with alcohol. Rolled bits of liniment-soaked cloth were stuffed up her nostrils, stemming the flow of blood. A pair of thin, metal bars flared to life with aether in the physician’s hands. Madlin flinched away, but the handlers forced her forward and still once more. The physician pinched the bars to the sides of Madlin’s nose, forcing it straight with a stabbing twinge; then they felt cold, far colder than bare metal should have. In seconds her nose began to numb, the sensation spreading across her cheekbones and up to her brow. A slathering of paste was then applied, holding the bars in place. The assistant packed cloth at both sides of her nose and wrapped a bandage around her head, packing everything tight.

      The cold numbed the pain in her face, but brought her wits back to her. Madlin began taking stock of her new situation as the goblins brought her a wash bowl and soap, and helped her cleanse herself of blood. I’m collared again. She was still too shocked and disoriented for that to have finished sinking in. For now, it was a fact, nothing more. The dragon wants me, which means he wants me alive. That’s good. He might find ways to make my life miserable, but as long as I can survive, I can figure a way out of this. Eziel’s blood, he even said he’d keep delivering coil guns. Madlin paused in her thoughts as the handlers prodded her to her feet. She followed them out of the hospital and back toward the mountain. Of course he’d promise to keep the deal. He needed to buy time, and to stop them thinking of ways to rescue me. As long as they keep getting the guns, he must assume they’ll play things safe.

      Madlin sighed. He’s probably right, too. In a strange way, it was a relief. The expected treachery had come, albeit in a form none of them had predicted. And she was still alive.
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        * * *

      

      Madlin’s new quarters were within the dragon’s complex. It was not a part of the lair itself, but rather a newly excavated chamber not far from where Fr’n’ta’gur’s priests lived and worked. Life in Korr’s deeps had taught her what new stonework looked like. It galled her to think that the goblins had been planning ahead for weeks for this betrayal. Almost as galling was the fact that by the time she had arrived back from the goblin hospital, all her belongings had already been set up within. From desk to dresser, everything from her cottage in the valley was set up just as she had left it. The sheets were even tucked, and the pillows fluffed.

      Her captors had proven to be an enigma. Two goblins were assigned to the ends of her chains, which clasped around their wrists with hinged bracers. The goblins could remove these easily, but they also bore runes that would send one of those jolts of spark through her whenever they liked. Neither of them would admit to understanding the least bit of Korrish, but when she had pantomimed a desire to change out of her blood-stained clothes, they had been surprisingly accommodating. Both had removed their bracer, allowing Madlin to pull a fresh shirt over her head by threading the chains through one at a time. Changing in front of the goblins was somehow less intimidating than being naked in front of a kuduk. Kuduks looked almost human, and she could project human motives onto them. The goblins … well the ones that didn’t speak Korrish were little more than trained monkeys to her.

      It occurred to her to run when she had herself free from the handlers briefly. Run where? That was the problem. For the time being, she had no solution to the impassable world-ripper. Working with Anzik on a solution to that would be a priority for her. She was also in the dragon’s lair, and would have to sneak past untold numbers of goblins just to reach the surface. That left a more old-fashioned escape a dubious prospect, not to mention that she would be dragging her chains the whole way.

      The chains. Drat them for a sense of irony, but the goblins had used knowledge she had taught them to help free Korr’s humans, and turned it to her capture. The chains were forged of brightsteel, and were frankly one of their metallurgists’ better efforts.

      I’m too tired to escape, anyway. The day’s events had drained Madlin, both of willpower and of blood. Whatever plans she came up with, they could wait for a bit of convalescence first. Broken noses weren’t the sort of thing that took months to heal. She collapsed onto the bed amid a clatter of delicate chain.

      “K’k’rt,” she muttered. Surprisingly, being unable to breathe through her nose made goblin names a bit easier to pronounce. She repeated herself, lifting her head to see if she got any response from her keepers. One of them shook his head.

      “K’k’rt?” Madlin asked, trying the human method of raising the last syllable to make an inquiry. The other keeper nodded, but the first one muttered to him, and then both looked to her and shook their heads.

      Madlin collapsed onto her back and looked up at the stone ceiling. She was feeling queasy from having more of her own blood than food in her stomach, and exhausted from the turmoil. Rynn’s problem, she decided, and gave in to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Aim to become High Sorcerer one day, not Warlock. You get to work indoors and the only people trying to kill you are friends and colleagues.”

        AXTERION SOLARAN, TO DANILAESIS SOLARAN

      

      

      

      Axterion Solaran sipped at a tea that reflected his mood—cold and bitter. The reports strewn across his desk held too little good news mixed in with all the bad. The Kadrin Empire relied little on the outside world, but since the war with Megrenn had begun in earnest, their foreign trade had dried up entirely. Their ships were lost at sea; their caravans disappeared from the tradeways. The old sorcerer shook his head in dismay. Letting a trickle of aether into his cup, he heated the tea back to a potable temperature.

      The best news, as always, came in the form of missives from his grandson. For all the boy’s faults, Danilaesis Solaran was making a name for himself as a proper warlock, nipping at Megrenn raiders and giving pause to supply convoys, bottling up the forces arrayed along the borders of the empire wherever he could. Axterion was proud, in a wistful way. Boy’s got his uncle in him, that’s for certain. He’ll meet no good end, but he’ll end his share of the empire’s enemies first. It was the curse of a warlock. There was no actual curse, but the Kadrin Empire used them like battering rams, smashing them into their foes until one or the other broke. If the warlock survived, it was only a matter of time before the next war.

      Well, this is the next war. Axterion sighed. There was always a next war. One hundred forty-eight years of living in Veydrus had shown him that often enough. There was no final war. Wipe out every living thing in the world, and the rocks would start fighting amongst themselves. Axterion scratched at his chin, wondering whether he could spare the time for a shave. The war wasn’t going anywhere.

      A knock at his office door provided Axterion a respite from his own company. “What?” he snapped at whomever lay beyond. The door cracked open and an eye peeked through.

      “General Varnus sent me to find you,” said Tolomey, one of the Tower of Contemplation’s many guards.

      “Congratulations,” Axterion replied. “But I wasn’t lost.” There was a blank stare from the eye in the doorway. Imbecile. Axterion rubbed his eyes, wondering if the headache was from too many hours of staring at words on paper or from the vexatious underlings that surrounded him. “What does the general want?”

      “We’ve got visitors. Said you should meet them.”

      Axterion gestured and the door to his office swung wide, revealing Tolomey fully. “General Varnus has never been prone to wasting my time. Either he has taken up a new hobby, or you are leaving out some important detail as to why, precisely, I should care that we have visitors. If they are dignitaries, they ought to see Empress Celia or her staff. If it’s a military matter, he ought to take care of it his blasted self. And if the issue was of a magical nature, I’d bloody blasted well hope that I’d hear about it from one of my own underlings, and not from that ox-head General Varnus.”

      “They’re … um … rock people,” Tolomey replied, edging out of the doorway.

      Axterion let his vision slip into the aether, looking for answers that eluded him in the light. He sighed. “Let me guess, they don’t speak Kadrin.”

      “No, High Sorcerer,” Tolomey confirmed. “The general was hoping that you might, you know, understand their language, what with you being High Sorcerer and all. Do you? Happen to speak their language, that is?”

      “No, I don’t” Axterion replied. He stood and began rummaging through the clutter in his office. Tolomey looked on, edging farther from the door by the moment, as if waiting for the perfect opportunity to slink away unnoticed. Axterion made a point of glancing in the guard’s direction often enough to keep him close by. “Aha!” The old sorcerer exclaimed, pulling a book-sized slate board from beneath a stack of historical texts. “I doubt I can speak their language, but I can write it.”
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        * * *

      

      Kezudkan tried to stand as still as he could, but his eyes kept pulling his head to one side or the other, taking in his environment. He was aware that there were skies where the majority of the population was human. There had never been reason for him to visit one, but from all that he had heard, they were dusty, grimy places that baked beneath the relentless sun. Never in his wildest imaginings had he envisioned anything like the human city of Kadris. Farther than the eye could see, buildings kept popping up from the landscape, clear to the horizon. Individually, they were primitive, homely structures, but taken en masse, the effect was humbling. This is the race that mops our floors and hauls coal out of our mines. These are the ones my kin turn to for aid. Not only were there buildings everywhere, but humans swarmed around them like maggots on raw meat. And from their vantage on a low hill on the outskirts, Kezudkan could only see the very edge of the city.

      “How many of them live here?” Kezudkan asked in a hushed tone.

      “Reports say anywhere from half to three quarters of a million humans,” replied Lunjak, the successor to King Dekulon. It was just the two of them, along with four soldiers of the Iron Guard who were acting as an official escort. The Iron Guardsmen stood in a square formation around the two daruu dignitaries, keeping the spear-toting Kadrin soldiers in their ratty chain shirts at bay. None of the humans spoke the daruu tongue, and King Dekulon had no one in his kingdom who knew how to speak the Kadrin dialect. By primitive gestures, the humans had conveyed that Kezudkan and Lunjak should wait where they stood.

      “What are the odds that any one of those half million or more humans speaks our language?” Kezudkan asked.

      Lunjak shrugged, causing a jingle in his gold-chain shirt. “I’m sure we’ll manage something. They have scholars.”

      Kezudkan weathered the looks of the human soldiers as they waited half the morning for someone to come retrieve them. City this size, they might not even have gotten across it yet to ask around for daruu speakers. We should have brought chairs. At length, a delegation arrived, looking far more formal than the contingent of soldiers who happened to have been guarding the city gates that day. The soldiers acting as escorts wore plated armor, with swords dangling from their hips and shields in hand. In their midst, a monstrous human in gold-trimmed armor strode along, his shaved head and bushy grey beard not covered by any helm. Beside the giant was a slim human nearly the same height, clad all in black. With unkempt hair and a grit of unshaven beard on his face, the slim human reminded him of someone. When the entourage approached closely enough for Kezudkan to see the slim human’s eyes—set into a scowl beneath a furrowed brow— he knew who that was: Erefan. Though taller, the Kadrin human had the same look to him. As initial impressions went, the Kadrins could have done better than someone who looked like Kezudkan’s least favorite human.

      “Greetings,” Lunjak said as the group drew close enough for introductions. “I am Lunjak, successor of King Dekulon of⁠—”

      The slim human in black waved him off, cutting the successor short. Taking a slate board in hand, the human jabbed at it with a stick of chalk, squeaking and tapping until he held up the finished work for their inspection. Written in daruu runes were the words: CANNOT UNDERSTAND. MUST WRITE. COME WITH ME.

      Lunjak nodded, gesturing to himself. “Lunjak.”

      The slim human hooked a thumb at his chest. “Axterion Solaran.” Then he muttered something in his own tongue to the giant. With a snap of the giant’s fingers, the human soldiers fell into formation around Kezudkan and his fellows.

      “Hope it’s not far,” Kezudkan muttered to Lunjak as they started the trek into the city.
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        * * *

      

      The conversation had moved at a glacial pace. Kezudkan, Lunjak, and the human sorcerer Axterion had passed around a slate board, scuffing out and rewriting messages to one another throughout the afternoon. The Kadrins had scant information about the destruction of their outlying city, and even the little that Kezudkan and Lunjak knew was treated as military intelligence. Perhaps five minutes of proper conversation on the subject was stretched into hours by the tedious chalk scribbling and undertone translations to the rest of the two contingents.

      Axterion’s people crowded his side of the long table and arrayed themselves along the wall. Several were clearly soldiers, but most dressed similarly to the sorcerer and presumably shared his occupation. Rune throwing—and the concept that aether could be unbound from objects—was an idea that the Kadrins seemed comfortable with. When they all gathered together around him, Kezudkan wondered just how easily he could be torn to tiny shreds by the first of them to get offended by something one of the daruu wrote. Kezudkan had always possessed a strong feel for the life within stone, but had never felt the sensation in the presence of people before. To feel that sort of life among humans … it made him question Korr’s vibrancy. The thought nagged at him as Lunjak eased the conversation into talk of alliance.

      Kezudkan grabbed the track switch lever and heaved, hoping the thunderail stayed on the tracks. “Do you know what a kuduk is?” he wrote.

      Axterion read the slate and looked up, a puzzled look on his face. He muttered over his shoulder to his compatriots, and clearly made out the word “kuduk” amid the blabbering. So they can speak the words. It was a simple failing of conversational understanding at work. Kezudkan was not about to let the observation pass without comment. He took the slate back. “You can sound out these words?” he wrote.

      Axterion glanced at the slate and shrugged, nodding. Kezudkan reached across the table and tapped the slate with one thick finger, then pointed to Axterion. The human sorcerer narrowed his gaze and looked sidelong at Kezudkan, but sounded the words out like a schoolboy with his first-year primer.

      “How did you know those sounds?” Kezudkan wrote.

      Axterion took the slate. “They are the same runes that our sorcerers use,” he wrote in reply.

      “Lunjak,” Kezudkan said aloud, “What if we brought the Pillar of Runes? Think that he could talk their rune language.”

      “I don’t know,” the successor replied. “But I don’t see how that helps us right now.”

      “Look around the table,” Kezudkan continued in an undertone. “The humans are wearing down; I know the look. They’ll call an end to the talks soon enough, and tomorrow we’ll see if we can’t find ourselves a proper translator.”

      The talks carried on for another hour, but Kezudkan had been right about the growing fatigue among the human contingent. The final few minutes of passing the slate board back and forth revolved around accommodations for the night. Lunjak accepted an offer of rooms for each of them, and human servants escorted them through the halls of the palace.

      Kezudkan had been preoccupied on the way in, paying more attention to the people than the stonework. He had taken his initial impression of the Veydran humans at the city gates, and had not bothered to revise it as he was presented with new information. The imperial palace was, to say the least, impressive work for humans. It was black marble, shot through with thin veins of copper that had oxidized to form a green patina. Unlike every other human structure Kezudkan had seen, there was no trace of mortar—“fools’ glue,” his people called it. Nor was there any sign of seams between stone blocks. It was as if the palace had been carved from a single monolithic block of stone. To a daruu eye, however, there were hints of the true process of creation. Misaligned grains in the rock and odd veining at corners and around arches hinted that the stone had flowed from its original shape. The palace was still rough in form, lacking the fluid beauty that the daruu city had displayed, but the craftsmanship was better than kuduks could manage.

      These … these are humans I might work with.

      The room Kezudkan was provided had everything a human might need, and it was passable for a daruu. The bed was plenty large and sturdy enough, but too soft for his old joints. The stone floor was obscured by thick carpets, which Kezudkan was not rude enough to pile in a corner for the duration of his stay. A pair of floor-to-ceiling windows dominated one wall, incessantly reminding him that he was not only above ground, but well above ground level. No amount of drapery was going to fool him into thinking otherwise. Of most immediate use was a writing desk, complete with a small provisional stash of paper and ink. In quaint fashion, the ink was the dipping sort, and an assortment of bird feathers was provided in place of pens.

      Kezudkan seated himself and took up one of the quills. It felt like nothing in his hand; his fingers pinched together with only a thread of resistance between them. Squinting in concentration, the old daruu dunked the tip in the inkwell and began scribbling a note. By the time he finished, there were droplets of ink across half the page, and his fingers were stained a deep violet color. He held up the note, holding it nice and still so that Gederon and whoever else might have been watching could read it through the viewframe:

      
        
        Have the Pillar of Runes outside the city in the morning (local time), same place you delivered us. We may have need of his services. All well.

        Best wishes,

        -K
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, after a sampling of bland local delicacies, the negotiations reconvened. All the principals from the previous day’s session had returned—Kezudkan recognized faces, even if he could not recall their names—and a number of newcomers crowded in as well. Sitting between the monstrous human general and the sorcerer Axterion was a human woman of child-bearing years. It felt demeaning to think of these humans in the terms by which he judged his human slaves, especially once Axterion introduced her, passing the slate across the table with the note: “Allow me to present Empress Celia, ruler of the Kadrin Empire.”

      Kezudkan had gathered that Axterion was someone highly placed in the empire, not merely the first scholar they could find with a working knowledge of daruu text. But there was no doubt now that they had the attention of the highest levels of the Kadrin government.

      As Lunjak inclined his head in acknowledgement and tapped out a formal reply on the slate board, Kezudkan’s mind wandered. We’ve got their ruler right here. Who are we to bargain with her? Kezudkan had stood before committees and councilors, negotiated with industrialists and entrepreneurs, employed scientists and thugs. None of that had prepared him to interact with royalty. There was a whole protocol around King Dekulon that went amiss in Kezudkan’s presence, and he knew deep down that only the king’s curiosity and good nature kept it from being an issue. The young woman who Axterion claimed as his liege sat still as a sculpture, but had rifle barrels for eyes. She could pull the trigger with a single uttered word to her sorcerers, he did not doubt.

      Kezudkan leaned subtly to Lunjak and spoke from the side of his mouth. “Perhaps we need to call in reinforcements.”

      “Not to worry,” Lunjak replied beneath his breath. “Zepdaan will be discovered at their gates any moment. I was about to mention his arrival.”

      Not the Pillar of Runes, you fool! Kezudkan wanted to shout. It’s time for King Dekulon to meet his counterpart. But curious eyes from across the table made him think better of getting into an argument right then, even if he could manage a civil tone as Lunjak’s unrelenting politeness plowed along into the day’s talks. He kept his tongue still and listened with his eyes, reading exchanges chalked on the slate board like they were a transcription rather than the communication itself. The morning passed like mud drying as Lunjak and Axterion went over plans to repatriate the refugees from the goblin slaughter.

      Things perked up once the Pillar of Runes was escorted into the conference. After a brief verbal tussle, which Zepdaan won, the Pillar of Runes took over at the center of the daruu contingent. The slate board was pushed aside, and Zepdaan acted as translator, familiar with the variant rune language that was apparently common to both human and daruu rune-throwers. After revisiting the introductory pleasantries with the new arrival, they skimmed the dross from the pot and delved into more pressing matters.

      “So,” Axterion asked through the translator, “how is it that you arrived here? You brought no animals, and your kind aren’t known for fleetness.”

      “That was a matter of secondary importance to the fate of your survivors,” Lunjak replied in kind. “We have a great deal to discuss on the topic, but let me first dig a side tunnel into a most peculiar discovery that we made, not long ago.”

      Here it comes. Kezudkan watched the reactions of the Kadrin humans. He noticed as soon as Zepdaan began translating that Axterion was far from the only one in the room who understood the alternate rune language. All the dark-clad officials in the room, as well as the empress, seemed to follow the pillar’s words without waiting for translation. In fact, Kezudkan guessed that it was only the general and his soldiers around the periphery of the room who warranted Axterion’s trouble in repeating the words in the human language.

      “You see, our friend here, Citizen Graniteson, is not from this world,” said Lunjak. Several whispered conversations broke out around the periphery of the world, and Axterion hesitated before translating for the rest of the Kadrins.

      “So … where precisely is he from?” asked Axterion. Despite having to wait a moment for the words to be translated, Kezudkan could tell by the smirk on the sorcerer’s face that he knew. The muddy bastard. This one knows about the other worlds.

      “A world called Korr,” said Lunjak, who waited just long enough for the words to be translated before chugging onward, full coal to the furnace. “Now before you decide that I have taken leave of my senses, please allow me to assure you that we took convincing as well. The very notion that our world is not the only one in existence was, to say the least, implausible. However, Citizen Graniteson was able to make a compelling case, which—” Lunjak stopped, glaring at Zepdaan, who had stopped his translation midway through the rant.

      “Let’s just show them the muddy thing,” said Zepdaan, turning up his palms. “That’s what you’re leading up to anyway. Quit angling your chisel and hit it.”

      Lunjak offered a forced smile to their hosts. “My colleague was just suggesting that I skip ahead and show you our proof. Please do not be alarmed by what you are about to see; it is completely harmless.”

      You obviously haven’t given that much thought to it yet. “Harmless” is one of the last descriptions I would offer for a world-ripper.

      “Kezudkan, if you would please give the signal,” said Lunjak. To Kezudkan’s mild surprise, the Pillar of Runes translated the request. There was an uneasy shifting in the seats of the humans across the table, and a few of the guards gripped their weapons tighter. Gravel-headed old dimwit. Make them edgy right before we surprise them, why don’t you?

      Kezudkan hoisted himself from his chair with nods to the empress and Axterion. The empress gave a nod in reply, which was a welcome reassurance before the shock he was about to give them. Hefting his cane, Kezudkan gripped it halfway up and held it aloft. Within seconds, a worldhole opened behind the daruu contingent. The Kadrins gasped, gaped, and wondered aloud at the sight. All but Axterion.

      The old sorcerer cackled. He threw his head back and laughed like he was at a comedic play of the finest caliber. Even his own attendants and his empress looked at him with questioning eyes, diverting them from their wonderment and hushed debates.

      “Something amuses you?” Lunjak asked.

      Axterion wiped tears from his eyes. “I’ve had the most miserable season I can remember. I’m beset with foes who are more prepared for a war than we are, and a grandson who’s mad as a pig in a blindfold. And here you come, dropping one of those machines right in front of me. Gut me, but the gods must be returning, and they’ve got a sense of humor.”

      Axterion straightened himself in his chair, took a deep breath to compose himself. “Gentlemen, let’s work out an arrangement.”
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        “Overcoming the fear of the skies proves that we are capable of overcoming our natural inclinations.”

        WENDRUS OLKANT, KUDUK PHILOSOPHER

      

      

      

      The Jennai was a rune-lift airship, the only one of its kind in Korr. Its hull was cobbled together from the wrecks of four vacu-dirge airships with the enormous vacuum tanks repurposed as crew quarters. The central space between the gondolas that hung beneath the vacuum tanks had been turned into an aerodrome with a runway of steel plating the full length of the ship. Each of the four quadrants of the Jennai housed a world-ripper for resupplying and for conducting raiding and recruitment actions.

      It felt cramped.

      With a standing crew numbering close to two thousand and featuring all the amenities of a small city, Rynn still felt trapped aboard the Jennai. It was Madlin’s fault; she knew in her head. But every morning Rynn woke with a fresh memory of a collar around her neck and two goblins chained to her. The airship wasn’t swift enough, large enough, or open enough to get rid of that feeling before she was plagued with memories of her time in Deliah’s custody.

      She had tried spending more time in the workshops to give her mind a respite both from Madlin’s dilemma and from the rebellion’s demands in general. Davlin had been a boon in helping with the organization of the military side of the rebellion, and Vaulk, Rascal, and Hayfield had taken up management of the civilian aspects of life aboard the ship. Rynn had squirmed her way into an oversight and figurehead role. What I really want is Kupe’s job, she chided herself. Show up, blow glory smoke in everyone’s faces, and get them to join up with us. Even in the privacy of her thoughts, she couldn’t convince anyone of that lie. She hated recruiting.

      Humans were stubborn beasts, more worried about the unknown future than their deplorable present. Every visit was a variation on a theme. “We just want a bit more meat is all,” “Just a few hours with my little ones all I’m after,” “They oughtta quit beatin’ us when’s all’s we’re doin’s what we’re told.” They lacked ambition, vision, hope. It was strange how the right infusion of the three could turn bedraggled workers into killers. But humans were greedy creatures as well, and once you convinced them—deep down, and not just the reluctant acceptance that slaves gave so easily—that they could have more, they wanted more. Kupe had a gift for that sort of convincing. Rynn could manage it, but it wore her out each time in a way that never seemed to weigh on Kupe. It was as if he had reserves of personality that weren’t depleted by giving alehouse speeches and holding mine-shaft rallies.

      No, Rynn didn’t really want to be Kupe, though she occasionally envied how little real responsibility he had. She would deny it to anyone, even Sosha and Jamile, and especially to her father, but she wanted to be Dan. Dan hadn’t ducked behind building corners during the fight for Tinker’s Island. He wouldn’t have run from the knockers if he had been in Rynn’s place for the heist that got No-Boots killed. He stood and fought, unafraid of any foe. Admittedly he took that bravado off a cliff with him, but it was the ability Rynn envied, not the mad bloodlust.

      Looking down at her latest personal project, Rynn saw a step in that direction. It looked like something out of Anzik’s world, a suit of plate armor that only went from arm to arm across the collar. Of course, the insides looked more like the right half of her tinker’s leg, with its spring reinforced joints and hinged articulation. It was time to test it out and see what it could do.

      Rynn slid the contraption over her head like a pullover shirt, with padding around the opening settling on her collarbone. Though the device weighed half as much as Rynn did, judicious use of levitation runes rendered it feather-light. It still swung around like she was pushing it through water due to its mass, but there was no discomfort in wearing it. Left-handed, she began buckling the straps for the right arm and securing the device in place. Unlike her tinker’s legs, she had designed the arms to fit over her clothing, not against bare skin, and the outer coverings hinged into place without having to be fitted as separate pieces.

      With the right arm encased to the wrist, she checked the articulation, pleased to find that she had nearly her full range of motion. She proceeded to strap into the left arm, which included a fingerless glove with a plate assembly fixed to the back. That plate assembly was the real trick of the device.

      Standing and flexing her arms, Rynn checked her physical dexterity with a few calisthenics. No one was watching, so she twisted and couched, swung her arms overhead, and bounced lightly on her tinker’s legs. Everything seemed slower than she was used to, but nothing impeded her motion. With an imagined foe popping out from behind one of the workshop’s machines, Rynn quick-drew her coil gun, fumbling briefly as the bulk of her tinker’s arm made the grab awkward. She aimed at one phantom kuduk, then another behind a crate of ball bearings, then a third who had snuck behind her. With how muddy her motions were, she was going to have to trust in the runes scrawled across the plates of her new armor for her defense.

      There were a number of innovations she had implemented, but none felt as satisfying as scavenging Kadrin runes from the wall at the city of Raynesdark. A chunk of that wall still sat on her desk, displaying an intact series of runes which she had copied in miniature several hundred times over the surface of both arms. It had been the most time-consuming part of the work, but when she had emptied a hopper of ball bearings from her coil gun into the runes, they had splashed ringlets of aether but held firm.

      The table at the side of the room wobbled and had several chunks that had been gouged out by inexpert woodworking. Rather than pitch it through the world-ripper or off the side of the ship as the crew did with most of their rubbish, Rynn requisitioned it as a test subject. She lifted her left hand above the table, palm up. Here goes …

      She dropped her hand to the table, the plate on the back of her glove hitting the surface first. Inside, between plate and glove, a spring compressed, and a smaller plate bearing part of a rune was pressed into position, completing an arrangement of runes similar to the ones that reduced the recoil on the coil guns to almost nil. Instantly, the mass of the plate jumped a thousand-fold (Rynn had calculated it to an equivalent weight of nearly five hundred pounds), and the table shattered. All Rynn felt was the pressure of the spring plate on the back of her hand. As soon as the resistance from the table was gone, the spring separated the rune and her hand returned to its proper weight.

      Turning the battering ram of a gauntlet over, Rynn checked for damage. The reinforcement of the runes had prevented even a scuff from marring the surface.

      Grinning, Rynn worked to put on the rest of the armor she had fashioned. The other pieces were nothing extraordinary by comparison. A breastplate and back plate clasped into place with fittings that matched the tinker’s arms where the joining piece crossed Rynn’s collarbone. Filtration tanks attached to the back plate had hoses leading to a helmet custom fit to Rynn’s head, with a gasketed fit based on the military gas filtration masks the kuduks invading Tinker’s Island had worn. Though they hadn’t run into it yet, they were bound to blunder into forces armed with poison cloud canisters sooner or later.

      Rynn took off her spectacles and donned the helmet. Goggles built into the face mask carried the same refractory correction she was used to, though the mask itself blocked much of her peripheral vision. She twisted her neck to either side, feeling the tug of the hoses’ weight, but otherwise unimpeded. Her breath echoed back to her, making the helm feel claustrophobic, and there was a rubbery odor inside, but nothing intolerable. She made a mental note to wash out the hoses with peppermint or lilac perfume, or perhaps lime juice.

      There was a spring in the step of her tinker’s legs as Rynn made her way to the world-rippers.
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        * * *

      

      Jamile put her arms around Cadmus as he sat gazing lazily through a viewframe overlooking a factory town in western Ruttania. He leaned his head back against her shoulder and sighed. There was a whiff of shaving liniment on his face, which felt smooth against her cheek. If nothing else, her attentions had gotten him to start taking better care of himself again.

      “What news from Madlin?” Cadmus asked.

      Jamile pushed herself away, leaving her hands on his shoulders. “That’s your third foul of the day. No dessert tonight, and don’t you think Greuder’s not with me on this.”

      The Mad Tinker twisted his head around and smiled at her, but it faded quickly. “She’s fine, and I got a drafting square thrown at me last time I asked, so you’re not getting any more detail than that.”

      Cadmus leaned forward to the control console, his hands stretching out for the dials. “I’ve got to check.”

      Jamile pulled him against the backrest of his seat. It had been a revelatory experience when she realized that, for all the strength in the tinker’s arms, she had enough leverage to manhandle him on occasion. She was a full three inches taller than the tinker, and probably out-hefted him as well. “You’ll do no such thing. We know the beastie can see our viewframe, and Rynn says Madlin’s being held so close she can feel his breath rumble the floor. You’d open a view just in time to see her get eaten.”

      “I’m no good at doing nothing,” Cadmus grumbled.

      “You’re not doing nothing, you’re doing the right thing. It’s called waiting, and it’s one of the harder things to do, I think,” Jamile said. “Especially for you and your daughter. Daughters?” She planted a kiss on the bald spot on his head. “I saw your sketches for the medical station on the Jennai. It’s a big improvement over the closet we’re in now. Why don’t you work on that for me?”

      Cadmus furrowed his brow. “I tossed those in the bin. They were rubbish.”

      “Well, I found them there and I liked them. Un-rubbish them, if you’re as good a tinker as everyone says.” She reached over his head and flipped a switch to shut the viewframe off.

      Cadmus grumbled beneath his breath. Jamile wasn’t even sure they were words, just noises meant to convey his annoyance.

      “What was … oh poo!”

      “Hmm?”

      “It’s Rynn,” Jamile said. “Madlin may be pillowy safe in Veydrus, but Rynn’s just signed up for a raid. She’s … well, she’s made herself into a tinker knight … or something.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A standard raiding squad had twelve soldiers, a commander, and a medic. Twenty or so crewmen waited to haul supplies and wounded through the world-hole once the shooting was done, and all available medical staff were on hand, including their chief medical officer, Doctor Sosha. When Rynn walked into the staging room, clad in her tinker’s armor, minus the helm she carried under her arm, the personnel on hand shifted from stoic readiness to gawking gossip.

      “Rynn!” Sosha exclaimed. “What are you …?”

      Rynn smirked. Wearing? Thinking? Doing here? “It’s time to field test this new gear.”

      Sergeant Hemock stepped forward. “General, is this the time?”

      Rynn shrugged with a clank of metal. “Your lucky day. It was going to be one raid or another, and this one was next up when I was ready to put this stuff through its paces.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hemock replied with a salute. Eziel, I love soldiers. One question, one answer, and that’s that. Soldiers might not have been the thinkers in the rebellion, but there were times where all Rynn wanted was to act, not spend days or weeks debating options. Soldiers were all about taking a plan and performing an action. She snorted, amused at a thought she had no intention of ever sharing. They’re a little like the goblins, actually. Except instead of building me factories and parts, they go kill kuduks for me. Happy little gears in this big old machine.

      There was a viewframe in the staging room, but none of the incidental equipment that went along with a world-ripper. These were the latest design, a two-room system where all the controls and spark systems were housed on the other side of a wall from where Rynn stood with her troops. A periscope and a series of mirrors relayed the viewframe’s image to the operator at the control console. In the event of anyone counterattacking or looking back through the world-hole, there was nothing sensitive for them to see or damage. Well, aside from personnel, of course.

      Sosha separated herself from her medical team and rushed over before Rynn could join her troops. “What do you think you’re doing?” she whispered. “This is no place for a general. You belong on the Jennai, where you’re safe.”

      “If I don’t test things myself, how can I expect my troops to trust me?” Rynn asked, loudly enough for Sergeant Hemock to hear. “A month from now, all the squad leaders will be armored, and in six months, I can see all the troops that go through that viewframe to be outfitted like this. How would you like to get bored waiting for troops to patch up? I want standing here waiting for casualties to become a waste of your time.” Rynn laid a hand on Sosha’s shoulder—not the gloved hand, just in case—and smiled. “And I always build the prototypes to my own measurements.”

      There were no further objections. Sosha fumed behind pursed lips, but Rynn knew she had thrown a grenade into any arguments a doctor could make. She was doing this for them, for the troops she kept sending into harm’s way, and for the ones who had gone but never came back.

      “Come on, boys … and girls,” Rynn said, noting that two of the squad were women. There was nothing that prevented women from toting rifles around, but the reduced weight of the coil guns seemed to have convinced more of them that they could soldier right along with the miners and freight handlers.

      Rynn pulled on her helm and took up a position at the front of the formation.

      “You familiar with the op spec?” Hemock asked. Soldiers’ jargon. I wonder if my tinkering sounds as strange to them.

      “I wrote the mission plan,” Rynn replied. She didn’t care for the sound of her voice in the echoic confines of the helm. There was no getting around that for now though. She made a mental note to think of ways to fix the echo. “We match speeds with the thunderail, take over the engine, and work our way front to back. Full clear. I want no human casualties, civilian or otherwise. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the squad shouted in unison.

      “These supplies are going to shore up spots we’ve already hit, and they’re going to be used against our brothers and sisters in retribution. Every bullet we dump in the Sea of Kerum, every crate of bandages that patches up one of ours instead of one of theirs, every box of coal ash crackers we take out of those kuduks’ mouths is one step closer to beating them.”

      Piss off, Kupe. I’m what you pretend to be. Rynn felt a pang of guilt even thinking it, but it made her feel better, too. She couldn’t do anything to help Madlin, but she could fight for the cause.

      “Form up!” Sergeant Hemock ordered. The medical staff scrambled clear as soldiers lined up in two rows, leaning forward to be ready to run on the order.

      Rynn held up three fingers for the operator of the world-ripper to see … then two … then one. She made a final check, watching the view jitter as the operator kept pace with the engine room of the moving thunderail. When Rynn dropped her arm, the world-hole opened.

      “Move out!” Rynn immediately followed her own advice and was first through the hole.
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        * * *

      

      Private Juliana had the distinct impression that she was the only one in the squad who was enjoying herself. Clutching her coil gun, she followed Sergeant Hemock through the world-hole, setting foot on a thunderail for the first time in her life. The wind rushed through her hair from the open window in the car, and she ducked to the side, toward the break between the engine and coal car, to make room for her fellow soldiers to pile through. The shouts of the kuduk engineer and coalmen were lost amid the whoosh of the wind and the noise from their own engine.

      One of the coalmen pulled a pistol—it was a military thunderail, after all—but the rest of the crew were blasted full of holes before even drawing a weapon. The world-hole closed, and General Rynn shouted instruction. “Leave the engine running until we sweep the cars! We don’t want escapees.”

      With that, General Rynn hopped the gap to the coal car and led the charge through the thunderail.

      Juliana liked what the general had done with her outfit. The runed plates looked like they would offer plenty of protection from the guns that the kuduk soldiers might be carrying on board a vehicle this cramped. While Private Juliana was no expert on guns of any sort, she was a fair hand with runes, and had more informal soldiering experience than the whole rest of the squad. So she was confident that she could let the general go ahead without her when Sergeant Hemock ordered her onto the top of the thunderail.





OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/twinborn-chronicles_7-tinkers-justice_ebook_large.jpg






