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CHAPTER 01

I REFUSE TO BE MY FATHER, BUT HALF OF HIM IS ME.

Even six years later, his death festers. It’s a wound that tears open whenever I gaze upon the manor at the crown of the mountain. A gnawing reminder of everything I lost when I was just ten.

All’s quiet here in the attic above the tavern except for the snowy wind hissing through our cracked window. Mother and I sit near the dying fire. Her hair, skeletal white, hangs over pallid skin. Her frail fingers clutch the armrests.

I’m failing her. Can’t even scrounge up enough coin for medicine or to layer her in warm blankets. And while I’m not sure I miss Father, his absence has left Mother a ghost of her former self. Years ago, she’d been powerful and carried a dueling cane. That proud and honorable weapon would’ve protected and guided us back to High.

But then her cough came. The shakes. And I’ve not seen her cane since.

She gazes at me. “What are you thinking, son?”

Winter air hisses through the latest crack in the roof, threatening our fire’s last embers. I shiver and tuck my knees against my chest. Once, we lived like royalty, but everything changed when I found Father in his office, lying in a pool of his own blood.

Suicide, they called it.

My teeth grit.

“Conrad,” Mother says, rasping, “you’re thinking of him. Again.” She covers a cough and clutches my shoulder, forcing me to face her. “Revenge won’t bring everything back, son.”

“It’d bring one thing back.”

Her hand retreats. She goes quiet, and her lip trembles. My eyes shut. Never remind her of my little sister, the hole in her heart. Never.

“Conrad,” she whispers, “the world wants you to take. Always take. There’s a reason your father was never satisfied. Do you want to become like him?”

“Mother . . .” Why can’t she compromise?

“Do you?”

“No.”

“Then be better than what the world intends,” she says forcefully. “Be better.”

We go silent, and I wish it were easier to be better. But it’s nearly impossible when this merciless world has no problem drowning us under the garbage they drop from on High.

Mother claims that kindness reciprocates. That’s how we got free rent in this place. A decade ago, she gave McGill some coins to start this tavern. But outside of McGill’s kindness, her claim has proven birdshit. What about my former friends, the ones I showed every kindness? Where were they when Uncle exiled us?

I lick my teeth bitterly.

Mother reaches for her water, but her hand tremors and knocks over the mug. Suddenly, she’s coughing with the force of a cannon blast. I leap to my feet.

“Mother!”

She gags and begins convulsing. Her head slams back, and she topples forward. I catch her before she hits the floor and clutch her tight. Her arms flail and her body locks up.

Is this the last time?

Black tar oozes from her lips. Her eyes roll back white. I tuck her head under my chin and squeeze her like I can stop this. Like I have control. Like I’ve had any control over anything since Father died.

Her trembles linger until, after a final shudder, she becomes limp. Dread prickles my back. Don’t want to check her pulse. Don’t want this to be the last time I hold her. My fingers press against her neck. There’s nothing . . . nothing until a gentle rhythm taps my fingertips.

My vision wets, and I fight the false sense of relief. The tremors will come back. They always do. They’re like a stalking predator, creeping closer at night. The reason why I sleep on the floor beside her bed.

Mother breathes lightly in my arms, as frail as an infant. I carry her to the worn mattress and wrap her under our thin blankets. Then I brush her hair from her eyes and wipe her mouth with my sleeve.

Mother is the half of me that demands compassion, even when it’s undeserved. But how can I reach higher when we’re lucky to fill our bellies on the tavern’s scraps?

My jaw sets as I focus on the window. The city’s lights climb to the crown of the mountain, all the way to the island’s greatest manor. That place was going to be my inheritance. But when Father died, I was too young. And Mother didn’t have the blood.

So now Uncle’s the Archduke.

But I don’t give a damn who Uncle is. Someday he’ll lie beneath my feet, bleeding, and he’ll suffer the way he made us suffer.

Someday he’ll beg for mercy.

Mother’s breathing grows raspy, and her forehead burns. As she struggles, Father’s voice cuts into me like a rusted blade.

She’s dying.

My head shakes. No. It’s just a cold night. I’ll get some wood. Tend the bar downstairs for McGill for a couple hours and earn her warm soup. She’ll recover.

You know her last wish, Father’s voice whispers. Bring Ella to her.

And I know that Uncle’s been molding my sister in his treacherous image. Still, I can’t leave Mother. Can’t abandon her. But when my hand touches her chest and feels her weakening heart, my eyes clench shut. A feeling, like the frost on the window, fogs my head.

Need to do something. Now.

Father’s dueling cane glimmers above the mantle—a three-foot rod with a silver eagle on the end. Each crack in its black surface is history, the story of my ancestors’ rise, and it’s been our only way of earning coin since losing everything.

Some nights I’ve taken the weapon and slipped off into the Low pit. There, in that decrepit arena, I’ve fought desperate Lows for a bit of coin while the crowd laughed and gambled. Father taught me the way of the cane, but the Lows fight hard, and I’ve often paid for my winnings with bruises and black eyes, all to feed Mother.

But food won’t help her now. Hell, medicine probably won’t either. She needs hope again. A reason to keep fighting.

She needs Ella.

I kiss Mother’s forehead, snatch the cane, and slip from the window into the snowstorm.

The white city climbs Holmstead Island’s lone mountain and towers over me. Smoke rises from the shoddy chimneys of the Lows. Above the Low shacks, and higher up the mountain, stand the bricked homes of the Middles. And even higher, nearer to the peak, shine the incredible manors of the Highs. Each with glistening columns, private grounds, and warm rooms.

My breath mists as I lower over the wobbly tavern roof’s lip, clutch a drainage pipe, and slide into the alley. Pain jabs my skin as my bare heels stab into slushy dirt. But the cold won’t stop me. Winter’s already taken my left pinky toe, I’ll not let it take anything else.

I start running. The steep, narrow alleyways stink of rotted garbage. The cold wind blows through the curls in my hair.

My legs burn from the incline, and I furrow my brow. Got to push myself.

Shadow envelops me as the gleaming moon dips behind a neighboring island floating above. The floating island, dappled with trees and blanketed in snow, hovers among the clouds. It’s as quiet as the alleys.

Suddenly, I slide to a stop—a man lies face down beneath the icicles of a shack. My body goes rigid. I scan the snow. Search for evidence of an attack. Bloody weapons. Trampling footsteps. But there’s nothing.

He died cold and alone.

I continue jogging, squeezing my cane tighter, just in case.

Mother would want me to feel for the frozen man, but Father taught me the cane and mercilessness. In the middle of the night, he’d drag me from bed, stuff a practice cane into my hand, and force me to face him in the Urwin Square. Father was a legendary dueler, trained from when he could first walk. And he’d always disarm me. Beat me into the earth and never relent. No matter how much I cried or struggled while sopping in my own blood.

This, he said, was to prepare me for when it would be my duty to protect the family from challengers.

My spit hits the ground.

I stop at an alley’s edge and peer over a Low street. My heart’s racing. Breath’s tight. Feet sting. This street’s a mess of sleeping people huddled in corners, of wandering animals and meager fires. A trio of Lows, in their tattered jackets, warm their dirty fingers over a barrel of flame. Beyond them, two women beat each other with sticks. No dueling canes. They’re so busy smacking each other over a loaf of bread that a dog snatches it and races away.

I scowl.

The Meritocracy is designed to make us Lows want more. Want to rise. But the problem is we’re too weak. Too malnourished to be a threat to those above us. And that’s exactly what the Highs want. Keep the Lows low, and they’ll never be strong enough to duel you or challenge you for your status.

I dart across the street, slip into another alley, and continue past the dilapidated shacks. Eventually, I reach the walled entrance into the Middles. No gate. Sweat trickles my brow as I jog through the Middle street composed of quaint, bricked homes. The windows glow with warmth. Fences and gates border the larger homes—protection from looting Lows. Crystal lamps hang over the snowy sidewalks.

Seems everyone’s sleeping, peacefully tucked into their beds.

As I round the corner, I glimpse a procession of hovering carriages that climb the beautiful High streets above. These carriages, powered by crystal energy, flow like silver bullets, and they’re all headed toward one mighty gate of gorgantaun steel.

The gate to Urwin Manor.

Uncle’s throwing a party again.

I lick my lips, run past the Middle homes, and reach the entrance to the High streets. The gate’s closed. I bite down on my cane, clasp the icy bars, and start up.

Suddenly, a guard approaches from the High street beyond. Dammit. My heart rises into my throat. I lift my leg over the top of the gate. And just before he glances my way, I slide down the bars and dive behind a parked carriage. Skin my knees, too. I wince, then hobble into the High neighborhoods, using trees and parked carriages for cover.

Once away from the guard, I soak in the incredible Highs. Thawed water gushes down the heated streets and spills into the storm drains. Manicured trees follow the sidewalks and border the impressive walls that separate each manor. Golden lights glow through the windows of the grand terraces and balconies.

Warm water spills over my toes, soothing the numb pain in my heels. I rub a little over my bloody knees. But I can’t stand around. More guards watch each street corner, their vicious eyes scanning the storm.

I duck as advanced-metal carriages flow past, then trail alongside them, beneath the windows, as they carry the rich to Uncle’s party. These silent carriages, forged from the pure gorgantaun steel, float almost like ghosts. But they’re not great cover because they leave my legs exposed, so I slip into a storm grate. I gaze down a dark passageway. Because of the heated streets, it’s like a steamy sauna.

Guards check these tunnels regularly. Hopefully Uncle’s party causes a distraction. I clutch my cane close and slosh through the warm water, peering out the occasional grate. Finally, I glimpse an easy target. My brow rises with surprise at the family who kept their gate open.

The Haddocks. Rich bastards.

Outside their grand door, a driver stands beside the open carriage, his stance erect.

My fingers twitch. No second chance at this. Got to be quick.

I slide out the grate and run. The icy gales sting my moist skin. My feet ache. Knees hurt. But I ignore the pain because Mother’s dying.

While the carriage driver focuses on the cobbled path leading to Haddock Manor, I tap the button on the opposite side of the carriage. The door rises silently, and a pair of steps lower. The carriage’s interior contains two leather benches bolted to the carpeted floor, drinks on ice, and a small, pulsing heatglobe.

Gently, I climb into the carriage and close the door. Oh, it’s warm. I slide under the rear bench and position two folded blankets to block me from view.

The driver’s voice is muffled. “Good evening, Haddocks. Your carriage awaits.”

A familiar voice answers. “Yes, yes,” Nathan of Haddock says. “It’s bitter cold.”

Hearing Nathan again makes me squeeze my dueling cane. This man was sweet to me when I was a boy. Brought me and Ella candy. But only because he needed favors from Father.

When Mother and I were exiled, the Haddocks did nothing for us. But tonight, their carriage is my ticket into Uncle’s grand party.

I peer through the gap between the blankets. Nathan climbs into the carriage, making it wobble a little. He removes his black top hat and straightens his fine jacket. His dueling cane, clipped to his belt, is crested with a golden duck. His wife, Clarissa of Haddock, enters next. She’s wearing a dress with a red fur coat, and she grips her gray cane close.

The door hisses shut, and the carriage rocks as the driver enters his driving capsule at the front. Then the ground rumbles beneath me as the carriage lifts. I feel the crystal engine vibrating against my face, and the soft carpet against my side. If my heart wasn’t pounding with nerves, the warm carriage could lull me to sleep. Still, I shift a little, moving away from the metal latch that digs into my hip.

As the carriage glides away from the Haddocks’ manor, I feel the smoothness in my gut. Like I’m floating on a cloud. But as comfortable as I am, it’s not long until the Haddocks’ conversation grates on me. Complaining about a rude gesture from a neighbor. The audacity of not being invited to a luncheon. The annoyance of having to fire a Mid cook for burning their morning toast.

These two lotchers. Not true Highs. They carry dueling canes, but their canes hold no attestations to their strength. No cracks. They pay professional duelers to stand in their place, all so they can enjoy their warm carriages, their lives of excess, and not have to work for it.

Finally, we slow to a stop. A muffled voice greets the driver, and presumably, the driver shares the Haddocks’ party invitation.

The carriage starts moving again. And I don’t need to see it to know where we are.

Urwin Manor.

The manor where I was born. The grounds where I played as a boy and where I practiced dueling with Father in the Urwin Square.

I’ve only been beyond the manor’s gate a couple times since Uncle took over. The first time I used the storm drains, but I didn’t make it two steps on the grounds before getting tackled. Uncle has since locked the storm drains. After that, I stole a small boat in the Lows and flew to the Urwin skydock. Almost made it to the door, but yet again a damn guard happened to spot me.

Uncle spared me each time—for the same reason he hasn’t sent assassins to finish me and Mother off. He needs me. But I won’t consider his offer. Never.

Still, he promised if I snuck onto the grounds again, he’d have me tossed off the island. Well, I’m not going to get caught. Not this time.

“Nathan,” Clarissa says. “Do you smell something?”

He breathes. “Why, yes. I thought I detected something faint. Like wet dog.”

She sniffs. “I think it’s coming from beneath my seat.”

My stomach twists. Oh hell.

The next instant, Clarissa crouches to look underneath. She clutches the blankets, ready to yank them away. But I pull the latch under my hip and drop through an escape that deposits me directly on the path before Urwin Manor.

I roll from the carriage’s shadow and into the snowy bushes. The branches cut my arms, my back. Clarissa and Nathan stand in the carriage, perplexed, investigating the open hatch that’s meant for loading luggage.

My heart thuds as they glance out the windows. They must know someone was inside. But what are they going to do, report it to the Order guards? Prove they were so weak that they couldn’t even detect a stinky, hidden Low?

They shut the hatch and sit, their faces disgusted as their carriage moves on. The other carriages follow.

While my shirt soaks, I gaze through the bushes at Urwin Manor. That shining manor with its grand balconies, its giant skydock, its grounds that splay across the peak—is Ella’s home. Where my sister’s been for the last six years. She’s twelve now.

What does she look like? Will she recognize me?

I crawl out and race up a flight of stone stairs and enter a small courtyard. Nearby, guards patrol the ice-crusted gardens or walk the paths that lead to the pond behind the manor. Each armed with auto-muskets. Meanwhile more carriages continue toward the manor’s entrance, where a massive door stands behind a giant, heated fountain that jettisons colorful water.

The snow soaks my thin rags.

I run for the icy hedges that form lines west of the manor’s entrance. Got to be careful of the manor because atop the roof, and along the verandas and terraces, several Order guards watch the lines of pompous guests entering the grounds.

Suddenly, a pair of sleek, black skyships soar overhead, gushing wind over me. Guess Uncle hasn’t just invited Highs from Holmstead Island, but Highs from other islands, too. The skyships descend toward the Urwin Docks, where more of the world’s rich and powerful parade down the gangways from docked vessels.

Many of these people are the false Highs—lotchers—the ones Father despised. All full of insecure pomp with thick makeup, eyelash extensions, and designer dueling canes.

The influential Bartiss couple climb out from their carriage. Amelia and Isla of Bartiss. They own Holmstead Bank and demand home-stealing interest rates. My eyes widen at the man who trails behind them: Admiral Goerner. His white uniform flips in the wind, and his thick dreads bounce against his shoulder pads. His powerful gait hides a limp from the hip he ruined in an honor duel. Goerner’s not one of the false Highs. He’s earned his position through blood and sweat.

“Hey!”

A hand grips my shoulder, and I nearly shout. The next second, I’m gazing at the face of a huge Order guard. His brow furrows.

“You aren’t supposed to be here, little Low.”

He raises his wrist to speak into his communication gem and alert every guard in the manor about my presence.

My heart hammers against my ribs. This man’s arms are twice as thick as mine. His body’s taut with muscle. But his mother isn’t dying. He hasn’t lost everything and had to claw just to eat.

I press the release on my dueling cane, doubling its length.

Then I bury it into his stomach and smack away his wrist. He staggers back, and just as he’s about to roar, I twist, slicing the silver eagle into his teeth.

He hits the ground.

I leap onto him. Ready to choke him out with my cane against his neck. But he shoves me off. My air’s stolen as I hit the ground. The man rises. Furious. Mouth bloody.

Oh shit. Can’t breathe. Got to breathe.

“You’re mine,” he says.

He snatches me by the neck and lifts me like I’m fluttering laundry. Digs his fist into my gut. I hit the ground, wheezing. Dammit. Can’t overpower him. I’ve been malnourished for too long. Still, Father taught me how to handle those with a size advantage: by any means necessary.

I strike him between the legs. He lets out a groaning shudder. Once I’m up, he raises his auto-musket, but I pivot around him and slam the eagle into his forehead.

This time, he doesn’t get up.

I spit on him, wipe my lips, and hold my aching gut as I coax air into my lungs again. Then, as I limp away, I grin a little, thinking that the winds flow with me tonight. I’ve made it back onto the grounds. Beat a guard. I’ll get Ella back to Mother. And our fortunes will change. Maybe Ella will have money with her. We can pay for a passenger vessel and leave together, as a family. Go to another island, far away from Uncle’s influence.

I hobble for the manor’s west wing and duck beneath the frost-tipped bushes. Six guards patrol the terraces, and one stands on the roof directly above me, rubbing his arms as he dances in place.

Got to hope he doesn’t take a closer look at the unconscious man tucked in the hedges.

Once the guard steps away, I jump to catch the first window’s ledge. I nearly lose my grip, and my bare feet rub against the coarse wall. Finally, my aching arms lift me, and I rise enough to peek through a window. The study waits, empty.

But the window’s latch doesn’t budge.

Damn.

Of course Uncle would lock the windows, even when he has a whole squad of guards watching his home. But maybe, if I go higher, I’ll get lucky.

The guard above returns. I stop. For a moment, he leans forward to glance in my direction. The hair on the back of my neck rises. The shout’s certain to come.

But it doesn’t.

He steps away again.

I exhale before climbing again. My feet bleed. After some careful work, my fingers find handholds between the stones, and I land on a balcony on the third level. A glass door exposes a room inside.

And I stop. I’ve been so preoccupied that I almost forgot whose room this was. It was the Hales’ room when they came to visit. My stomach twists with ache as I think of my grandparents, of Mother’s parents.

The Hales were Middles—the kind who never bothered to rise to High. They were from another island. And Mother and I were supposed to live with them after our exile. They were coming for us. We waited for two days at the Low docks for them to arrive. But their skyship fell from the sky on the way here.

Uncle.

That bastard promised me I’d suffer if I turned down his offer.

My body feels hollow as I peer into the room, throbbing under the rays of a heatglobe. Then I grip the doorknob and shut my eyes.

Please be unlocked. Please.

The knob twists, and the balcony door swings open. Unbelievable. Still, I grin a sad grin as I step into the warmth. A memory floods into me: me sitting on the soft sofa beside Grandfather while Grandmother told stories and braided Ella’s hair near the heatglobe. Grandfather winking at me while Ella laughed at his funny voice.

I soak in the memories, doing my best to fight the horrible emptiness inside me.

Master your emotions, Father’s voice hisses. Move.

My fingers fiddle with the hem of my frayed shirt. Part of me doubted I’d ever get inside again. But here I am. Thick carpet pads my bloody feet.

Got to find Ella. Over sixty rooms line the halls of this manor. Four kitchens. Dozens of bathrooms. She could be anywhere. Fortunately, I know this place as well as my own voice.

The hinges creak when I open the door. A marigold rug flows to the end of the hall. Even though the ballroom’s in the center of the manor, the party hums. Clattering silverware, the strum of musical instruments, and the buzz of conversation.

As I creep down the hall, two irritated voices carry from the base of the stairs below. I carefully lean over the banister and observe a woman holding an accusatory finger in Admiral Goerner’s face.

“I’m looking for assurances, Admiral,” the woman says. Her simple blue dress matches her severe eyes. “The Order fleet must be dispatched at once. Cut off the gorgantauns before they migrate.”

“Order is already stretched thin, Beatrice,” Goerner says in his smooth accent. “Besides, gorgantauns are not my responsibility.”

Beatrice? My brow wrinkles. Oh, that Beatrice. The Duchess of Frozenvale, an island just north of here. She’s a tough one. A true High. Unconcerned with the latest fashions, or cosmetics, or anything else that the lotchers of my island peddle around with. Her cane, like mine, bears the scars of her family’s rise.

“Order’s job is to provide security to the Skylands,” she says.

“Don’t lecture me on my responsibilities, Beatrice. The southern pods are threatening the supply lines near the capital. The Central skies keep Mercantile going, the economy, everything. If those lines to Ironside Island are cut off, the economy will collapse everywhere. Including Frozenvale’s.”

He starts to stomp away, but she catches his shoulder. His eyes focus on her fingers.

“My island is being left to die,” she says.

There’s a tense silence. For a moment, it seems he’ll smack her. Instead, he brushes her hand off and straightens his white jacket. “The Hunter Trade has been tasked with pushing back the southern gorgantaun pods. If they succeed, I’ll send the Order fleet from Ironside to help your little island.”

“Hunter?” Beatrice says. “They’ve not been able to handle the Northern Isles for six years. That’s not good—”

“They’re all you’ve got.” He starts to walk away again. “I’d not return to Frozenvale if I were you. It’s safer here.”

“Admiral,” she says, “it’s not safe anywhere.”

Her words chill the air, prickling my skin. Gorgantauns are the horrors of the sky. They are takers. They take from the Skylands, destroy and consume. When Father was Archduke, he frequently met with the leaders of Hunter, always doing his best to protect Holmstead Island and the other Northern Isles from gorgantaun attack.

The gorgantaun threat has grown, even beyond what it was when Father was alive.

But I have other, more pressing concerns now.

After turning the corner, my heart begins throbbing so much, it climbs my throat. This is Ella’s hall. And now, standing outside her purple door again makes me feel little. Reminds me of all the times we played. Like when we tracked mud around the halls or drew faces on the old paintings. Oh, we broke so many windows.

Please be inside. Please.

My eyes shut. I twist the handle and push it open.

I blink for a moment, adjusting to the light. The room has changed. No toys. The floor’s spotless, the books are stacked neatly, and the chair’s pushed in behind the desk. My eyes travel to the row of practice canes on the walls. Each one showing the cracks from use. Then I spot a gold necklace on the desk’s wooden surface.

It’s not until I step forward that I notice the shadow standing near her bed.

A guard. His auto-musket points directly at my skull.




CHAPTER 02

I’M SWARMED IMMEDIATELY. I CUT ONE GUARD’S CHIN WITH my cane, but the fight goes their way. My anger gives in to my weak, malnourished muscles.

They drag me through the halls. My breaths sting, my ribs ache, and the world spins.

We descend the layers of the west wing, go below the warmth, and I’m tossed into the depths of the dungeon, my cane confiscated. The door slams behind me, leaving me in near darkness except for a glowing crystal on the stone wall.

I hold my side, moaning while nagging fear latches onto me, telling me I’ll be starved for days and tossed off the island.

Mother. I can almost see her, feebly calling out for me. She’s cold. Hungry. Thinking of her ignites my remaining energy. I hobble toward the door.

Locked.

Not that I should’ve expected anything different. Last time, I bruised my shoulder throwing it into the thick wood.

I slide to the floor, head between my knees, and an empty silence surrounds me.

My fingers shake as I pull the golden necklace from my pocket. Finding it was the worst thing to happen today. I’d given it to Ella for her sixth birthday as a promise that no matter what, we’d always be together. So long as she wore it, we’d never be apart.

Now it sits in my hand. It’s a light chain with an emblem of the Urwin eagle on the pendant. Our initials, CoU & EoU, are etched in the back. Ella and I were going to rise in this world, together. As brother and sister.

I ring the necklace around my neck.

Suddenly, the door creaks open. I howl and dive at someone. An instant later I’m on the floor, coughing, clutching my throat. A pair of leather boots stop before me. I’d gnaw on them, but all my animalistic thoughts halt when he speaks.

“Pitiful.”

He stands above me in a regal gray uniform, posture rigid and soldier-like, back straight. The man who fuels the fire of my rage.

Uncle. Ulrich of Urwin. The Archduke.

“You keep coming back,” he says. “And I’d expect one of these times, you’ll actually have become something.” He steps around me. “Look at you, Conrad. You haven’t grown into a man, rather a rodent.”

My teeth grind. I’ll not lie here, taking insults from this man. I spring to my feet and charge. Uncle sidesteps and watches me stumble into the wall.

“You have proven my theory to be false,” he says.

I spit blood. “I don’t care about your theories, Uncle.”

“That’s a shame. If my theory were correct, you’d be strong now.” He pauses. “Have you forgotten my offer, Conrad? The test?” He glances over my tattered clothes and my jutting ribs. “Perhaps, without nourishment, your brain is not what it once was.” He raises his sleeve and speaks through a communication gem. “Bring it.”

A guard enters, carrying a tray filled with gristle and half-eaten vegetables. Mushy food probably spit out by a toddler.

“Where’s Ella?” I ask.

“Eat. Then we’ll talk.”

“A rat wouldn’t eat this.”

“If I left you in this room long enough, you’d eat anything.”

I scowl at him, but my stomach’s rumble betrays me.

He smiles.

No telling when he’ll give me food next. And I’ve eaten worse. Much worse. So I meet his eyes and scoop handfuls of the mush into my mouth. “Where’s my sister?”

Uncle lowers onto a stool and slides his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair. “A true Urwin would have taken my offer. I’m left guessing if you really are my brother’s son.” He grins a little. “Perhaps your mother enjoyed another man’s comforts . . .”

Fury floods my veins. I dash at him. Ready to destroy the person who burned my name and took everything away from me.

Uncle seems amused until my bony fist strikes his jaw. Then something in his blue gaze awakens. And a second later, I’m on the ground, holding my stomach.

He crouches before me. “Perhaps,” he says, lifting my chin so our eyes meet, “there’s some Urwin left in you. It just needs a little . . . push.” He steps around me, hands behind his back. “You do remember why I spared you all those years ago? Why I kept sparing you after your feeble ‘rescue’ attempts?”

I don’t answer.

“Urwin blood is special,” he says. “Rare. And only the strongest of the Urwins are meant to lead the family.” Excitement burns in his eyes. “I’ve told you how you can earn it back, earn your place among the Wall of Urwin.”

My brow furrows. Prove my strength and join this man? The man who betrayed his own brother? Who exiled Mother and me and left us to rot in the gutters of this island?

Uncle leans forward, “Enter the Selection.”

I cough out a laugh.

“If you succeed, Conrad, you’ll be provided food. Resources. An unchallengeable status. Everything you could want.”

Right. I could also die.

Uncle looks me over then taps his comm gem on his wrist. It lights up, glowing white. “Bring it.”

The door cracks open and a guard tosses Father’s cane. Uncle snatches it from the air. Then he pulls his fingers free of a glove with his teeth and trails over the cane’s cracks. For a moment, he stares at the chipped, Urwin eagle at the end. An almost nostalgic look on his face.

“Shocked that you managed to keep it,” he says. “I’m sure other Lows craved it.”

“They’d have to pry it from my dead grip.”

His thumb caresses a newer dent. “Have you been dueling?”

I don’t answer.

“For medicine for your mother?” He twists the cane, fingers following the cracks. “You have been forging a new story with this cane.”

“You should join me,” I say. “In the Low pit.”

He meets my eyes. “Ah. So, you want to challenge me one day.”

“Yes.”

He laughs. “You’re a blunt instrument, Conrad. Perhaps though, with some refinement, we can sharpen your edges.”

He continues investigating the stories I’ve added to the cane. Some cracks came from the night when I battled four Lows back-to-back. Nearly broke a rib. Chipped a tooth. And coughed blood for two days.

But I got enough for medicine and gave Mother more life.

“You might rise through the dueling system,” he says, looking me over. “You’re thin. But relentless.”

Perhaps I could, but rising through the dueling system wouldn’t be enough for Uncle. He wants someone with Select status in the family. It’d tell the world that Urwin power extends beyond physical prowess.

I glimpse Uncle’s cane, clipped to his belt. His bears the Urwin eagle, too, and shows the brunt of dueling, but not nearly the same story as mine.

“Considered keeping this ancient cane,” Uncle says of mine. “But I’m taking the family to Higher heights. Forging a new path. For so long, the family has stayed static. Urwins are destined for more. Our power is meant to grow.”

My eyes narrow—then he tosses me the cane.

And holding it again gives me the strength of my ancestors. The legendary Urwins who wielded this cane to defend the family, to bring us to High, to make us the Archdukes and Archduchesses of one of the most powerful places in the Skylands.

“Conrad”—he meets my eyes, serious—“this is your chance to save your mother.”

I’d sooner eat my own foot than make a deal with Uncle. “Where is Ella?”

“Safe.”

We stand, staring at each other. Clearly, he’s not going to give me more information about her whereabouts.

My brow furrows. “Then give me medicine.”

A grin grows on his wicked face. “So, you will swallow your pride and finally accept the trial?”

Pride? He thinks I’ve turned him down because of pride?

“It was never about pride,” I say, standing, my finger dangerously approaching the extension button on my cane. “You think I’d just forget that you put a hole in my father’s skull and then threw us out to suffer? That you killed my grandparents? No, Uncle, I won’t be your experiment. Won’t prove your theory that all Urwins will rise eventually. I’d rather starve in the Lows.”

He sighs, shaking his head. “You’d sentence your own mother to death?”

“You throwing us out sentenced her to death! We’re in the Lows, Uncle, where the wind carries the acid clouds into our shacks. Mother coughs black tar—lung rot! You can’t sire your own heir, so you’ve taken Ella. Now you want me to prove that I deserve a place beside you? I know the blood that flows in my veins, and I don’t have a damn thing to prove to a murderous traitor like you.”

Father’s rage fills me. All the battles in the Lows trained me for this moment. Uncle will feel my fury.

I extend my cane and charge.

Uncle jabs me in the gut with his cane and smacks the back of my head.

I slam into the ground. Then he rips the cane from my hand and strikes me twice in the side. I wheeze.

My eyes water. Body stings.

He looks down his nose at me, shaking his head in disappointment, before he turns on his heels and leaves. And as the door bangs behind him, I’m left with the ominous impression that that was the last of him I’ll ever see.

✦ ✦ ✦

It’s a strange feeling being dragged to your death under a serene night sky.

My vision darkens around the edges. Lungs hurt. I’m hauled by my ankle, down the rocky stairs away from the manor. My back scrapes against the stone. My head bounces. With each step, each clunk, my ribs rattle. Not even the snow cushions me.

The big guard strides with purpose. His sweaty head reflects the moonlight. His jacket’s high collars wave in the wind. Father’s cane dangles from his belt.

The path flattens. Icy dirt fills my wounds. The manor’s rear lights glisten in the far-off distance, reflecting on the heated pond behind us. And the sound of strumming instruments carries with the wind.

“Foolish rat,” he says. “You were warned this would happen, yet you came back. Again and again.”

Don’t know this guard, other than he’s the one always at Uncle’s side. All the guards I knew from before my exile are gone. Sent off because Uncle already had his own entourage.

“Release me,” I say.

“And risk getting thrown over myself?” he scoffs. “Right.”

He continues pulling me, his grip fierce. Once my back meets the smooth planks of the southern Urwin dock, fear tightens my gut. He’ll drag me to the end of the wood, lift me over his huge head, and toss me over the edge of the island and into the sky. Then I’ll fall until I hit the acidic black clouds that’ll incinerate my flesh.

I latch onto a wooden pillar and hold with both hands. His grip slides off my ankle.

“Stupid Low,” he grumbles.

The crisp air fills my lungs as I stand. I’d run for it, but I’m not sure how far I’d get before he’d call the other guards for help. Better to stand and fight. Knock him unconscious before he alerts anyone.

“C’mon then,” I say, waving him toward me. “C’mon, you birdshit!”

He stomps forward. I jab his chest and reach for Father’s cane, but he snatches my arm and squeezes my wrist. Pressure swells behind my eyes, and I fall to my knees.

He hits me with the cane, right across the cheek. I spit in his face, so he hits me again.

“Ulrich’s sending this with you.” He stuffs the cane in my shirt, then drags me by the hands.

Splinters stab my gut. Once we stop at the end of the dock, he repositions his boots and collects my arms in his grip.

I shout. Struggle to break free. But he lifts me above his head. Can’t believe I’m ending this way. What a stupid way to die.

Just before he hurls me, a strange screech fills the air. A screech that instantly makes my skin go cold. Makes my heart thud in panic.

“Impossible,” the guard mutters. “The pods are not—”

And then horror fills his eyes. He drops me onto the dock, and the cane slides from my shirt.

“Gorgantauns!” he cries into his communication gem as he runs. “GORGANTAUNS!”

My vision spins. Everything hurts. But I catch Father’s cane and push it against the planks to help me rise.

The piercing screech fills the air again. I whirl back, toward the clouds, and my stomach falls.

No.

Holmstead’s emergency sirens scream. All the city’s crystal lights shut off. And against the pale canvas of the moon, a dozen sky serpents appear, undulating toward us with steel scales and golden eyes of death.




CHAPTER 03

I’M HOBBLING DOWN A MIDDLE STREET LIKE A FISH struggling upstream.

Panicked people push past me. They pour out of their houses and rush for the Highs. Above us, near the rich manors, anti-G cannons blast explosive pellets into the sky. The air erupts with blue flames, brightening the shadowy serpents that circle overhead.

A gorgantaun screeches. We drop to our knees and cover our ears.

Children wail. No one stops to help. There are few deaths worse than writhing alive inside a gorgantaun’s belly.

Pain throbs up my legs. Adrenaline and balancing on the cane helps, but I only have so much strength.

Suddenly, a Middle man smacks into me. I hit the ground. And all at once, the crowd rushes over me. Boots stomp my fingers. Crush my hands, legs. I shout, trip a man with my cane before he can smash my bones, and crawl through slush to reach the alley.

My left pinky curves sideways. I snap it back in place, pain bolting through me. But I’ve no time to recover. Must get to Mother. I limp through the alleys. As I round the corner, the silvery underbelly of a gorgantaun glides above.

Holy hell, it’s enormous. Maybe a class-four, over four hundred feet. I gape in terror and awe as the beast’s body goes on and on. It’s a giant, soaring ribbon of steel scales.

The gorgantaun’s head twists toward the island, mouth opening. Then, like a shovel, its jaw grinds across whole Low neighborhoods. Consuming houses and screaming people.

Before it can come back for another serving, a rush of anti-G pellets crashes against its side. Little detonations go off, sending blasts of heat through my hair.

I start running, teeth gnashing as pain stings my legs. I’m the one idiot going the wrong way. On Holmstead, the homes of the Middles and the Highs are connected to the emergency system. Their lights shut off immediately when the sirens activate. But the Lows aren’t connected to the system. Our homes are heated with fire, lit with candles. And already, the Lows start to burn. More gorgantauns zoom, attracted to the growing firelight.

Around the next bend, I stand atop a slope, glimpsing the horror below. The Lows are a mass of rubble and flame as gorgantauns scoop up entire streets. The beasts shred the ground beneath their metal jaws. Homes crunch under their horrendous teeth. Voices go silent as wood cracks.

An instinctual fear begs me to go back toward the Highs. But as neighborhoods vanish, I spot McGill’s Tavern. And the yellow glow where Mother sleeps.

I never should have left her!

Just above the tavern, a class-one gorgantaun dips its head. Lowering its one-hundred-foot body toward—

I shout. Bash a pair of garbage lids together. Jump up and down. Wave my arms. But nothing works.

My eyes well.

“Mother!”

Before the beast can swallow the tavern whole, a black shape rockets toward the Lows. It flies so near to the ground that the wind topples several shacks and sends me sprawling.

It’s the Golias! Admiral Goerner’s battlecruiser flies like a black arrow, firing its massive guns with barrels longer than ten men. And when they shoot, the sky cracks. The ensuing explosion’s so powerful, the shockwave slams me into a pair of crates.

Angry flame spreads along the scales of the class-one gorgantaun. The beast thrashes as its scales sear red. It jettisons the fiery scales, sending dozens of glowing metallic discs over the city. The other gorgantauns raise their massive heads toward the Golias. Their golden eyes glow with hate.

The titans battle.

I try to stand, but my grip on the cane falters. My body’s so weak, not even the adrenaline helps anymore.

Another gorgantaun screeches and launches after the Golias. The beast’s tail, sharp as a scimitar, drags through the alley toward me. It cuts the earth as it scrapes past. Then, with a violent slash, it slices the bricked building behind me in two.

The building starts to moan.

Bricks fall all around me. One strikes my back, sending me tumbling. I’m dazed. When I turn, the whole wall leans forward. Coming to smash me.

Suddenly, a pair of hands catch my shoulders. They heave me backward and slide me down the icy alley. The wall smashes the ground where I’d been seconds ago.

My vision circles while I cough on dust.

A girl steps from the haze. Around my age, with spikey hair that rises like blonde fire. Blue eyes as wild as Holmstead River. Our gazes meet. In her clean, gray suit, she’s clearly no Low.

“Who are you?” I ask, my voice scratchy.

She runs off into the smoke.

“Hey!” I call after her.

But she’s gone.

By the time I limp into the Lows, the fire has spread. Melting the snow. My lungs burn despite breathing through my sleeves.

The Golias, dwarfed and surrounded by the entire pod, gets rammed. The collision booms. Order’s flagship spins through the air, firing in all directions, some blasts hitting the Lows. But before the pod can finish it off, the Golias straightens itself and zooms for the horizon. Luring every serpent away from the island.

Saving us.

I don’t even feel relieved. Each step causes a sharp pain up my side. The smoke stings my eyes and makes me cough.

I hurry through the streets. People throw buckets of water onto their burning homes. Others shout for loved ones. Some sit in the street, eyes staring off, their soot-covered faces blank among the chaos.

Entire neighborhoods are missing. Flattened. Pillars of wood rise from the earth like the ribs of a corpse.

Finally, I come around a corner and stop, staring in shock at the destroyed mess of buildings beyond. This was my street. My cane clicks against the ground as I hobble in a panic. Past the old, crumbly stone wall. Past the small market where I’d sometimes barter for bread. And I stop, body tingling, before the smoldering remains of McGill’s Tavern.

Gone.

I drop my cane, then race forward. My feet burn in the ash, eyes grow wet. I search. Dig under charred boards. Get cut on broken glass. Eventually, I find Mother’s old mattress, burned to its rusted springs. And there’s nothing left. All gone.

Gone.

I stumble backward. Maybe I shout, or cry. Not sure. And when I finally realize I haven’t breathed, my lungs fill again.

Mother.

I stand, fall, rise again, and stumble to the curb. For several minutes I sit, feeling ready to vomit. Completely disgusted with myself for not being here. For breaking my promise to her that I’d protect her.

She can’t be gone . . . can’t!

But as the realization slides down my back like ice, a horrible emptiness swallows me whole. What was the last thing she said to me? She wanted me to be better. To not take. The last words of Elise of Hale.

I’m about to stand, run and never stop running again, when a gentle hand lowers onto my shoulder. Above me stands the strongest woman I’ve ever known. And she’s no longer the frail person I tucked in at night. No longer the woman I nursed with lukewarm soup. No, she’s the noble Lady of Holmstead again. The woman who once commanded the winds as easily as my father’s heart.

She smiles at me. But she’s not real.

McGill looks down at me.

“I—I tried,” he says, reaching my cane to me.

My head lowers, and I wonder what I’ll become without her.

✦ ✦ ✦

A fresh layer of snow mixed with ash dusts the tavern’s remains, and the early sun melts the snow crowning my head. My numb body prickles. My teeth chatter. I should move, find shelter, rest, but no matter where I go, I’ll not escape the horrible guilt noosing around my heart.

Should’ve been here.

Death and destruction fill the street. Orphaned children. Desperate husbands searching for wives. Crying mothers kneeling over lifeless family. This is the suffering of the Lows. We take the brunt so the Highs can continue in comfort. And when we suffer, we stay weak, so we’ll rarely have strength to challenge those above us.

A tear travels my cheek. Mother died for nothing! I had no hope of returning Ella. Probably wouldn’t even recognize me and even if she did, I have nothing to offer her that Uncle couldn’t provide.

My head sinks.

Sunlight glows over the hovering ships of the Low dock in the distance. A few skyships, old wooden models with masts rather than crystal engines, come to port. Arriving sailors stare at the destruction. A few run from their ships, seeking family.

McGill stops at my side. Last night he asked me to stay with him and his family, closer to the Middles. They would’ve spared space on their floor for me. But I couldn’t leave Mother. Never again.

“Heard the outposts were overrun,” McGill says. “The gorgantauns came so quickly. They couldn’t react. So we . . .”

“Took the brunt.”

He scratches his wrinkly, hairy jaw. “I know this isn’t the best time, but . . . your mother gave this to me when she first got sick. In case, well . . .”

He lifts his dirty jacket to expose a long box beneath. Cracks cover its aged surface. He lowers it onto my lap. Heavy. The silver crest of Urwin, an eagle with outstretched talons, decorates the lid.

I stare, astonished. This box, by itself, could’ve bought Mother and me food for a month. And McGill knows it. When I look up at the old man, I respect him more than ever before. How easily he could’ve stolen it.

He pats my back. “You know where to find me, son.”

Then, after glancing at what used to be his tavern, McGill exhales, pulls up his collar, and strides away, hands in his jacket pockets.

Whatever this box contains came from the manor before Mother and I were banished. And at that thought, with so many spying eyes around, I hurry toward the docks, hike up the stone steps into the Low gardens, and find a secluded bench that survived the attack. Under the outstretched branches of a pine tree, I open the lid.

My mouth gapes. And immediately, I reach in and grip Mother’s cane. A white rod topped with a black stag, the emblem of the Hales. The cane’s surface has its share of cracks. Many from the times she practiced with Father, but others from before she met him.

I tuck the cane into my shirt. Then I stare at the twelve golden coins at the base of the box. Each is engraved with a symbol of one of the Trades.

I thumb the first few. Agriculture. Order. Scholar. Each bearing the Trade’s emblem. Two ears of corn. A fist. An open book.

My hands tremble. If only she’d given this box to me earlier, we could’ve rented our own apartment, nearer to the safer Middles. And maybe we could’ve had a heatglobe or been able to afford more medicine.

Why keep these from me?

A cold wind brushes by, and I can almost hear her voice.

I couldn’t give it to you earlier, she says.

Why not?

Because you would’ve spent it.

On what?

Me.

The thought rips my heart in two. Makes me bite my quivering lip so hard, it bleeds. I sit in agony, watching the gray sky, crying.

Above me, glinting under the dawn light, stands the home of my ancestors: Urwin Manor. Mother may be gone, but I’m not alone. She didn’t say it when she was alive and awake, but she desperately wanted her daughter back. Mother whispered to Ella in her sleep and talked to Ella when she thought I wasn’t around.

“Oh, you have twigs in your hair again, Ella.”

“Look at your feet, Ella! Just like your brother. Always running around barefoot. I swear you’ll lose a toe.”

I tuck the box under my arm as wind splashes through my hair. Mother was right.

I spend my first coin on her funeral.

After the tavern’s final embers burn out, I dig through the warm ash in search of her remains. When I find them, I wrap her in a blanket and rent a little boat. Then together, with the sound of the puttering crystal engine, we float into a bright sky. Once we’re away from the island, we sit together, just us, enjoying the peace. Enjoying the feeling of the wind’s gentle kiss. Enjoying our last moment together.

I talk to her. Tell her everything. Tell her I’m sorry I wasn’t there. But I don’t make promises that I can’t keep. To get Ella back, I’ll have to let go of my softer side. I’ll have to be as rotten and ruthless as the Highs above. The one promise I do make is the one that’ll be the most difficult to achieve.

But I won’t fail.

After I dry my nose and eyes, I lift her body. And then I hold her tight like I did all those nights when she seized. My voice quivers as I sing “The Song of Falling.” Its mournful verses mark all funerals. Tell of how everyone lives to rise, gain status and riches. But in the end, we’re all equal. In the end, we all fall.

I let Mother go, returning her to the sky. As she falls, I say a silent prayer, hoping that wherever the winds take her, she’ll find peace.




CHAPTER 04

I AM CONRAD OF ELISE.

Not an Urwin. That name has been stolen, taken by a man who’d betray his own blood. And not a Hale, either, because I’d rather carry Mother’s name to keep her close. Even so, without her steady influence, my darker ambitions grow to a raging inferno.

I should’ve been there for her, but I’m not the one who banished us to Low’s rancid streets. I’m not the one who put a hole in Father’s skull. Or murdered the Hales. I’m not the one who burned a little boy’s name and broke his future.

On a tin roof under the warm afternoon sun, I sit and watch the windows of Urwin Manor glimmering from the towering mountain above.

Uncle will regret what he’s done to me.

The destruction the gorgantauns wrought is still visible from here. A month has passed since the attack. The Haddocks lost their sunroom and rebuilt it within a couple days, but little has been done to repair the Lows; the line to fetch water from the well grows longer each morning. Waterworks still hasn’t fixed the pipes. So our only other option is to make the long trek to Holmstead River.

I hop off the roof and land in melting snow. Ice crunches under my new boots as I advance through the shadowed alley. Father’s cane dangles from my belt. I’ve got Mother’s tucked away with McGill’s family.

“Nice jacket,” a voice calls behind me.

I keep walking.

“What’s a pretty Mid doing in the Lows?” a woman asks. “You get lost, sweets?”

Steps follow me.

“Hey, boy!” A harsh hand grips my shoulder. “I said nice—”

I stab the man in the throat with Father’s cane. He stumbles backward, coughing. His friends, a man and a woman, bare their decaying teeth. They extend their own canes.

My eyes narrow.

With the help of my inheritance, I’m no longer weak. In the past month, I’ve eaten. Built muscle. Bought clothes. Even these muggers, with their numbers, cannot match the beast growing inside me.

Once they’re rolling in pain at my feet, I retract my cane, lift the collar of my new jacket, and move on. My new clothes and boots might draw some attention here in the Lows, but I’ll blend in as I hike higher up the mountain.

I step over the groaning trio.

Mother told me to have empathy for the Lows. Not the false, self-serving kind of empathy that lotchers have, but genuine compassion. Unfortunately, that’s impossible when these three would’ve gouged out my eyes just for my warm jacket. A few strong Lows find a way to rise despite all the obstacles placed before them. But most are crabs in a bucket. The kind that pull down anyone who climbs.

Warm sun grazes my neck as I emerge from the alley.

I’ve taken my inheritance and become something new. Still, my coin pouch isn’t full enough for what I must do next. And what I must do goes against everything I’ve told myself since I fell to Low.

Soon I step into the Middles, and with the sour stench of the Lows behind me, I stride past the bricked homes and food stalls. This part of Holmstead has carefree kids running around. And happy people packing the dessert stalls, eating cake or drinking hot caramel chocolate imported from Eastloch. They enjoy their treats under the shade of the trees.

Mids have the fashion sense of the Highs with top hats, big dresses, and ugly makeup. But they’re cheap imitators. Thin suit jackets and knockoff boots.

My new clothes blend in well among their ranks. My suit, purchased from a second-hand shop, has a white vest, black jacket, and thick, laced boots. Not every day that a Middle shopkeeper sells a Low a full complement of clothes. But money’s money, no matter where it originates.

The next street bustles from the nearby Middle skydocks. Dozens of skyships, like spears in the blue distance, zoom toward our island. On the dock, sailors unload their massive metal ships, some carrying a fresh catch. A pair of men guide a hovering crate across the wood. The crate is filled with beastly sheltauns. These five-foot creatures, round like giant crabs, snip their metallic pincers in vain at the thick nets.

A few Order guards watch the crowd as I pass the gate into the Highs. Order protects Meritocracy and ensures that the status the privileged have earned remains theirs. They’re much more relaxed in the day, even unconcerned by the Lows slipping past them. Probably because a duel’s about to take place in the High Dueling Arena, and it’s free for anyone to attend.

Shops in the Highs grow bigger, spanning multiple levels, and the restaurants display high-priced items like gorgantaun flank, tender beef medallions, and lemon-crusted pishon. Each worth more than my entire inheritance. Highs sit atop plant-covered balconies, sipping sweet tea and discussing today’s duel or speculating on which High family will get challenged by a Mid next. Between two thick columns, flittering with gold and blue, a banner reads the names of the two families dueling at the High Arena today.

ATWOOD versus MURIEL.

My face sours. Atwood. The word clogs like vile wax in my ears. Those bastards fill every room in their enormous manor. They push out babies almost as much as they bruise faces. The Atwoods have been the mortal enemies of the Urwins for over forty years, ever since my paternal great grandfather smashed Steffan of Atwood’s trachea in a duel. Steffan had been the Duke of Frozenvale Island. After his death, great Grandfather gave Steffan’s title to an ally. And great Grandfather should’ve sent the Atwoods to Low. But he respected their strength, so he dropped them to High instead. He thought by giving them a manor on Holmstead Island, the familial feud would end.

It only got worse.

Father told me that story to illustrate that mercy only gives our enemies an opening.

“Do you think Glinda of Muriel has a chance against an Atwood?” a High woman near me wonders to her wife. “I mean, Glinda’s quick as a whip and blunt as a cane.”

“No. Glinda’s just another Middle who will get crushed by a High,” the other woman answers.

“Which Atwood will accept the challenge?”

“Does it matter? They’re all the size of gorgantauns.”

They laugh.

The Atwoods are well known for their dueling success. Not by grace, but sheer brute force. Whoever this Glinda of Muriel is, they’re about to get crushed.

I’d rather rub sawdust into my eyes than attend an Atwood duel. But if I go, then hopefully the last piece of my plan will fall into place. Uncle hates the Atwoods as much as I do, and he’d never miss a chance to see them embarrassed in the dueling ring.

I turn onto the next street, away from the market, and approach an enormous, domed building. The High Dueling Arena. Banners of crossing canes fly outside the entrance. A crowd filters inside through a steel tunnel. As I follow them, a muffled din carries from ahead. The tunnel opens to a great amphitheater of benches. Stairs fly down to the base, where the hard concrete of the pit awaits.

Excited people brush past me. A little boy sitting on his father’s shoulders smiles. Some spectators have brought in sugarcorn and sweet jelpods.

The arena seats thousands. Though attendance remains free on the balcony, several tollbooths wait for those who like being closer to the action.

I start toward the closest tollbooth, until my eyes narrow on someone sitting among a band of University students, muddy boots resting on the balcony’s railing. She wears no earrings, nor eyeliner nor lipstick. Rugged, but definitely not a Low.

She laughs with her friends, a boy and a girl.

I’m about to move on when she spots me, and her gaze sinks me into blue water. Does she remember pulling me away from the wall of falling bricks? That night was dark, and everything was chaos. She smiles and rises from her bench to approach me.

As she’s walking, I glance over my shoulder, half expecting to spot the real person she seeks.

“Wow,” she says to me, “you cleaned up. Been eating your protein?”

“Something like that.”

“Nice necklace,” she says, nodding to Ella’s chain around my neck. “What is it?”

I lift my collar higher.

She frowns.

Mother would tell me to express gratitude, but I’ve been around too many people with ulterior motives.

“So, what do you want?” I ask.

“You think I want something?”

“Yes.”

She shakes her head. “I was just doing what anyone would do.” She holds out her hand. “Bryce of Damon.”

I hesitate. Waiting for the reveal of her true intentions. When they don’t come, I slowly grasp her smaller hand in mine. Her grip is strong. Skin’s tough, but warm.

“You’re a suspicious one, aren’t you?” she says.

“Never heard of the Damons.”

She nods. “We’re not from Holmstead. I’m studying at University, though I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be here. I plan on entering the Selection, and being at University gives me a better chance of getting chosen.” She stretches her hand out flat. “Could you, uh, let my hand go?”

“Oh. Right.”

After I stuff my hands in my jacket pockets, she glances at the filling seats. The duel begins in a few minutes.

“What’s your name?” she asks.

“Conrad.”

She glances at the Urwin eagle on my cane. Maybe in recognition. “Do you have a family name?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

When I don’t answer, she frowns. “Well, it seems we’ve exhausted your desire for conversation. It was nice seeing you again, Conrad.” She steps back. “Enjoy the duel.”

But as she goes, I call out to her. “Why did you save me?”

“I told you. What else do you want me to say?”

“There’s no such thing as a selfless act.”

She doesn’t look back. “Some people want to be better than what the world intends us to be, Conrad.”

Heat flies up my neck. She sounds just like Mother.

As I pay entrance through the tollbooth using one of the last coins from my inheritance, I glance back at the girl on the balcony. She’s watching me with a tiny grin.

Who does this Bryce of Damon think she is?

After pushing her from my mind, I find a seat on a bench close to the base of the pit. Around me, excited Middles munch on tangy popcrunch.

It’s surreal being back here. This is the premiere arena on the whole island. Father and I attended every weekend. He used it as a lesson. I can still almost see him, handsome in his gray uniform. Admired by Low and High alike as he sat, so nobly, atop the Archduke’s platform.

His voice remains clear in my head.

One day, Conrad, you will be the head of Urwin. And you will be challenged. Someone will want your title, your home, your wealth. Before the entire island, you will have to defend it honorably. Remember, son, it is better to die in the dueling arena than survive with the shame of having lost your family everything.

The Archduke’s platform towers above the pit, unoccupied. My leg bounces a little. Uncle better come.

Soon, the crowd roars as the humongous Atwood family strolls from a dark tunnel into the dueling pit. Lows leap to their feet, hollering. The Atwoods, led by their patriarch, Aggress of Atwood, raise their arms in triumph. I scowl. Many of the Asswoods have rolled up sleeves while an occasional one wears a repulsive dress.

The whole crew came. Even the babies.

My body tingles as one person, an Atwood worse than the rest, stomps from the darkness. His boots are the size of boats, muscles the size of boulders. He calls himself “Pound,” and he’s sixteen, like me. His huge, ugly head is shaved, and his eyebrows are so light, they blend with his fair skin.

Pound isn’t just the heir to Atwood, he’s a colossal birdshit who stands nearly seven feet tall. After my banishment, he sought me out in the Lows. Once, he stole medicine from my broken, bloody hand and dropped it in the sewers. I’d been fighting for coins in the Low pit for hours, only to find him waiting for me once I left. He’d come to watch and waited until I was weak. Bastard.

I’ve never beaten him in a fight.

On the other side of the pit, a lone woman with a sharp glare strides from the opposing tunnel. The Atwoods hiss at her. As do the Lows in the balcony.

The Middle, Glinda of Muriel, squeezes her red dueling cane, eyeing all the Atwoods, perhaps trying to determine which one she’ll have to fight.

I’d respect her if I didn’t know who put her up to this. Few dare to challenge the Atwoods. They’re monsters with jawbones so thick they could crack a lion’s paw. The Atwoods have been a shiv in the Urwins’ backs for years. Always threatening to challenge one of Uncle’s allies, other Dukes and Duchesses of the Northern skies. If they were to regain that lost title, they could challenge Uncle. But if someone could knock down the Atwoods’ status, Uncle wouldn’t have to worry about them.

After all, only a Duke or Duchess can challenge an Archduke.

The amount of coin Uncle must’ve paid Glinda to risk her life in a no-win duel . . .

Guards appear at the top of the amphitheater, and among them emerges a figure who I hate more than Pound. A figure who makes me squeeze my dueling cane.

Ulrich of Urwin starts toward the special platform. His latest companion, some High woman with enormous eyelashes, strolls beside him, holding his arm like it’s the rope that’ll pull her to celebrity status.

The Atwoods throw middle fingers his way. Our shared hatred of the Archduke is probably the only thing I have in common with that horrible family. Uncle, though, looks straight over their heads. Like he always does.

Uncle lowers onto his seat atop the platform, and the Dueling Committee official comes before the crowd, announcing the duelers. When it’s revealed which Atwood accepted Glinda’s challenge, my eyes widen. He stomps out, a large dueling cane in hand.

Pound.

He’s just old enough to accept a challenge on behalf of the family. His face is vinegar as he eyes Glinda. I can almost hear his dueling cane squeak under his iron grip. I know those knuckles better than most. They’ve forced me into mud. Made me bleed.

Uncle brushes the woman off his arm and leans forward. Victory glints in his eyes. He knows, like me, that Pound can beat the tar out of anyone with his fists, but his skill with the cane? Far from legendary.

For the Atwoods, this is Pound’s chance to prove he’s the strongest. That when his parents pass, he’ll nobly defend the family status.

The Dueling Committee official raises the comm gem on his sleeve, magnifying his voice to the whole arena.

“Glinda of Muriel has challenged the Atwoods for status. If she wins, all that the Atwoods own will be hers and the Atwoods will fall to Low.” He pauses, a devious little smile on his face. “But as challenger, if she loses, then she will be at the mercy of the Atwoods. Her very life will be in their hands.”

The Atwoods share excited looks. Wolves, the lot of them.

A series of drummers above the pit start banging away as Glinda and Pound unbutton their jackets, revealing loose clothing beneath. Then, at the behest of the official, the duelers step into the painted circle. The crowd stands, and the duel begins.

Pound charges her, wanting to end it quick. But she dodges his attack, then smacks his ribs. He grunts, falling to a knee.

A hit. That quickly.

The whole crowd turns to the three judges. They sit on a platform above the duelers. Their conversation is short. Then they draw a one below Glinda’s name on the white scoreboard attached to their table.

The Lows hiss.

Can’t help but grin a little as Pound roars in frustration.

No one has beaten the Atwoods in a duel since my great grandfather. And because of his mercy, the Atwoods have maintained their status for the last eighty years.

While the crowd’s stunned, Uncle stands, clapping. Only one more point for Glinda and the Atwoods will fall. There are few things I’d enjoy more than watching Pound get beat, but now, as the second round commences, I need to move.

I clip my cane to my belt, sidle past annoyed people, and make it to the stairs. At the edge of the balcony, a series of guards stand watch by the thick pillars that raise the Archduke’s platform. A few people scowl at me as I descend the stairs, but most focus on the duel as the action intensifies.

Pound’s and Glinda’s canes collide.

A guard leaning against the back pillar eyes me. A series of Highs sit before him. Suddenly, I trip and shove the closest High into the guard. They both go tumbling. And in the commotion, I leap onto the pillar and climb. Doesn’t matter that the fallen guard’s shouting. I just need enough time to get above.

I pull myself higher until I clasp the edge of the platform. The guard below shouts into his comm gem, and suddenly a mean hand clutches my back and pulls me onto the platform. I’m thrown down immediately. A boot presses against my throat.

It’s the big guard who was preparing to throw me off the island. He stares at me, eyes wide.

“You?!”

But I grin when I hear Uncle’s voice. “Conrad’s alive?” Uncle stands, furious as he looks between me and the big guard standing over me.

“I—” the guard says. “The gorgantaun attack—”

“Silence!”

The crowd roars as the judges award Pound a point. The match is tied.

Uncle’s face reddens while the Lows celebrate. Pound, laughing, wipes the blood from his cheek and waits for Glinda to stand again. She holds her side, wincing.

Uncle’s woman looks at me. “Who is that, Ulrich?”

“Leave,” he says.

“Excuse—”

“Get out!” He points her toward the stairs. “I’m tired of you, anyway.”

The woman, horrified, rushes off, lifting her dress so she won’t trip.

Now Uncle comes toward me, his eyes like razors.

“It appears,” he says, his gloves squeaking, “you were given yet another chance, and you squandered it—again.”

The guard’s boot presses, collapsing my throat. I wince. Uncle crouches beside me, watching. Almost fascinated. My muscles shake to lift the heavy boot. Before my vision darkens, Uncle waves the guard off.

I roll onto my side and cough. My throat stings.

I rasp, “I came to see you, Uncle.”

His eyes narrow. “Why?”

I grip the railing to pull myself to standing position, straighten my jacket and meet his cold gaze. “Because I’ve decided to accept your offer. I will enter the Selection.”

There’s silence between us. Uncle’s eyes pass over Father’s cane attached to my hip.

“You think you’re worthy of being Urwin?”

His voice is toxic. Threatening. And for a moment, I fear that I made a huge mistake and that he’ll never believe I had a change of heart. But then he grins with triumph and perhaps believes that I enjoy this moment, as if I’d forgotten he murdered my father and my grandparents and stole my sister to mold into his image.

He leads me to the seat beside him. Then together, we watch, quietly, as Glinda dodges Pound’s latest series of attacks. Once she steps back, he leans on his cane. Tired.

She waves him toward her.

Pound roars and goes after her again. Swinging with wild ferocity. But Glinda evades everything. Meanwhile the Atwoods shout anxiously. All giving him tips. And while he’s distracted, Glinda charges.

“Look out!” an Atwood cries.

Her cane jabs Pound right under the chin. Pound looks ready to strike back, but then his feet wobble beneath him and he tumbles to the ground.

Unconscious.

An instant win.

Uncle leaps to his feet. Clapping. The whole arena goes silent, stunned because Urwin’s mortal enemy will finally fall to Low.

“Rising,” Uncle says, looking at me, “is in our blood.”




CHAPTER 05

ORDER DOESN’T EVEN WAIT UNTIL MORNING TO REMOVE THE Atwoods from their home.

A line of Order’s guards, like a white snake, marches through the black gates of Atwood Manor to usher out the gigantic, horrible family.

I lean forward and clasp the bars of the balcony of Urwin Manor. This vantage point provides a clear view of the island and the closest manors below. Other Highs watch the scene from their balconies. A few even spectate outside the Atwood gate.

My breath clouds into the frozen evening. Long have the Atwoods shadowed my steps through the Low alleys. This moment should be relished, but watching Uncle celebrate beside me fills me with bubbling nausea.

“Our enemies are destined to fall,” he says.

At least fifty Atwoods stomp from their former home, shouting about how they’ve been wronged. Some attempt to drag out prized possessions. Or bags of coins. Old vases. Anything of worth. But Order rips everything from them except their dueling canes and the jackets on their backs.

All that Atwood has ever owned now belongs to another. Glinda of Muriel watches, smiling from behind a row of Order guards as the family tromps toward the gates. Atwood Manor is now Muriel Manor. It belongs to Glinda, along with wherever she lived in the Mids. Maybe she’ll sell that property off. That’s what most new Highs do.

The Atwoods’ fall from glory is not quiet. They continue shouting into the night.

This is the system. The Meritocracy. Only the strong can remain High, and the rest fight over the crumbs.

“The Highs lead because they’re meant to lead,” Uncle says. “Our Lows, they’ve developed fortitude and grit. And even they can defend us should our great enemy ever return.” Uncle pauses and gazes into the horizon of small, floating islands, where little lights glow. “They’re out there, somewhere.”

My mouth shuts. Father would sometimes say similar things. He warned me about threats to the Skylands. He mentioned that there was a reason these islands are in the sky. A reason for the black clouds beneath us.

My gaze falls to the broken shacks of the Lows. Uncle’s wrong about the Highs. They’re not strong. They maintain power because the Lows are weak and starving. And many of the Highs in these neighboring manors, they’re gluttons. True Meritocracy on Holmstead is a mirage. Uncle, in all his cunning, has exploited the fractures in the system. He pays Middles to challenge his High enemies. Encourages his High friends to challenge the rivaling Dukes from neighboring isles. And he has filled High society with rich lotchers who have no ambition other than buying expensive designer clothes and eating decadent food. Perhaps Glinda of Muriel will rise above her peers. Maybe one day, she’ll challenge for Duchess herself, but I’ve seen far too many Highs get complacent and comfortable with their status.

“Look, it’s your boyhood rival,” Uncle says, pointing to Pound, who follows at end of the Atwood line. Pound’s head lowers while his youngest sister reaches to hold his big hand. “Don’t you savor this, Conrad? They were building him to challenge you one day.”

Pound’s bald head shines under the moon. When he glances toward Urwin Manor, his face fills with rage.

“Now that he lost them everything,” Uncle says, smirking a little, “they’ll disown him. As much as I despise that loathsome family, I can respect their merciless ability to cut the fat.”

While Pound shuffles behind his family, several of them shout insults toward him. But I refuse to feel any pity for Pound. How can I forget the fists he stuck in my starving gut? Or when he threw Mother’s medicine in the sewers?

“The Atwoods’ fate must never be the Urwins’,” Uncle says. He turns to me, eyes determined, like gorgantaun steel. “You want your sister back, a reunion of family, Conrad. And I’m willing to reunite you and paint your name back on the Wall of Urwin. But first you must prove your Urwin strength. Prove that rising flows in your blood, even among the Trades.”

He strides into the warm office, where a heatglobe throbs. I spare a final glance as the Atwoods descend the mountain, fallen, shamed. Fated to some unknown home in the Lows—if there even is one for them tonight. They’ll probably throw someone out of theirs—hell, more than one. A whole neighborhood.

“Come,” Uncle says.

As I enter the office, the moon peers through the arched windows, illuminating a familiar wall of books and a mantle adorned with the canes of my ancestors. Uncle watches me from his seat behind the desk. His ringed fingers curl below his chin.

“Urwin has been atop Holmstead for generations,” he says, “but none in the history of the family have been Selected by a Trade.” He pauses. “This year, Order and Hunter are seeking a large number of recruits.”

“Hunter and Order? I’ll probably die.”

“But if you don’t . . . you’ll have all that you’ve wanted and more.”

“All? My mother is dead.”

“Yes, I’ve heard.”

My jaw clenches. There’s no feeling in this man’s heart. It’s been wrung out, leaving only a dry husk in his chest. But my fingers clutch Ella’s necklace. She’s the sole reason I’m here, standing before this man. And I must get her away from him.

“Is your mother’s death,” he says softly, “why you changed your mind?”

“I’d do anything for my family.”

He seems amused. “If that were true, your mother would still be alive. If you’d accepted the trial a month ago, Conrad, I would’ve brought your mother to live here with us.” He meets my eyes. “And I would’ve bought her medicine.”

My stomach twists at this revelation. The pain of regret gnaws at me. But then I consider Mother’s reaction. And I know she’d never have allowed it. Uncle killed her husband. Her parents. She wasn’t going to risk me, even for the chance of being reunited with Ella.

“You hide your emotions well, nephew, but you will have to hide much to succeed in the trial, no matter which Trade Selects you.” He pauses and meets my eyes. “More than that, whichever Trade you are in, you must rise and prove your strength.”

“And if I’m not Selected?”

“You’d better be.”

I lick my teeth. I’m so sick of this man. Sick of this room. Sick knowing that he still breathes while Father does not. “Where’s Ella?”

“Rising.”

“What does that mean? Where is she?”

“She’s elsewhere, Conrad, becoming worthy of her inheritance.”

“She’s not old enough for Selection, Uncle.”

He laughs. “I’m aware. If you rise, you’ll reunite with her.” He points over my shoulder to a bag near the door. “The money you’ll need for Selection is there.” He pauses and leans back. “I don’t suppose you’ll just run off with it, abandon Holmstead, and leave everything behind? You could start a new life.”

“That’ll never happen.” I pocket the bag. “I’ll not abandon my family.”

He smirks. “This time, be sure you don’t.”

I bite down my tongue and turn to leave. As I step through the hall of marigold carpet, Uncle calls to me. “Rise, Conrad, or never come back.”

✦ ✦ ✦

The weeks pass, and I spend the time helping McGill rebuild his tavern while I prepare for Selection. The Trades of Hunter and Order require physical prowess. So I carry lumber for McGill and jog in the evenings to strengthen my lungs. I enter the Low dueling pit almost nightly. Practice with the cane never ends. With my increased endurance and strength, my body is finally accomplishing what my mind demands. I’m winning duels. Easily. And earning a bit of coin, too. Coin that McGill deserves for all the years he allowed us to stay for free. Coin that I give him because he’s letting me stay with his family.

Finally, Selection Day arrives, and I’m cutting through the crowd in the Middle streets. I’ve just come from the Middle library, where I completed the Selection test, and now my sealed scores rest safely in an envelope in my jacket pocket. Selection Day’s the most celebrated holiday of the year. Excited voices pack the streets. Drinking people fill the taverns, and musicians sing celebratory songs on the sidewalks. Shops sell specialty pins to honor each of the Trades. While only a couple of Trades will be Selecting from Holmstead this year, every Trade brought a representative to the island.

A man from the Trade of Waterworks breezes through the crowd. His sky-blue robes, emblazoned with Waterworks’ rushing waterfall, swish behind him. A silver medal glints on his uniform. He’s a Leader. A few Lows shoot him some glares. While they struggle to fill their pails, he’s only here for Selection Day. And Waterworks isn’t even Selecting anyone this year.

I continue through the excited and drunk crowd, clutching Father’s cane close. The Selection test exhausted my mind, forcing me to recall lectures Mother taught me years ago. But I didn’t forget her words, and her voice guided me through the section on crystallic engineering. Although I struggled in some areas, I’m confident her teachings paid off.

Once I pass the Middle gate and enter the jam-packed Low streets, the rancid stench of garbage flitters up my nostrils. I’m tempted to drift into the alleys and avoid the potential pickpockets, but in these warm clothes, it’s better to stay in the sunlight with thieves than in the shade with muggers who’ll be happy to kill for my jacket.

When I turn the corner, I run straight into the biggest birdshit I’ve ever met.

He exits an alley, his face splotched with red anger. And when he meets my eyes, the world seems to stop.

Pound of Atwood. At least . . . I think it’s still Atwood. He’s only been a Low for a couple weeks, and he looks hungry and even more dangerous.

“Urwin.” He spits out the word.

He’s got such a big ugly face. Looks like a bald boar.

“I’m not an Urwin,” I say. “I’m an Elise.”

“Doesn’t change what’s in your blood.” He glances at my cane.

“How about you, Asswood? Family still keeping you around?”

His knuckles pop. A bit of congealed blood drips from his fists. Behind him, a man lies unconscious in the alley. Pockets pulled white.

Pound glances over my warm clothing. “Look at you. Rich again? Give me your coins.”

“I’d rather not.”

He roars. I duck under his massive arms. And before he can snatch me, I extend my cane and jab him in the chin. Then I run.

“Coward!” he howls.

I hate fleeing. It’s something a lotcher would do, but I only come up to that brute’s chest. And I can’t risk losing everything to him.

His massive boots race after me. But while Pound is many things, swift isn’t one of them. Every step he makes seems to crush the earth. Rattle the buildings.

Once I round the corner, I leap onto a passing, rusty Low carriage. It carries me past a group of singing Lows.

Pound stops, eyes squinted in search. When he finally spots me at the end of the street, I laugh and throw him the middle-finger salute. He only stares. And something about the look awakens a dark foreboding in my gut. The battle between us will never end. He’ll hunt me to sky’s end.

Once I’m a couple streets away, I leap off the old carriage, ready to spend the next few hours helping McGill rebuild his tavern. But every time I come back here, where Mother passed, I feel hollow. Sick.

“Go,” McGill tells me. “It’s Selection Day. The line is long. And if you get Selected, you may never have to duel again.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m still spry,” he says, taking my hammer. “Go.” He smiles and pats me on the cheek. “Good luck, Conrad of Elise. Do your mother proud.”

“Luck? There are a thousand entrants this year. I’ll need it.”

Even with Uncle’s influence, the odds are not great.

I race through the Lows, hitch a ride on the back of a carriage through the Middles, and arrive at a giant imperial building of twelve white columns. The Equilibrium. The massive windows glint under the sunlight. This place is where anyone can make their duel challenge official. It’s the heart of Holmstead’s Meritocracy. But despite the grand sight, my heart sinks at the massive line worming out the revolving, glass door. Young people are everywhere. People I knew when I was a High. People I fought in the Low alleys. People who once called me a friend but left me to shiver in the icy gutters after I fell to Low.

Near the door stands a boy, Sergei of Kuznetsov, who once played with me around the hedge maze of the Urwin Grounds. When we were children, he claimed the sky would crack before anything ended our friendship.

He’s laughing with another boy. When he glances my way, I meet his eyes.

I let him see me. Remember.

His mouth shuts, and he quickly turns toward the door. I continue staring at the back of his head. Disgusted that I ever considered him my friend.

I stop at the end of the line. Everyone ahead of me is my age or a little older. You’ve got three chances to get Selected. Three years. If you aren’t picked by the time you’re twenty, you’ll never be chosen. Some Trades, like Scholar and Politics, prefer older Selections. Nineteen-year-olds. But Hunter and Order? They prefer the young and malleable.

After an hour, I push through the revolving glass door and enter a white chamber with a domed ceiling. Above me stand the Four Pillars of Meritocracy. Select. High. Middle. Low.

I was a boy the last time I entered the Equilibrium. Father brought me here to pick a dueling cane that’d be mine until I inherited his. The one I chose was a combination of gorgantaun steel and oak. Custom-made. Five hundred coins. Oh, I couldn’t wait to have it, but Father died just before we could retrieve the order.

Mids fill the space around me, but a decent number of Highs came, too. Select status is for those who want to rise without dueling. While some people are built with muscles, others are built with brains. Select status accounts for the best and brightest, regardless of whether they can wield a cane.

Behind a marble banister that leads to the second, marbled floor above, a man stands with the shade of Father’s countenance. Intelligence and regality. Domineering eyes inspecting those below him. But it’s no man. When I squint, I realize it’s Master Koko of Ito, the Master of Hunter. She’s here to choose a few from this enormous line to train with her.

Mud speckles her boots. A tear ruins the otherwise perfect hem of her silver robes. She’s nearly eighty. No dueling cane hangs from her belt, but very few of her Trade carry one.

Her eyes travel over me, but not for long. I’m not special. She probably wouldn’t expect to see the son of Allred of Urwin here. Probably wouldn’t care even if she did. For Hunter Selections . . . it doesn’t matter where you come from. Death doesn’t care about your ancestry.

Another figure in white robes joins her.

Admiral Goerner’s just as tall and powerful as when I last saw him at Uncle’s party. He’s another Master to Select from Holmstead. The way he looks down on us, he only hopes to find working parts to fill his efficient military machine. Order’s not a safe Trade, particularly with pirate raids and gorgantaun attacks on the rise. But it’s the oldest and most powerful Trade. The best Order Selections receive training to become Officers in Skyfleet. And they get to command swifters, battlecruisers, and carriers.

It’s not like Master Koko’s Trade.

“Twenty percent mortality in Hunter,” a girl behind me mutters to her friend. “That’s what I heard. Twenty percent of their Selections die during training.”

My skin tingles, and I absently stroke the pendant on Ella’s necklace. Won’t be much good to my sister if I’m dead.

Still, Hunters get paid well and can command their own skyships. Plus, there’s freedom in Hunter. Buy off your own ship, and you can choose your contracts. Fly wherever you want—just so long as you’re hunting.

Above the Admiral and Master Koko hang the banners of the Twelve Trades. Each with a distinct color and symbol. Art, Order, Agriculture, Scholar, Waterworks, Disposal, Mercantile, Explorer, Law, Architect, Politics, and Hunter. Get chosen by one, and they’re your Trade for life. And Select status can never be taken by duel. But we’ll still have to rise within our Trade. And if we do, if we rise to become Master, then we’d be able to challenge to become King or Queen.

The Highest High.

Several fingers point at Master Koko and the Admiral above us. Some boys and girls chat excitedly. However, there’s a collective gasp as another figure stops beside Admiral Goerner. A hairy, burly man wearing brown robes with the emblem of recycling on his chest. He has a flat nose and only a few hairs on his round head. He glowers, staring at us like we’re the stains from a toilet bowl.

This man is Herm of Decloos, the Master of Disposal.

“Disposal’s Selecting?” a girl says in disgust. “I’m out of here.”

She’s not alone. Several others follow her out the door muttering they’d rather risk it through the dueling system instead. Lotchers, all of them. Rich Highs who believe they have more to lose than gain by being here.

“That’s right!” Herm shouts to the retreating Highs. “I’m here, you little brownmakers!” Everyone goes quiet as he scowls at the rest of us. “Go ahead, stay in line. Spend your two hundred coins. But just know, one of you bumsquirts is gonna be Selected by me. None of you wanna be, but there’s nothing you can do about it. I’ll condemn one of you to the shittiest Trade in the world. And you’ll be stuck with it. Forever.”

The room stares in shock. More lotchers leave, but the Lows here, the Mids, they’re hungry. They’ve not been pampered. And they’re eager to prove themselves. Many Highs remain, too. Father thought Highs who entered Selection were lotchers, too weak to protect their status through the duels, but not all Highs think that way. A growing contingent believes Selection is a great honor, that intelligence is superior to brute strength.

And Uncle wants to prove Urwins have both.

Still, even though we’re taught the Trades are equal, few want Disposal. People want Order, Politics, or Scholar. Maybe even Hunter. But not Disposal. Uncle would never allow the Urwin name to be associated with a Trade that deals with sewage.

Herm glowers at the escaping lotchers, then turns and vanishes down the hall.

Soon the line filters into three groups and as it does, a familiar face appears in the line next to mine.

“Didn’t expect to find you here,” she says.

I don’t respond.

“You’re just sweating enthusiasm, aren’t you?” Bryce says. “Still think I want something for saving your life?”

“Yes.”

She laughs. “Never thought you the Selection type, Conrad.” Her eyes look me up and down. “You’re built like a dueler.”

“Only because I’ve been able to eat.”

She nods. “Will you tell me your family name now?” She smiles. “I won’t stop asking.”

I just don’t get this girl. Why is she being friendly with me? We’re competition for Selection.

“It’s Elise.”

She frowns. “Never heard of it.”

“Took it from my mother.”

“I’m sure she’s very proud.”

“She’s dead.”

My comment drops an iceberg between us. Bryce’s mouth opens, then closes. She mutters some form of condolences, but I don’t hear them all because our lines separate us.

“Well . . . ,” she says. “Good luck.”

I’d wish her the same, but I can’t let anything stop me from saving Ella from Uncle and his poisonous, corrupting tongue.

My line leads up a staircase. The air stinks of breath and unbathed Lows. The line cuts through a hallway filled with painted depictions of the current Masters. Sunlight gleams in through the windows. At the end of the hall, Selection attendants, dressed in black robes with the signs of all twelve Trades, sit behind a table and take money and test scores.

Among the attendants comes a voice that makes my skin crawl.

“I’ve given you all my damn money, now enter me into the Selection or I’ll beat your ugly face.”

“Sir, I cannot,” the Selection attendant says, her hands calmly folded before her. “Either give me all two hundred coins, or I cannot enter you.”

“My scores are great,” Pound says.

“Wonderful. You’ll be Selected if someone wants you. But you’re still short on the coins.”

“I’m not going back empty-handed.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have lost that duel, then, Atwood,” someone in the crowd shouts.

Snickers echo down the line.

Pound whirls on them, looking ready to throw a few fists. But before he enacts his rage, a small figure comes forward.

“How much does he need?” he asks the attendant.

“Thirteen coins.”

This boy’s jade eyes hide under a black flag of messy bangs. He’s a minuscule figure, especially when compared to Pound. Carefully, he opens his bag and fingers around. Clearly, he doesn’t have much. His jacket’s a little frayed on the edges, and his dueling cane’s bent. Finally, he takes out thirteen coins and drops them into Pound’s huge hand.

Pound stares at the boy, eyes narrowed. Thinking what I’m thinking. This boy will want something from him in the future. Something big. But Pound doesn’t have a choice. His head lowers as he mutters some gratitude.

“No problem at all,” the boy says. “I’m Sebastian of Abel.”

“I’m Pound. Just Pound.”

They shake hands.

Finally, my turn comes.

Two hundred coins, all for the chance to be Selected. Everything Uncle gave me. I hand over an envelope filled with my test scores to the attendant.

“Good luck.” The attendant takes my money and papers. “If you are Selected, your name will be called tonight in the High amphitheater.”

As I turn to leave, an anxious knot tightens over my gut. Long have I desired to control my fate, but all I can do now is hope.




CHAPTER 06

I SIT, FAR FROM THE STAGE, AS THE MASTER OF DISPOSAL stumbles before the pulpit of the High amphitheater. The crowd quiets. Herm’s wild eyes scan us. Then, after a great hiccup, he starts a drunken rant.

“Well, isn’t this just great? Look at all you excited fartbreaths. Suppose I’d be happy, too, if I had hopes of being Selected by a nice, honorable Trade. But guess what?” His tone darkens. “I was Selected by Disposal, and one of you will be too.”

I swallow.

My eyes find Uncle, sitting atop the Archduke platform near the stage, his hands lazily draped over the edges of the armrests. He appears bored and annoyed.

Pound sits on the bench farthest from the stage. He’s leaning forward, huge hands intertwined. Eyes intense and focused. He’s alone—except for his younger sister, Cephalia or something. I think she goes by Noose. She’s the only member of his family who’s with him.

Part of me relishes the idea of Pound being picked by Disposal. I smile a little, imagining that massive brute squirming through the sewage pipes under the city. Then again, he’d have an unchallengeable Select status. And whenever Pound has had power over me, he’s made my life miserable.

“We’ve reached the point we’ve all been eagerly awaiting.” Herm glances at a paper in his hand and clears his throat. “Disposal’s Selection.”

My knee bounces. I seal my eyes shut. This man controls whether I’ll have a chance to be with Ella again.

“I am most honored to Select . . . Ariana of Alcose. Congratulations, Ariana.”

The tension in my shoulders relaxes, and the entire crowd releases a collective exhale. But the silence ends once Ariana screams. Her High family looks ready to faint.

Order pulls Ariana from her family. Her mother begs them to rescind her entrance into the Selection. It doesn’t work. And soon, with tears in her eyes, Ariana takes a short walk to the stage. She’s tugged into a bow with Herm, then reluctantly follows her stumbling Master out the tunnel. Off to train to become a sewage cleaner.

After her distraught family rushes from the amphitheater, a jolt of excitement grows. We’ve survived Disposal. Everyone sits a little straighter. If Hunter doesn’t choose us with one of its multiple Selections this year, we’ll have a chance at Order. Seems the whole amphitheater holds its breath, and for the barest moment, I imagine myself, not as an Order guard protecting the Meritocracy of the Skylands, but a member of Skyfleet who commands a carrier full of sparrows.

I anxiously shift in my seat.

The crowd quiets as the Master of Hunter approaches the pulpit. Master Koko stares over the audience, face as blank as a statue as she studies candidates. Finally, she whispers into her comm gem.

“Eighteen percent. Nearly one in five of Hunter’s Selections don’t survive training. Nearly one in five are burned in the black clouds, or wrapped in the electrical tendrils of a blobon, or snipped in half by a fierce sheltaun, or consumed by a gorgantaun. A swift death in Hunter,” she says, “is a blessing. Who among us wants to spend their remaining moments helplessly dissolving in the gut of a gigantic beast?”

Silence.

“If you survive in Hunter, though, you will be built of gorgantaun steel. We, the Hunters, are hardened by fire. We rush toward death while others flee. We are the fearless who hold back the gorgantaun threat.”

My heart starts thudding. Now Uncle’s looking at me with a tiny smile in the corner of his mouth. I bite my lip, and chills prickle my back. Uncle interfered. The bastard did something.

“Our ranks have thinned,” Master Koko says. “This year we’ve required one hundred and twenty-eight new Hunters. I’ve taken Selections from Dandun to Eastrim. Tonight I take from Holmstead. And soon you’ll compete in training for the honor of becoming Captain.”

She clears her throat and rattles off two names for Selection.

“Sebastian of Abel and Bryce of Damon.”

I blink, confused at the suddenness, but a little grateful, too. Master Koko pauses, looks over the audience again, and reads another name. And as I hear the words, a knife pierces my gut. The name sounds so strange. Spoken with so little fanfare. It echoes into the farthest reaches of the amphitheater.

“Conrad of Elise.”

My heart pounds. I stand, straighten my jacket, and move toward the aisle. None of the people I sidle past congratulate me. A few flash jealous looks, but many view me like I’m already dead. Order comes to collect me, but they needn’t bother.

Then, with the fury of all the winds behind me, I march down the steps. Recognition dawns on the crowd’s faces. I’m Allred of Urwin’s son, the former heir to the previous Archduke of Holmstead. And I’m off to face a swift death. Will I laugh in its face and rise? Or disintegrate in the gut of hell’s spawn and fall?

After I shake Master Koko’s hand and join Bryce’s side on the stage at the center of the amphitheater, I look into the light of the crowd and notice something else on Uncle’s face: excitement. He’s not done yet. His mighty influence extends through the Northern Isles. If he speaks, even Masters will listen. And, as Uncle stares at me, I know in my heart that Hunter will either kill me . . . or make me the toughest person alive.

“I have one final Selection,” Master Koko says. “A young man without a family name.”

The crowd whispers. Gossiping. Unsure who it could be. But my hands have already formed into fists. It’s not enough that I’ll soon be hunting three-hundred-foot-long gorgantauns that can level a city in one night. No, Uncle wants me to prove once and for all that rising is in my blood.

“Hunter’s final Selection is Pound.”




CHAPTER 07

I HAVE NOTHING LEFT OF MOTHER EXCEPT HER CANE AND memories.

After climbing the icy steps of Holmstead’s Middle gardens, I lower onto the bench where Mother and I often sat when she was healthy. My thumb caresses her white cane, and I remember her smile, and how the wind would make her white hair flutter. She always had a way of making me grin, even when we ate hard bread.

But always, she’d get serious.

“The world wants you to be something you’re not,” she’d say. “Your heart isn’t just Urwin, but mine, too. Remember, having power over someone isn’t strength. Pushing others down doesn’t solidify you. True Highs lift others while still remaining on top.”

My breath trembles. I can almost see her beside me, grinning faintly. Yet even though it’s only been two months since her death, her face blurs. Less discernible, like the whiff of a burned-out candle.

I clench my eyes closed. Force myself to remember her, not the frail thing she became, but the powerful Lady of Holmstead. The woman who carried the wisdom of the sky.

Now I unclip Father’s cane from my belt and compare the two. The Hale stag and the Urwin eagle. Both part of me, but in Hunter, what would compassion do for me? No, Mother’s cane’s not for me. She kept it all these years, intending it for someone else.

I shut my eyes. Why did she have to go?

The pain rips me open again. Carves out my heart.

My hands squeeze the canes. My teeth gnash.

If she were with me, sheltered under the frozen tentacles of this tree, she’d remind me to never lose myself. Be the son she raised. But where I’m going, with the horrors that’ll soon fill my future, I can’t be that son. The things I’ll have to do will be for Ella. I’ll have to rise in Hunter by any means necessary. Prove that I am the strongest. And I cannot allow compassion to weaken my resolve. Cannot, because Ella, she has had only one voice whispering in her ear these last six years. The one with a vile snake’s tongue.

After a few minutes of silence, I clip Father’s cane to my belt, stow Mother’s in my bag, and leave the lonely bench. Holmstead is the island of my ancestors. The place where Urwin was born and thrived for more than two hundred years. Multiple generations of the most powerful men and women to ever sail the skies. But I’m not just an Urwin, I’m an Elise, too. I’ll bring honor to her name. And I’ll get her daughter back.

After leaving the Middle gardens, I travel the streets until I stand on the Middle docks, looking over the skyship that’ll soon take me to Hunter’s home island, Venator. The white steel ship spans hundreds of feet. A gigantic gangway leads to the deck.

Dozens of people hike the path to the ship. This ship isn’t just for Selections; it also acts as a passenger vessel. Some Holmsteaders travel south during winter. Just as I’m about to carry my luggage toward the gangway, I spot the other Hunter Selections.

Sebastian of Abel, the scrawny boy with black bangs, has his hands on his hips as he inspects the great ship’s hull. He’s the first to climb the gangway.

Bryce of Damon kneels, smiling as she gives coins to a few Low children who wandered into the area.

Then the biggest birdshit this island has ever spawned arrives. He heads up the gangway, brow furrowed. Determination in his eyes. Like me, he’s lost everything and wants it back.

It seems no one came to see the new Hunters off. Perhaps Master Koko Selected us for this reason. If we were gone, who’d miss us?

When Bryce stands, patting a boy on the head, she notices me. She’s already dressed in the silver, tight-fitting uniform that all Hunter Selections wear. Built for less wind-resistance. But I haven’t slipped into mine just yet.

“What are the odds,” she says, stopping next to me, “that the boy I saved from a falling wall would end up in the same Trade as me?”

“Slim.”

She laughs.

“No family to see you go?” I ask.

“Not my home island, remember? I’ve been at the University for the past two years.”

“What were you studying?”

“Social hierarchies.”

“Lucrative.”

“Sarcasm.” She grins. “Maybe this line of study isn’t for the rich, but it’s an important field.”

The ship’s horn blares, the call for boarding.

“Well, we’d better get loaded up,” she says. “See you on the ship.”

Soon I climb the bouncy gangway and step onto the deck. The last passenger boards, and the gangway slides up. Then the skyship groans to life; its power shakes my core, and my heart starts thumping. I reach the stern’s railing and for an instant, I nearly see Mother standing on the dock, white hair billowing.

Don’t let this world rule you, she whispers. Be my son. Always.

But as my eyes climb the white mountain and glimpse Urwin Manor, a darker voice invades my mind. A voice that taught me the way of the cane and gave me the bruises he called love.

Those who wish to rise, Father says, will chase it to sky’s end. Let nothing stand in the way of your ambition, son, and you’ll cradle lightning in your arms.

The ship pulls into blue skies, and Holmstead shrinks. Mother will always have my heart, but to rise, I’ll need to be crueler than Father. Nothing will stand in my way—not Pound, not the other Selections, and certainly not any damn gorgantaun.

I’ll prove to Uncle that rising flows in my blood, then I’ll leave him bashed and bloodied at my feet.

This isn’t the last I’ll see of Holmstead.




CHAPTER 08

TWO DAYS LATER I’M ON THE SKYSHIP’S DECK AS HUNTER’S island, Venator, grows in the distance. I lean forward, hands on the railing, while the humid evening air fills my lungs. Venator’s an enormous jungled island, twice as large as Holmstead, with dozens of islets encircling it.

A hot breeze rushes through my hair, but I hardly notice because of my trim Hunter uniform. A black harpoon symbol marks my right breast. The uniform keeps me cool. Still, I unzip the black Hunter jacket, letting it flap.

Veins of waterfalls lace the numerous peaks of Venator. A mountain range separates the island’s two cities, Eastdock and Westdock. The cities appear gorgeous from afar. Golden twinkles fill their streets. But the two couldn’t be more different. Tourists fill Eastdock, which borders a giant lake striped with sandy beaches and the luxurious villas of Venator’s Highs.

Meanwhile the rugged Hunters occupy Westdock. It’s not a place to kick up your feet and relax. Instead of sandy beaches, the rustic buildings cling to a rocky lakeshore at the base of a steep mountain range. There are no mansions, very few homes, but plenty of taverns to get a hot meal and a drink.

Apparently, drinking is how Hunters cope with all the death in their Trade.

We zoom for Westdock. And once we approach, we follow a line of skyships waiting to make port. Skyships from across the Skylands arrive, some with tall bridges towering over the deck, or masts rather than crystal engines, and a few have ancient, wooden hulls. All of them bring Hunter’s latest Selections.

Below us dozens of figures walk the wooden dock, streaming toward Westdock and the benches surrounding the fires that burn in rocky pits.

Then something silver fires across the sky. A thin ship. It shoots away from the island, deck shimmering under Venator’s lights. It slices through the air. Beautiful. One of the newer ships I’ve been hearing about. Predator-class. Also known as a Sword of the Sky.

It rockets into the distance at incredible velocity. Off to the hunt. Protect the islands. Fight the gorgantaun threat.

I shake my head in awe. How soon until I’m aboard one of those ships? How soon until I command one?

Pound watches the ship with a smug expression. Like he’ll lead one someday. The stupid birdshit.

Our gangway slaps onto the planks and we disembark. Bryce moves ahead, smiling as she breathes air that smells like sweet fruit. Her blue eyes shift to mine.

I look away.

My boots meet the dock’s boards and I follow the line of Hunter Selections, all in uniform, bottlenecking through the dock’s exit, heading to join the other Selections sitting around the fire pits. Countless voices buzz.

Standing at the end of the dock under two giant, crystal torches, a grizzled Hunter veteran presses a hand against my chest.

“Name and island.”

“Conrad of Elise. From Holmstead.”

He checks my name on the notepad. “Join the other Selections until Master Koko arrives.”

Heat gushes around the fire pits. Rising smoke keeps the bugs away. All the Selections network with one another. Smiling falsely. Searching for someone whom it’ll be advantageous to know. Their words feign interest. Friendship. But really, they’re using one another until the day they rise. Then they’ll watch from warm doorways as their so-called friends are crushed beneath their heels. Uncle taught me that when he murdered Father.

My right hand squeezes Father’s cane.

I’ll not make the same mistake again. I won’t let others in.

I sit on my luggage near the wet jungle’s breath, on the outskirts of the light and laughter, and swat the irritating bugs away. From here, I study my opponents. Some Selections are brutish, some gorgeous. They’ve come from across the Skylands: Black and Brown and pale.

These are the strongest of their islands. The smartest, the most cunning. And they all stand in my way. For Uncle, it isn’t enough that I’m Selected. That’s the easy part. The challenge is becoming the best of Hunter. Climbing through the ranks. Becoming Captain, then . . . I’ll be offered Urwin. Be next in line for Archduke on Holmstead Island.

Someone steps into my view.

“It’s strange,” Bryce says. “We were on the same ship for two days, and yet I hardly know you.”

“Not much to know.”

She lowers onto a log before me. “Well, you used to be the heir of Urwin. I think there’s quite a lot to know.”

“Have you been asking about me?”

“Pound told me all about it. He really hates you, by the way.”

“He’s an idiot.”

“Is he? Why did you stay in your room the whole trip? I think I saw you in the cafeteria just once.”

“I prefer being alone.”

She glances at the bugs humming around my neck and smirks. “Well, you’re not alone now.”

I wave a couple mosquitoes away.

She laughs, noticing my discomfort. “Come on. Let’s meet a few people together.”

“Not much of a mingler.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not like the others here,” she says. “You’re a jerk, but at least you don’t pretend to be anyone else. I’ve found honesty in the Skylands to be a rare virtue. Whoever you are, Conrad, you’re real.”

She grins a little. And half of me wouldn’t mind being around her more. But the other half, the deep voice of Father, fires warnings.

She is your opponent, he whispers. Get close to her, and she’ll hurt you. Just like everyone else.

“So, will you join me?” she asks.

“No.”

Her face wrinkles with disappointment. For an instant, I think she’ll try convincing me. Instead, she stands. “You realize you’ll never rise in Hunter if you turn everyone away, right?”

Soon it’s just me and the mosquitoes again. I try to ignore her as she weaves through the crowds, and I look away when she softly touches a guy’s arm while they talk.

Beyond her, it seems Pound already has a following. Girls giggle at his height and try lifting his enormous arms above their heads. Boys flock to him too because that’s where the girls are.

Suddenly, the jungle comes alive with the banging of drums.

Everyone quiets as our Master, Koko of Ito, appears. She stands on a slope, looking over us. Out of her traditional robe, and in a silver Hunter uniform and black jacket, she holds a commanding presence.

A gang of the meanest Hunter veterans stands behind her. Hardened men and women.

“Welcome to Venator,” Master Koko says. She points to the people behind her. “These are your Trainers. They’ll teach you the ways of Hunter, and all the stations on a skyship: from Captain to Swabbie. Their job is to ensure you don’t die.”

No one makes a sound.

“Soon you’ll be divided into crews that’ll command a skyship,” she says. “You’ll compete in the Gauntlet, where you’ll hunt the mighty southern gorgantauns. The crew with the most kills will win wild riches. The Captain of that ship will also win the ship itself.”

A few thrilled whispers spread.

“Don’t get too excited,” she says. “Last year, twenty-six Selections didn’t make it back. Take a good, long look at your neighbors, or yourself, because chances are, many of you won’t return.”

Silence again.

A smile wrinkles her face. “So, who’s hungry?”

The Trainers laugh.

Moments later we file up the dirt trail, carrying our luggage into the jungle. Bugs eat our skin while our foreheads become slick with sweat. Once we exit the trees, we start up a long slope blanketed in grass. Fortunately, my luggage is light. The same can’t be said for some of the people ahead of me.

When we reach the top of the first hill, I wipe my forehead and stare at the mountain above us. The Hunter Academy spreads along the rocky slope. Its dozens of ancient buildings are built of stone and covered in vines. The Academy is so large it could be a town itself.

We stand around, hands on our hips, hearts racing. One boy falls over, his stomach rising with each inhale.

“Stand up, Robert of Smith,” Master Koko scolds. “I am nearly eighty, and I make this trek every year. It is time for you to rise. For all of you to rise. This is your initiation. All new Hunters must make the hike to the Academy. It is tradition.” She looks us over. “Hopefully, your luggage, Samantha of Talba, contains only necessary things.”

Her eyes smile at the perspiring brunette standing next to four bags of luggage. The girl, aghast, searches for help.

None comes, until a bearded boy lifts two of her bags.

“Thank you, Roderick of Madison,” Master Koko says. “Well then, shall we?” And with the Trainers in tow, she starts on the path snaking up the mountain toward the great doors of the Academy.

As others follow her, I breathe deeply and stroke the smooth gold of Ella’s necklace. Then I take the first step toward the place where I’ll learn to rise in Hunter.




CHAPTER 09

AFTER A DINNER OF SPICY RICE AND GLAZED, SWEET BIRD, a veteran Hunter guides me and several others from the packed dining hall to a place called “the dungeons.”

The veteran has scars flying up her left arm and bitterness in her expression. Multiple badges hang on her uniform, proof of her years of service. She has been not just a Captain, but a Lieutenant Commander, meaning she’s led a whole group of Hunter ships.

Our steps echo down the spiraling staircase. It grows colder, darker, and damper. Finally, we enter a dreary passageway lit only by the occasional heatglobe. Their red light stripes the stone floor.

“Here are your sleeping quarters,” the vet says, pointing at gorgantaun-steel doors. “You will find your name written on your door. You will each have one roommate.”

A few people groan. One boy, a High, clearly has never shared space with anyone. Before he can voice his displeasure, his eyes narrow on a small hole carved in the stone beneath a heatglobe.

“Ah, yes,” the vet says, following the boy’s eyes. “Ratchlons. Nasty critters. Their metal pincers are especially good at digging into your ears.”

A girl gasps.

The vet stares at her. “If you can’t handle an insect the size of my thumb, how will you face a gorgantaun?”

A silver bug, like a scorpion without a tail, scurries from the hole. Someone screams. The ratchlon’s plated carapace shines. It turns its head, and several black eyes stare at us.

The vet unclips something from her belt and stomps forward. The ratchlon raises its little metal claws. Ready for a fight. Until the vet blasts it with flame from a small canister. The ratchlon screeches before shriveling up into a little steel ball.

“I recommend always wearing boots down here,” the vet says, tossing the ball to the girl.

She drops it, disgusted.

The vet smirks, then guides us down the dark passageway. Other ratchlon holes darken the walls. Hunter probably lets them infest the dungeons. They could easily handle them, but they won’t. This is their way of putting us in our place. We might have Select status, but we’re the lowest of the Low in Hunter.

“To the right,” the vet says, “you’ll find the communal showers. Lavatory facilities are at the end of the hall. Well, good night.” She cuts between us, heading for the stairs. “Oh, I’d keep all your things hanging in the specially woven bags on the walls, too. But that’s just me.”

Her shadow vanishes up the staircase. One boy looks ready to be sick. Then something scrapes behind the wall. Possibly another ratchlon digging a burrow.

“Never should’ve entered Selection,” a girl says, pushing up her glasses. “I wanted Scholar. But now I’m stuck here!”

I find my door and push it open. A boy follows me in. My roommate, I suppose. The same bearded boy who carried Samantha of Talba’s luggage. We stand, staring at the windowless room. A few empty bags hang on the walls and a pair of hammocks, on opposite sides, dangle from chains.

It’s chilly and smells like mildew.

“No mattresses,” he says.

“Ratchlons will burrow inside them,” I say. “Dig into your back while you sleep.”

“But they could also crawl down the chains of the hammocks,” he says.

“Maybe that’s the point. When we’re out on our skyships, hunting, we’ll always have to be on edge.”

His face sours. “Yeah . . . so, I’m Roderick of Madison.”

I give him my name, and we shake hands. He tells me he’s sixteen, but his thick mutton chops and muscular forearms make him look almost middle-aged. He focuses on the little hole in the corner.

“They’re not poisonous, are they?” he asks.

“Not sure, and I’d rather not find out.”

I kick off my boots, remove my socks, and carefully stuff them into a bag on the wall.

“Uh, aren’t we supposed to keep our boots on?” Roderick says.

“Can’t sleep with them on.”

His eyes fall on my missing pinky toe. His mouth opens to ask, but he thinks better of it. And I wouldn’t have supplied a great answer anyway.

He starts unpacking his luggage, revealing stacks of paper: sketches and diagrams of . . . weapons. Modified harpoon turrets. Some sort of claw attached to the end of a handheld launcher.

I strip down to my Hunter-issued underwear, hook up the farthest hammock, and wrap the trio of blankets around me. Despite the digging sound in the walls, despite Roderick carefully unpacking all his clothes and papers, I hop into the hammock and shut my eyes. And within seconds I doze off.

✦ ✦ ✦

A cannon blast rocks the Academy. I flop from the hammock, stumble in the darkness, and fall to the floor as a high-pitched siren fills the air.

“Gorgantauns!” Roderick shouts, scampering to flick on the crystal.

“Here?” I yell over the alarm. “This is Hunter’s island!”

Screams echo outside our door. Another cannon blast shakes dust from the ceiling. Roderick coughs.

I hastily slip on my uniform.

“Where the cuss is my uniform?” Roderick digs through multiple bags. “I put it—”

“C’mon,” I say, tugging his arm. “We can’t stay here.”

“But I’m practically naked!”

The siren intensifies, making my ears ring.

Roderick rummages some more, but I force him out the door. Soon we’re in the packed hall. Me in my uniform with only a single boot on my good foot, and him in his underwear. The hall’s complete chaos. Everyone stampedes toward the exit.

“Do you want to die?” the Trainers roar, waving us toward the staircase. “Hurry, before it all collapses!”

We exit into a massive courtyard, stumbling over one another. My heart pounds. My body tingles.

Then I stop on the wet grass. Roderick does, too. People around me shout, but I stare at the quiet, starry morning. The skies are completely empty. Peaceful.

No gorgantauns.

The siren stops and laughter explodes from the wooden platform before us. The Trainers smile. A wave of relief pools over me, but also anger. Damn initiation rites.

The rest of the Selections enter the courtyard, some hobbling with sprains. There’s even a boy who apparently slept in the nude. He’s covering himself.

Koko appears.

“Pathetic!” Her eyes blaze. She cuts through our disorganized ranks. “Death comes to the unprepared.”

No one utters a sound.

She stops. “What would happen if you were on a ship, and a gorgantaun slammed into the hull? While you were looking for your boots, your ship would already be sinking from the sky!”

Her gaze melts the closest pair of boys.

“You are weak now,” she says softly to them, before looking to the rest of us, “but we will make you strong.” She points to the platform. “These are your Master Trainers. If you enjoy breathing, I suggest you listen to them. Now, when your name is called, you will follow your Trainer. And they will teach you how to be strong.”

The Master Trainers come forward and start calling names.

I’m filtered into the same group as Roderick and Sebastian. Fortunately, I’m not placed with Pound. He is, however, teamed with Bryce.

My Trainer is Madeline de Beaumont. A tall woman whose brown hair has mostly grayed. Unlike some of the other Trainers, who wear robes, Madeline wears the same uniform we’re all supposed to be in right now. Several badges cluster below the harpoon insignia on her chest, including a gold Captain’s pin and a red stripe, a medal indicating that she captained a crew that successfully took down a class-six gorgantaun.

Class-six. That’s six hundred feet. I can’t even imagine the enormity of the thing. Class-twos have been known to devastate entire islands by themselves.

Madeline leads us away from the courtyard and into the multileveled Learner Building, where we walk through stone corridors until we find our classroom. Fortunately, the naked boy, as well as Roderick and I, get permission to hurry back to our rooms and get fully dressed.

Samantha of Talba eyes my four exposed toes. “Weak candidates this year.”

I scowl at her then hurry down the hall. As Roderick shouts at someone for taking a close look at his underwear, a young man tries to carry his dueling staff into another training class. His Master Trainer stops him.

“That’s not permitted here. Physical conflict is not the Hunter way.”

“I do not part with it,” the boy says.

“Stow it,” she says. “Back in your luggage.”

The boy grumbles, then jogs toward his room.

Roderick’s face is red. Can’t blame him. All I’m missing is a boot. But it’s not long until we’re fully dressed and have returned to the Learner Building. Madeline’s waiting for us inside the classroom. Many seats are filled, so Roderick and I split up. He takes the hardwood desk in the back middle while I lower into one in the front corner.

The formerly naked boy, Harold, steps in after us. Once he sits, Madeline begins distributing our bags and notepaper. Within seconds I find myself hurriedly scrawling notes as Madeline pulls down a diagram of a gorgantaun. We’re all exhausted and still on edge from the false attack. But she doesn’t care. I guess that’s the lesson. We must always be ready.

She points out all the gorgantaun’s internal organs, including the gas sac and the long throat that passes the soft heart and lungs. All safely protected behind steel scales.

Hours pass, and we get no breaks. Eventually, we grow so weary that Harold dozes off.

“You must always be alert!” Madeline shouts, before striking her pointing stick across his knuckles.

He yelps and nearly falls from his desk.

She stands over him. “It’s my job to make sure you don’t die five minutes into the Gauntlet,” she growls. “Now then, Harold, tell everyone what gorgantaun scales can do.”

“How the hell am I supposed to know that?”

“By paying attention!”

His mouth shuts.

“Stand, Harold. You will demonstrate the special scrub of the Swabbie.”

“The what?”

She slaps the stick against his desk, and he jolts upright. Soon he’s slogging forward, and at her direction, lowers onto his knees. She opens a closet in the corner and removes a soapy bucket. His mouth falls.

“Aboard a vessel, this fate could await you all,” Madeline says, dropping the bucket before him. “The lowest Low. The Swabbie. The one who cleans the lavatory when the toilets have clogged and there are chunks on the floor.” She eyes him. “Scrub, Swabbie.”

Harold stares at her, at her stick, and finally stuffs his hands in the bucket. He slaps a rag onto the clean floor.

While he works, I’m thinking that being the Swabbie wouldn’t be much better than being in Disposal. Uncle would never accept me as anything less than Captain.

“When the Gauntlet begins,” Madeline continues, “you will each have a position on your ship. There won’t be any veterans there to explain how to fix an engine crack or dodge a class-four’s attacks. You will be isolated, accompanied only by seven other Trainees.”

She points to a banner of Hunter ranks at the front of the room.

“You are all Select status,” she says. “But in Hunter, there are still the Highs, the Mids, and the Lows.”

THE HIGH

Captain

Quartermaster

Navigator

THE MIDDLE

Strategist

Master Gunner

Mechanic

THE LOW

Cook

Swabbie

Sebastian raises his hand. “Master Trainer, how are we assigned our positions?”

“You will discover that answer in time.” She touches Harold’s shoulder. His face burns red, embarrassed. “Thank you for your demonstration. Next time, I’ll teach you the Swabbie’s circle scrub.”

“I can’t wait,” Harold murmurs.

The room breaks out in a little laugh. But our mouths shut when we expect Madeline to smack us. Instead, she betrays the tiniest of grins, before approaching a stack of books labeled CRYSTALLIC ENGINEERING.

“You all have had an eventful morning,” she says. “I think that is all we will cover until after lunch.”

“I’m eager to continue,” Sebastian says, hands folded on his desk.

Roderick looks ready to tear Sebastian’s face off. A couple other students give Sebastian razor eyes, too. They’re probably starving, and no one likes a sycophant.

“While I appreciate your enthusiasm, Sebastian,” Madeline says, “I’m a little famished myself. Now then, everyone, please collect a book. I expect you to read the first four chapters by tomorrow.”

After we take the books and stuff them into our bags, Madeline guides us to the dining hall. Six tables, each fifty feet in length, occupy the hall’s space. At the back wall, where the afternoon sun streams through the narrow windows, a set of stairs lead to the higher platform. The Master Trainers sit there, mostly hidden behind a balustrade.

As I’m walking, people keep staring at my left foot. Like they can see through my boot. Has someone been talking? Samantha smirks at me as I stride past her. Then I lower into a seat in the corner, away from everyone.

Some food carts are pushed into the room, and soon I’m stuffing my face with a heavy meal filled with oily carbs. As I lean back, enjoying the sensation of a full stomach, I’d love nothing more than to go straight to the hammock. Unfortunately, things are not so easy for Hunters. We need to build knowledge and muscle. So, once every Trainee has filled their bellies, we’re brought outside into the hot courtyard. And then a vicious man with one eye steps before us and tells us to start running.

“Hell no!” a boy says.

But the vicious man comes at us with a stick. Doesn’t even introduce himself to us. I guess we’ll just call him “the Stick.”

We start running, avoiding his swinging attacks. And within seconds a girl leans on her knees, puking up creamy rice. She’s still barfing when the Stick strikes the back of her thighs.

“Move!” the Stick shouts. “You think a gorgantaun cares that you just ate a rich meal?” He chases her as she starts jogging. “Move, you worthless Swabbie. MOVE!”

My stomach feels warped and queasy as my boots stomp the ground. A cramp stabs my side. But I grind my teeth and run past others who lean on their knees. I’m used to running. Hell, I did it barefoot all the time in the Lows. And leaving Samantha in my wake is especially satisfying. She seemingly can’t believe I’m not as weak as she’d thought.

The Selections around me whine. All these lotchers think suffering is having a full meal in their belly? Try starvation. Try watching your mother melt away.

Try losing everything.

I run past Pound. He’s wheezing, hands on his hips. And when he sees me, his brow furrows. For an instant he starts running again, trying to keep up, but he can’t match me.

Eventually, I’m leading the crowd. I have bile climbing my throat, but nothing will stop me from rising over every single person in this courtyard. I am the son of the former Archduke. The boy who stood in bitter winds with nothing but a tattered shirt.

I’ll become Captain. And I’ll prove rising is in my blood.

✦ ✦ ✦

After weeks of studying gorgantaun hunting strategies, Madeline takes us to the Beast Building, where we learn about other deadly creatures. Aerial beasts. Land-based creatures. An entire ecosystem of steel-coated monsters that inhabit the Skylands.

“Many,” Madeline says, “have little sense of self-preservation. Just destruction.”

We pass through rooms displaying schools of stuffed pishons—each as varied in size as fish, and they come in a rainbow of colored fins and metal scales. Most are harmless and will eat bugs or nibble on vegetation, but the slender barricon, with its jutting teeth, is a man-eater.

Next, we gaze at a twenty-foot calamaun. Its sucker-filled tentacles tuck close to its body as it flees from a fifty-foot acidon. The limbless acidon’s mouth is wide, preparing to spit acid onto the calamaun.

We also study a few island creatures, like the mashtaun. These fifteen-foot-tall metallic apes tower over us.

“They hunt in groups,” Sebastian whispers to Roderick.

Roderick’s eyes widen, perhaps imaging how terrible it’d be to hunt a whole pack of them.

“We’re only hunting gorgantauns during the Gauntlet,” Madeline says. “But consider your career in the future. Some Hunters specialize in island hunts. The contracts can get very lucrative.”

Finally, we come to a beast that gives me pause. It’s a long catlike creature with four legs, intense teeth, and a metallic frame. A prowlon. While the others step ahead, Madeline notices me staring at the beast.

“You’ve seen one, haven’t you?” she whispers from beside me. “A live one.”

“Yes.”

“You’re fortunate your heart still beats.”

I don’t answer.

After lunch Madeline takes us to the Munitions Building and shows us turrets, launchers, and more. She even takes us into a room full of harpoons of varying sizes. Each built from hardened gorgantaun steel. They’re like giant spears. Only a few varieties come with a loop at the end for attaching rope or a chain.

“I’d be cautious,” Madeline says, “about attaching a chain to your harpoons.”

“Why?” Harold asks.

“Would you want to tether yourself to a gorgantaun so you can’t escape?”

He shuts his mouth.

“Now then,” she says, leaving the harpoons and taking us down a dark hallway, “there are three weapons that you can mount on your shoulder. Who knows what they are?”

Roderick rattles them off. “Shoulder cannon. Mobile launcher. Flak cannon.”

“Good, Roderick. Yes. These launchers are important because unlike a turret that’s bolted to the deck, they’re portable.”

She stuffs a key into a lock and opens a door into a dark armory. Weapons of every kind hang from the walls, all long-barreled weapons with mounts that’ll rest on the shoulder.

“Today is target practice,” she says.

Excited chatter breaks out.

Madeline directs us to grab several launchers. Harold grunts under the weight of a mobile launcher and winces as he lowers it onto the hovering cart that we fill with weapons and ammunition.

Then Madeline guides us outside onto a dirt field full of targets. The field stretches hundreds of feet.

“The shoulder cannon,” she says, patting the weapon mounted on her, “fires a canister that will explode on contact. Observe.”

She aims at a target in the distance, peers through the reticule, squeezes the trigger, and a canister blasts out the end. The canister twirls and smacks the target, exploding it in golden flame.

Sebastian claps.

After we each get a turn with the shoulder cannon and explode several targets, we practice with the mobile launcher. This heavy device can launch a single harpoon hundreds of feet. And Madeline makes us run while we shoot, as if we’re under attack by a gorgantaun.

My wild shot flies into the trees. Samantha’s hits the dirt. But Roderick? His harpoon, like a dart, stabs into a target four hundred feet away.

We gape at him.

“Luck,” Madeline says.

Roderick’s lips purse.

She lifts a harpoon from the ammunition crate and stuffs it into the end of Roderick’s mobile launcher. “Again.”

Roderick’s face sets with determination. He starts running along the dirt, twisting at the hips while aiming the launcher. He squeezes the trigger. And the harpoon shoots across the field. It grazes past the target two hundred feet away and stabs the ground.

We groan.

“Be better, or you die,” Madeline says.

The next instant, she has us doing push-ups. But as the dirt digs into my palms, she crouches beside Roderick and whispers, “It appears you have inherited your father’s talents.” She points at the target. “A gorgantaun’s much larger than that. Your shot would’ve hit.”

Later that night, after dinner, Madeline takes us to the roof to demonstrate the final portable launcher. While we stand under the stars, the wind blowing over us, she raises her flak cannon. She shoots, and a little canister flitters into the air. It ruptures, and suddenly the sky fills with sparkles. Like fireworks.

“Flak,” she says, “will sting a gorgantaun’s eyes. And could be the difference between one eating the stern of your ship or dipping away. It’s very much a defensive weapon.”

“Is it dangerous?” Harold asks.

“Oh, it’ll eat the flesh from your bones.”

He gulps.

For the rest of the week, we practice on the target range. My aim improves, and I’m hitting targets regularly. Even Harold somehow manages to hit one that’s four hundred feet away, but the rest of his shots stab the dirt.

But Roderick? He dominates us. At one point he hits seven targets in a row, and he almost gets eight when his shot narrowly misses a target six hundred feet off.

We all groan.

After the miss, Madeline makes us do push-ups again. She watches us, her arms folded. But I don’t get the sense she’s angry. She knows that soon we could be flying to our deaths. And she wants to give us a chance. She wants to turn us into the fiercest people of the Skylands.

We’re going to have to be, considering what’s waiting in the clouds.

✦ ✦ ✦

It’s morning when Madeline watches us enter her classroom.

“I have a surprise,” she says.

We all chatter, wondering what it could be. Then she guides us out of the room, and soon we’re outside in the humid air, following a stone trail that cuts through green undergrowth. The path leads into an enormous hangar near a small docking port.

“This is a repair hangar,” Madeline says as we enter.

She points at the line of damaged Hunter vessels. Long gashes stripe their hulls. Several missing sterns, one has a ruptured bow.

Workers shout at one another and use ropes and pulley systems to lift giant slabs of metal that they weld to the frames.

One ship, a behemoth of metal, is double the size of the others. Madeline guides us up a gangway to stand atop its deck.

“Are we flying today?” Samantha asks. “Is that the surprise?”

Madeline shakes her head. “These vessels are not ready. But I think you’ll enjoy my plans just as much.”

We ogle the ship. Giant railings surround the deck. Elastic mesh hangs from the railing, ready to capture any fliers who might get blown off. And, more impressive, it has enormous omega cannons, harpoon turrets, and other weaponry I don’t even recognize. Still, despite all its impressive armaments, scars of battle stripe the deck and the whole left side’s missing.

Roderick and Sebastian stare at the destruction, perhaps considering the only beasts capable of such damage.

“This ship’s owned by a friend of mine,” Madeline says. “He generously offered it to allow you to train with your new Hunter gear.”

“Hunter gear?” Harold repeats excitedly. “You mean we’re getting it today?”

She grins a little, then points to a black chest behind her.

Soon we’re attaching wind goggles to our heads and peering at distant, damaged ships through the spyglasses. But it’s the magboots that really get us going. They have magnetic heels that’ll attract our feet to metallic decks.

My toes play inside my magboots. They’re tighter than my other boots but slightly loose around my missing left toe.

“These,” Madeline says, tossing us leather belts that we wrap over our torsos, “manage your magboots. Play with the center dial. It will adjust the intensity of the magnetics in your heels. Turn it on and try running around.”

In seconds the others laugh as we jog around the deck with the magnetics up. My legs burn. Feel a hundred pounds heavier, and my feet keep snapping to the deck.

Roderick cranks his dial and grits his teeth as he tries lifting his legs. Sebastian points at him and snorts.

“The magboots aren’t perfect,” Madeline says. “You can still get ripped free of the deck. So don’t be stupid. If a gorgantaun slams into the ship hard enough, not even these boots will keep you attached. That’s why we have railing nets.”

Harold runs with the dial cranked but forgets to tighten the bootstraps, and his feet slip out. He stumbles to the deck.

Everyone laughs until Madeline strides toward him. Fire in her eyes.

“You’re dead,” she says, making us go quiet. “You just died, Harold. Ripped off the deck by the winds, or the speed of your ship.”

“Sorry,” Harold mutters.

“I am, too. I’ll send condolences to your mother.”

Harold, face red, scampers to pick up his lost boots, and this time tightens the straps so much, he winces.

Madeline turns to the rest of us. “Well, why the hell are you standing around? Run, you Swabbies! Magnetics to high.”

Soon I run with the others, my teeth grinding, legs aching. It’s like jogging with a person on your back.

“Get used to it,” Madeline calls after us. “Because starting tomorrow, ‘the Stick’ will make you run every morning on a metal track.”

Sebastian groans.

We run for fifteen minutes. And by the time we’re done, Harold’s lying on his back and Samantha’s consoling a red-faced Erin by the railing.

“Last thing,” Madeline says, calling us over. “Communication gems.”

I wipe the sweat from my forehead, and though my legs feel like warm jelly, I amble to her. Madeline snaps a little clear gem into the slot at the end of my sleeve. Then Roderick’s and everyone else’s, too. We tap the gems, making them glow with life, and practice sending short-distance messages to one another from opposite ends of the ship.

“During the Gauntlet,” Madeline says to us over the comm, her voice coming as clear as if she stands beside us, “these will help you coordinate with your crew. You can also speak to individual members of the ship in private, or you can send ship-wide messages. You’ll even be able to receive long-range comms from outside the Gauntlet from a few choice people. However, you’ll not be able to send long-range messages.”

“No long-range?” Samantha asks over the comm. “Why?”

“Because the Gauntlet prepares you for the day that you’ll be out in a ship, beyond range, and you’ll not have anything but your crew. You are meant to be isolated and alone.”

“What if there’s an emergency?” Harold asks.

Madeline laughs. “Oh, Harold. In the Gauntlet, there’s always an emergency. However, if you must get a message out, contact your spyship. They’ll be observing you without interfering with your hunts. If you truly have something important to share, they’ll engage your gem’s ability for long-range. Temporarily.”

A few students share uncomfortable glances. Not only will we be hunting the most dangerous beasts in the sky, but we’ll be on our own.

Afterward, we’re all exhausted and ready for a nap. But Madeline takes us to the Observatory instead. Hunter maintains a few of the most powerful long-viewing scopes in the whole world. Soon we watch a gorgantaun pod from miles and miles away. There’s something strange about their long, snakelike forms undulating so peacefully in the sky. Maybe it’s because we all know there’s no such thing as a peaceful gorgantaun. They destroy, even with a full belly. Gorgantauns have been observed eating until they’ve vomited, then eating some more.

“Insatiable hunger,” Madeline says, pointing out a particularly large gorgantaun bull curling through the clouds. “They never stop growing.”

“Past a class-six?” Harold asks.

“With the southern gorgantaun? Yes, it has happened before. If you manage to find one of these incredibly rare beasts in the Gauntlet, want my advice?”

We stare at her.

“Run.”

✦ ✦ ✦

Training goes on, each new day blurring with the last. In the weeks since we arrived on Venator, I’ve grown muscle. I’m still leading the pack when we run from the Stick, although I’ll be the first to admit Bryce of Damon has been pushing me. She’s determined, that one. Pound has improved during exercise, too. He moves as well as a giant bag of muscular potatoes, but he’s driven. Still, he’s a dumb birdshit. I guarantee he’s suffering in class.

Finally, after another full day of classroom instruction, Madeline lowers into her chair at the front of the room.

“Get some rest tonight because tomorrow, all of you will get to fly a Predator-class vessel, and I’d rather not die in a horrible explosion because one of you fell asleep at the strings. So off you go.”

I close my notepad and follow the others into the gray corridors. Everyone’s chatting excitedly about the opportunity to fly such a beautiful vessel.

Roderick catches up to me. “Want to get dessert?”

“Maybe another time.”

“Aw, c’mon, you never get dessert with us. I bet there are girls in the cafeteria.”

“I need to go over the flight manual again.”

Our steps echo down the corridor of arched ceilings and closed windows. The others move ahead, hurrying toward the smell of sweet cakes.

I’m about to turn right, away from the cafeteria, when Roderick clasps my shoulder. He might be shorter than me, but his grip could crush granite.

“Your obsession with rising will be what ensures that you don’t,” he says.

“Everyone wants to rise, Roderick.”

“Yeah, but not everyone sits alone in their dark room, surrounded by ratchlons.” He pauses. “And just so you know, I don’t care about rising.”

I stare at him.

“You don’t have to believe me, Conrad. I’m just here to follow in my father’s wake.”

“He’s a Hunter?”

“Yeah, a Master Gunner. Great one, too. And on his ship, he’s a Mid. He doesn’t care. Neither do I.” Roderick looks me over. “By your expression, I can tell either you have severe indigestion or you don’t believe a single word I’ve just said.”

“I don’t.”

“Well, I’ll never try for Captain. Can you imagine me, leading people? I’m the kid who ran out in his underwear that first night. I’m no leader.”

A smile tugs at the corner of my lips.

“Ah. Look at that! A rare smile from the brilliant Conrad of Elise.” He nudges me, grinning. “C’mon. Join us.”

“Why do you care so much what I do?”

“Because when you’re not a brooding cuss, you’re actually not terrible to be around.”

I sigh. Glance over his shoulder at the cafeteria and see all the people spreading cream over their berries or sprinkling sugarsprig atop their sweetbread. All of them competing against one another to become Captain, but right now sitting shoulder to shoulder. Enjoying life.

For the tiniest moment, I’m tempted. But then Pound lowers onto a bench beside Bryce and speaks with her. My skin flushes.

“Not tonight,” I say.

Roderick’s face falls as I walk off.

“What’s with you?” he calls after me. “Why are you this way?”

I grit my teeth and march ahead, leaving the sound of socializing lotchers behind me. I follow the winding steps down into the lonely dungeons.

Don’t need anyone else. I can do this by myself.




CHAPTER 10

SOME WILL NEVER UNDERSTAND ME. THEY THINK I’M A BASTARD, and maybe I am, but Father wanted me to be ready for Meritocracy. He taught me to rise, no matter the cost.

“If you’re strong, none will stand in your way. When the desire for mercy tries to overwhelm you, think hate. Think what is supposed to be yours.”

Just weeks before his death, when I was only ten, Father told me we were going to one of the Lake Islands in the south. Just us for eighteen whole days. We’d fish, explore the humid jungle, hike the mountain, and sleep under the stars. So we took a small, wooden skyship and set off. The sun burned especially bright that day. Hot. The wind brushed my eager face.

Father told me that when we returned to Holmstead, I’d be a man. The two days we sailed were some of the greatest of my life. Father was different, too. Suddenly freed from keeping appearances around others, he displayed a softer side. And he even hugged me one day, almost as if he expected something horrible to happen to us and he wanted me to know that, despite everything, he still loved me.

Finally, our destination broke through the clouds. The island was green, lush, and beautiful. Great trees, partially obscured by mist, climbed the bluish-gray rock of the mountainside. A school of darting pishons circled the mountains while white birds soared over us, squawking as they headed for the island.

It was a little paradise, just for us. And it was all I ever wanted: time with Father but free of his cane and cruelty.

But just after I leapt off the ladder and landed on the island, Father started pulling the ladder back up to the ship with him.

“Father?”

“This,” he said, the wind whipping through his hair, “is how you earn the name Urwin. Our cities weaken us, son. Only when we’re alone, in the elements, will we discover our mettle. The Highs rise and the Lows fall. You’ve lived a life with security, everything you’ve wanted; but now you will be tested. Rise like your ancestors, Conrad. Rise.”

“What? Father? FATHER?!”

His ship pulled away, and fear gripped my heart. My vision blurred with tears. I remember everything so clearly. Remember his ship flying to the distance, where it became a black dot before the descending sun. Remember that once it became clear he really was abandoning me to this jungle-covered island, I had no choice but to wipe away my snot and tears and set out to find shelter.

Two days later, my gut angry with hunger, I learned I wasn’t alone on the island. I’d been wandering through the moist undergrowth and around the vine-covered trees when I came upon it. My heart shivered. My body froze. A horrifying tingle, like tickling spider legs, crawled up my back.

I stood before a prowlon.

The beast was a nightmare from children’s stories. A thick, metal cat with serrated claws, gelatinous eyes, and drooling fangs. A beast with an organic heart but the armor of a machine.

The creature studied me with its orange eyes. I’m still not sure why it didn’t end me then. Prowlons, like gorgantauns, have a ravenous hunger for human flesh. But by some miracle, the beast casually flicked its long steel tail and slinked away.

I planned to avoid the creature altogether, but after a week my hunger became unbearable. The berries I’d found were not enough. Their red juices stained my fingers and made my belly sting. And the rainbow-colored birds that flew over my head every morning had little meat on their bones. There was only one animal big enough on the island to sustain me until Father returned.

So I went back to the place where I met the prowlon, cut my finger, and walked through the surrounding trees, spreading blood on the bark. Then I waited on my belly in the warm mud. Soggy air filled my lungs. Tiny insects crawled over me. Wet leaves stuck to my face.

Finally, the jungle went silent. The prowlon arrived as a shadow among the trees and hanging vines. It stalked around, its nose twitching as it sniffed. Its big paws crushed the undergrowth. The beast curled through the trees and licked the bark. It knew I was there. Could still smell me through the mud.

Its silver chest rose with powerful, silent breaths. Soon it paced toward my position.

Fear consumed me, but my hunger was stronger.

Once the beast came close enough, I rose and loosed a terrified shout. The prowlon stopped. And I pushed my spear through its eye. Right for the brain. Unfortunately, the spear became lodged against its skull. I desperately pressed the spear again, urging it to end the horrible beast.

But I couldn’t dig farther.

So I speared its shoulder, trying to get between the slats of metal. I stabbed again. Again. Again. Puncture wounds gaped between the metal strips, and white blood spotted the ground.

The beast fell, groaning. I felt numb while it struggled feebly in the mud. Something about the way it held onto life tugged at me.

But then Father’s voice played in my head. When the desire for mercy tries to overwhelm you, think hate. Nothing should stand in your way of rising. Not friends. Not the world. If you let your guard down, even for an instant, it’ll cut you to Low.

Roaring, I lifted a huge rock and dropped it onto the prowlon’s skull. The beast shuddered, and all stopped. The last of whatever life it had twitched on the jungle floor.

I stood over its body, yelling and thumping my chest.

The next day, after I ate a rich meal of roasted prowlon, Father dropped the ladder to me. He helped me onto the deck and lowered onto one knee to match my height. A proud smile betrayed his normally stoic face. He hugged me quickly and told me he’d watched everything from afar. Said he’d considered coming for me on the night when I made the spear to go after the beast.

I asked him only one question. “Did you know it was on the island?”

He blinked. “Yes. I put it there.”

Those were the last words I spoke to him. Nothing during the trip home. Not when we returned and Mother asked us, over dinner, how many fish we’d caught.

Father made me the man he wanted me to be. His lessons, in a way, were an act of love, ensuring I’d be ready for anything the world threw at me. The only repercussion?

I hated him for it.

✦ ✦ ✦

After another morning run on the metal track with the Stick, I sit in the cafeteria, eating alone. The other Trainees mingle. Laugh. Dip breakfast sausages in warm fruit syrups. I watch them. They’re my competition, yes, but some will be on my ship.

So I’ve been studying them.

There’s Eldon of Bartemius, a lanky boy who’s often Sebastian’s shadow. Many mornings, he’ll write a letter to his parents. His beautiful calligraphy proves him capable of the fine-motor skills necessary for an effective Navigator. He’d be an impressive flier.

Then, Keeton of Jonson. She has a bright smile and dark brown skin. She keeps books on engineering tucked under her arms like Highs keep dueling canes under theirs, and she can often be found studying in the Hunter Library. She’d make a fine Mechanic.

Finally, there’s the one who would be a strong Quartermaster. That position requires social skills and the ability to keep a crew together and loyal to the Captain. When I’m Captain, I’ll need someone to help keep the crew on my side. Someone like Bryce.

She’s currently surrounded by a group of friends. It seems no matter where she goes, people gravitate to her enthusiasm. But she and I haven’t spoken much since we landed. I’m guessing she’s given up trying with me.

After I finish my daily observations, I flip through the flight manual and munch my orangeberry yogurt with nuts. A figure steps behind me, blocking the sunlight from my reading.

“Hey,” I say, “Could you mo—”

My mouth clamps shut as I stare at Master Koko.

I jump to stand, acknowledging her presence. As does everyone in the hall. She lowers into the seat across from mine.

I’ve never been so close to her. My heart hammers, but I try keeping a cool exterior. Whatever reason she’s here, it can’t be good.

“Well, what are you waiting for, boy?” she says, annoyed. “A trumpet?”

Waiting for?

“Sit down, Conrad.”

I comply. Her eyes are so intense, I’d rather face the prowlon again. Scars cut through her pale, wrinkled skin. Still, even with her advanced age, there’s an incredible toughness to her. Would have to be, after a lifetime of hunting gorgantauns.

The whole hall has lowered to sit. Some still watch us, confused by my exclusive with her, but most return to their conversations.

Koko whispers. “Do you know why I’m here?”

“No . . .”

She flips open a folder between us.

My eyes narrow. I’m expecting some evidence of wrongdoing or being framed by my enemies. Instead, the folder displays comments Madeline de Beaumont has written about me.

Koko’s fingers trace over my performance on the metal track, my knowledge of beasts, my aim with weapons, my test scores, and a note about my determination.

“First in your class,” she says. “You’re intelligent.”

“Yes.”

“And arrogant.”

“Yes.”

She studies me and leans back. “I knew your father, Allred of Urwin. How did you maintain your education after you fell to Low?”

“My mother tutored me.”

“Ah, yes. Elise of Hale. Powerful woman. Heard about what happened to her, and to her parents. I’m sorry.”

I shrug, but the reminder of Mother leaves me stinging, and I don’t want to look emotional in front of Master Koko, so I sip my drink.

She closes the folder. “So, tell me, Conrad of Elise: Why are you here?”

“To rise.”

“You’ve already risen,” she says. “You are Select. Why are you here? Why did you even bother entering the Selection?”

I pause. “Well, I’m here for my sister.”

Her eyebrow raises in surprise. “Interesting.”

“What?”

“I didn’t think you cared about anyone.” She then points out everyone in the hall. “Look. They’re all seated together. Creating friends. Allies. But you, during every meal, are alone.”

“Only one can be Captain.”

“And you think flying solo will get you Captain for long?” she asks. “Your crew could mutiny. Then who will defend you? This is the way of Hunter. The strong are the ones meant to lead, because their crew has chosen them.”

My mouth shuts.

“You have potential,” she says. “Unfortunately, you’ve been a disappointment. The weakest Selection this year.”

My eyes narrow. This must be some type of joke. But her face is completely serious. And recognizing that she really believes this about me, my skin flushes hot.

“There’s a fire in you,” she says, “and you’ll need it. The Gauntlet begins soon. Question is, Conrad, will your fire burn down your ship? Or will you use it to forge a victorious crew and rise above all?”

Then she raps her knuckles on the table, stands, and leaves without another word.

After she’s gone, Roderick and Sebastian rush over. Asking what she said to me. No one else has had such special treatment. But I’m too frustrated to answer.

“Conrad?” Roderick says, following me as I storm from the cafeteria. “C’mon man, talk.”

But I don’t speak. The rest of the morning, I stew over her words and can’t get them out of my head. Can’t until I enter the Learner Building on my way to class and run into a brute.

He’s standing, beneath the stairs, picking his teeth.

“Hello, Elise,” he says.

“Not now, Pound.”

He snorts and pushes off the wall. A second later I’m looking up at his jaw that’s so thick, it could crack stone.

“Cowardly Urwin,” he says.

“Physical conflict isn’t the Hunter way.”

“Right.” He glances down the empty hall. “Good thing we’re alone.”

He really is a mountain. Massive shoulders. Intimidating biceps. He breathes like a hungry prowlon. Thick nostrils. Just when he’s about to jump me, a series of veteran Hunters turn the corner. They watch us suspiciously. One noticing my clenched fists.

Pound starts laughing. “Ah, what a clever joke, Elise.”

“Everything all right?” a veteran calls.

“Of course,” Pound says, smiling.

Once they’re gone, Pound shoves me back. “You will fall, Urwin.”

Then he stalks off.

And as I’m hurrying to Madeline’s classroom, I remember all the fights Pound and I have had. I’ve never beaten that birdshit. Usually, the best I can hope for is escaping with a few bruises or a stalemate.

That changes soon.

✦ ✦ ✦

Madeline de Beaumont takes us to the highest level of the Academy, and we push through the great doors into the afternoon.

We step into the cool drizzle of rain. The Academy dock stretches thousands of feet. Giant support beams elevate it above the canopy. Ahead of me, Roderick, Samantha, and Harold chat excitedly about the docked ships. Ships with black hulls and intimidating paintings along the metal. Thick, round ships meant for carrying Hunter bands for island hunts. And even a few small, sleek ships designed for pursuing the smallest and fastest prey.

A siren blares.

“Off to the side,” Madeline shouts to us.

Hunter vets burst from the doors and race for the ships.

We stare as they go by. Experienced Captains. Grizzled Master Gunners. Even Low workers. Soon a dozen ships rocket into the distance. Heavy harpoon turrets at the ready.

We stand, our pulses thumping as the ships fade, and the siren stops.

“Gorgantauns,” Madeline mutters. “Come along.”

“We uh . . . aren’t going to run into any today, are we?” Harold asks.

“If we do, we’ll get out of there,” Madeline says. “But I wouldn’t count on it. The airs around Venator are the safest. We’ve seen to that.”

“Doubt they are safer than the capital’s skies,” Samantha says.

As we continue moving, our enthusiasm for flying tempers a bit, especially as we glimpse what the average Hunter veteran looks like. Missing limbs replaced with ragged blades. Or scarred, eyeless sockets without eyepatches.

“If you survive the Gauntlet,” Madeline says, “you will return here to Venator. And if you become Captain, you’ll get to choose your own crew and your own contracts. Could be gorgantaun duty, or maybe you’ll hunt some mashtauns on an island. Successful hunts mean you’ll get to spread reward money among your crew. It’s a great way to build loyalty. Every person has a price. You’d be surprised how long one of my Swabbies remained with me. She stayed a Low. Didn’t even bother trying to rise, either. Then again, I treated my crew with respect and paid them reasonably for their work. A ship’s only as strong as its lowest Low.”

As we pass a few more docked ships, Roderick glances back at me and slows.

“Think you can give me some pointers on flying a ship?”

My first instinct is to tell him he should’ve spent the evening reading the manuals instead of chasing girls, but I push it away.

“Yes, I can.”

Roderick’s eyes widen. “Really?”

I nod. And for the next couple minutes, while Madeline strides ahead to speak to Eldon and Sebastian, I tell Roderick all about the art of flying.

“Think of the strings as an extension of your body,” I say. “There’s no such thing as bad strings, only a bad flier.”

When I continue, filling him with tips, he looks like he wishes he had a notepad with him.

“I can’t remember all this,” he says. “How’d you become such a good flier?”

“Learned to fly before I learned to swim.” I pause. “So, did you talk to any girls last night over dessert?”

“Oh yeah. Loads. All of them were fawning over me.”

I stare at him.

“Okay, well, when I opened my mouth to talk to one, I forgot I was still chewing on something, and it spilled out.”

“I’m sure she swooned.”

He laughs.

I grin a little, too.

“Hey! There it is again,” Roderick says, laughing. “Smile more. It makes you look like you don’t want to murder everyone.”

Madeline guides us through a crowd of veterans, and once we’re beyond their midst, Roderick points ahead.

“Wow!”

The most beautiful set of ships glisten under the obscured sun. They float in a long row, the Swords of the Sky. Thick harpoon turrets rise over their decks. Their shiny hulls glimmer.

Madeline faces us, walking backward. “These are the ships you’ll be flying in the Gauntlet. This one, the Gladian,” she says of the ship with the gash, “has never been won in a Gauntlet. She was one of the first of her kind to pass the prototype stage. Beautiful, yes? You want to fly her, yes?”

“Abso-lute-ly,” Roderick says.

Madeline smiles.

The Gladian’s sharp bow appears eager to cut through clouds. Round windows cascade her hull. We’ve studied her type’s blueprints. Four total levels. High railings border her deck. Between the railing’s bars, an elastic mesh flitters, ready to catch crew when magboots prove insufficient.

“You’ll get to fly one of these ships,” Madeline says, “but not today.” She then nods toward the old wooden thing hovering between two Predator-class vessels. “Her name’s Henry.”

We all stare at the hideous little ship, our smiling faces twisting into horror.

“That—that thing?” Samantha gapes. “It’s wood. You said we’d fly a Predator-class ship.”

“I did. And we are. The Henry’s a model of the original Predator-class. Our great grandparents hunted gorgantauns on these ships with cruel efficiency.”

The Henry floats like an old skyshit; a short, brown cylinder, with a clumpy ladder leading to the deck.

“She may not look it,” Madeline says, one boot on the ladder, “but she’s fast. A hundred years ago, these were among Hunter’s finest ships. They’re still effective today.”

Once my boots hit the wooden deck, the magnetics in my heels turn useless. Fierce winds could throw me overboard. Yet, despite the threat of death, and despite standing on what could only be described as a toilet floater, excitement twists my insides.

“I like it,” Roderick says, hands on his hips as he steps around. “It has character.” He lowers to touch the scars of the deck. “Imagine what this ship has seen.”

“What a load of birdshit,” Samantha says indignantly after rocking on a wobbly board. “This ship is rubbish. What is wrong with Hunter? Can’t afford anything better? When my mother learns how far Hunter has fallen, she’ll demand King Ferdinand remove it as one of the Trades.”

“Samantha of Talba,” Madeline says, “come to me.”

Samantha rolls her eyes, smiles at Erin beside her, and turns around, her dainty curls dangling.

“Yes, Master Trainer?”

“Do you like this ship?”

“Does it seem like I do?”

“It doesn’t. Which is interesting since this isn’t Hunter’s ship, it’s mine.”

Samantha freezes.

“I would have you and your mother know, Samantha, that I paid off this ship with my own money. Money I earned through tears, blood, and sweat. Money I earned while I lost thirteen friends over my career. My wife died on the very spot you where stand. When she was alive, we took down a class-six gorgantaun from this deck. This ship is legacy. This should be a tremendous honor for you.”

Samantha pales. “I—I didn’t know.”

She stares in dismay as Madeline takes a small can of black wax from her belt.

“No. I—I’m sorry, Master Trainer. No—please.”

Madeline drops a rag onto the deck. “Stop spraying a desperate apology and wax my boots, Swabbie.”

“But it is unbecoming of one of my status,” Samantha pleads. “My mother’s the Duchess of Rootland and—”

“I don’t care who your mother is. You have not been tested, Samantha.” Madeline advances on her. “Your Mother’s clout does you no favors here. Not only am a I Select, but I’m a Master Trainer and a Captain of Hunter. Now wax my boots before I make you lick my heels.”

Sebastian snickers.

Samantha, red as a cherry and on the edge of tears, kneels and dips the rag into the wax.

“Now then,” Madeline says, ignoring Samantha working on her boots. “Who’d like to fly first?”

No one speaks, mostly because Madeline still looks ready to snap. Finally, Eldon raises his hand.

Madeline assigns the rest of us our turns. I’m last but get the honor of docking the ship. Once Madeline seems satisfied with the shine on her boots, Samantha steps away, silent.

“The Henry flies well,” Madeline says, “but not as safely as the newer models. Please find a place at the railing and hold on as if your life depended on it.”

“This is crazy,” Roderick says. “You nervous, Conrad?”

“No.”

“You’re one wild person,” he says, locking his arms around the railings. “I’ve been on the decks of Hunter ships, and I’m terrified.”

“Try facing a prowlon.”

He blinks at me. “Huh?”

I catch the railing.

Eldon follows Madeline to the elevated platform that holds the helm bubble, and after we all slip on our wind goggles, we’re off, rocketing toward the distant sky. The world awaits, a vast expanse of blue. We shoot through puffy clouds that mist my face and fog my goggles.

Roderick hoots.

We dip beneath the white clouds, and they become a ceiling above us. Close enough that I slide my fingers through them. The ship soars like a somewhat jerky dream. Yet despite its age, it belongs in the air; it’s part of it.

Behind me, near the stern, Eldon operates the Henry from inside the helm bubble. A glass ball encircles him and Madeline. This ship, like most Hunter ships, operates from inside these bubbles by rings attached to golden cords. Eldon maneuvers the ship through a series of arm movements and flexed fingers.

Eventually, the Henry slows to a stop and the helm bubble sinks into the deck with a clunky groan.

Roderick straightens his jacket. “Guess I’m up.”

“Don’t kill us,” I say.

He laughs. “I’ll tip you over first.”

Seconds later, once the rings fit around his fingers, the ship awakens. He bites his lip, pushes his arms awkwardly, and the ship begins puttering forward like it has a fractured engine.

I smile a little.

Roderick grimaces while Madeline whispers urgently in his ear. He glowers at my enjoyment and gives me the middle finger. That movement causes the ship to stutter sideways, confused by his command. Madeline swats his hands.

Everyone laughs.

Over the next several hours, the others take turns until the early evening sun reddens my neck. Once Sebastian steps away from the helm bubble, Madeline calls my name.

She stands next to a tile, hands behind her back, waiting patiently.

“So,” she says as I stop before her, “how do you like my ship?”

“Flies smooth.”

“By the right hands, it does. Step here.”

The black tile, big enough to hold feet twice as long as mine, stands inches from her boots. I stamp onto it, sinking it under my weight. Immediately, the helm bubble encircles us inside the glass. A clear hatch overhead opens, and two golden cords lower. Ten rings dangle from their ends.

She helps me attach the rings to my digits. “You’ve flown before, yes?”

“Not anything like this.”

“You’ll do fine.”

I inhale the moist air. Anticipation pulses in my fingertips. Forgot how much I missed being at the strings. Almost like rediscovering a missing appendage.

“Activate the engine,” she says.

I flex my index fingers and the ship shudders to life. Vibrates under my boots. When my arms relax, they remain suspended by the strings.

“Now move ahead,” she says. “Slowly.”

I throw my arms forward and we blaze through the sky. We fly so fast Madeline catches my shoulder to remain standing. The crew clings to the railings, their eyes full of terror. They scream and holler.

“Pull your arms back!” Madeline cries. “Elbows to your hips!”

When I do, the ship slows. My heart’s racing, and I don’t realize I’m laughing until we come to a complete stop.

Roderick gives me his other middle finger. As do several of the Trainees.

“You mad bastard.” Madeline straightens her frazzled hair. She inhales and chuckles to herself. “You connect well with the ship. But that’s too fast; you could lose your crew.”

The Trainees climb back to their feet. Samantha’s face has turned green, and Harold’s throwing up all over the deck.

On my second attempt, I push more softly.

“Better,” Madeline says.

I try some turns by pulling one arm back to my waist while I keep the other aimed straight. To turn right, I straighten my right arm; to turn left, I straighten my left.

I speed into the white and turn us, curling the clouds into a cone. We jettison off, pulling a trail after us.

“You’re a natural,” she says. “Best so far today.”

The apprehensive crew relaxes, no longer clinging to the railings so tightly. We coast in silence. Happy and comfortable.

“Master Trainer?”

“Hmm?”

“How are we assigned our ranks for the Gauntlet?”

“Master Koko will reveal that tomorrow.”

“If I’m already going to find out, you might as well tell me now.”

“Nice try. You will learn like everyone else.”

“But I’m your favorite student.”

“Or my most overconfident.”

“Why not both?”

She laughs before hesitating, watching as the other Trainees chat. “You are doing very well, Conrad, but Master Koko thinks you’re weak.”

I shut my mouth.

“She wasn’t pleased with my last report on you.” Madeline meets my eyes. Sincere. “She’s old, Conrad. She wants a successor; someone she can train. She thought there was something special about you. Son of one of the most powerful families in the Skylands. Yet after a month’s time here, the only person you talk to is Roderick, and the only reason you talk to him is because he’s your roommate.

“No one rises to Captain as a lone eagle, Conrad.” She points to the west. “Take us back to Venator.”

My lips purse. Am I the only one who understands that people will abandon you when you need them most? I was ten when Father abandoned me to the prowlon. Ten when my uncle betrayed his own brother and I lost everything. Ten when I realized all my friends had been fake. No one came to my aid then.

I pull back my left arm, turning us.

Ahead of me, Roderick laughs happily and pats Sebastian on the back. Something is different about that bearded boy. He genuinely seems to not care about status or rising.

I sigh.

“We’re all a product of Meritocracy, Conrad. But you will need allies—friends—if you want to succeed,” Madeline says. “No one has ever commanded an entire skyship solo.”

I must rise to Captain. Must be the best. So I resolve that perhaps having one friend, just one, won’t hurt.




CHAPTER 11

FOR THE FIRST TIME IN AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER, I sleep in. As I’m resting, a ratchlon carves a burrow inside the wall. Strange that the sound of its grinding pincers relaxes me.

Roderick’s hammock hangs empty. Probably already gone to breakfast. That boy’s not patient when it comes to food, but I’d hoped to talk to him. If only I had the chance.

Or . . . maybe I’m just hesitating.

Once dressed, I follow the other latecomers toward the smell of a traditional Venatorian breakfast: spicy tomatoes filled with rice and eggs. My eyes water a bit from the scent of chilis, but we always eat spicy things on Venator and I’m getting used to it. Madeline tells us it gives us guts of gorgantaun steel.

Trainees pack the dining hall. All around, they scoop breakfast with bread. Many lean close to one another, whispering, spreading rumors about what Master Koko might tell us today. My spot in the back corner remains empty, and I start toward it. But I stop, turn to face everyone, and watch the laughter and the friendships that have formed.

They’ve all found a place where they fit in.

Sebastian, Roderick, and a few others sit near the front, just below the Master Trainer’s platform. Roderick waves at Keeton. He always waves at her, and today, for once, she notices. Her smile widens, until he spills juice onto his lap. The next second she stifles a laugh and leaves while Roderick hurriedly brushes off his crotch.

I stare at my lonely corner. My jaw sets, and I turn back to Roderick. Then, after breathing through the stitch in my chest, I maneuver down the aisle toward him.

A few eyes follow me. I’m a top student, and I’m one of the few students to get a personal meeting with Master Koko. But everyone in this room hasn’t judged me a threat because I’m considered an antisocial jerk.

That changes now.

When I stop behind Roderick, Sebastian looks up at me, mouth hanging open.

“What?” Roderick says, before turning. “Oh, Conrad . . . What, uh, what are you doing over here?”

“May I sit with you?”

He stares.

The entire table watches.

“You idiot,” Roderick says, before his bearded face brightens. “You needn’t ask!” He pushes Harold’s plate farther down and pats the bench. “C’mon.”

“What the hell, Roderick?” Harold rumbles, wiping the sauce from his legs. “My food!”

“Be quiet, Harry.”

Harold glares and stuffs bread into his mouth.

Once I sit, the hall breaks out in whispers. Pound, a few tables over, stares at me like I just grew fangs. Even a hint of fear in his eyes. And above, Master Koko watches from her perch. Our eyes connect for the barest of moments. She doesn’t nod or do anything. But I know what she’s thinking.

Roderick claps my back while he fills me a mug of red juice. “Great to have you here.”

The next thing I know, I’m privy to a dozen conversations at once and caught in the middle of boisterous laughter.

Sebastian watches me quietly. When I meet his gaze, he raises a glass and mouths, “Now you’re learning to play the game.”

What he doesn’t know is that I’ve been watching him, too. Watching all of them. And one day I’ll take what I’ve learned to become Captain.

Everyone’s talking, having a good time. Sebastian glances at Samantha. And there’s an expression on his face I can’t quite read.

He swallows his food and speaks over the others. “I heard an island to the north of here was attacked earlier today.”

Samantha stops and eyes him.

“Gorgantauns?” Erin asks.

“Yes,” Sebastian says. “Vets took down the beasts but lost a couple ships in the process.”

“Oh, hell,” Harold says, dropping his spoon into his tomatoes. “Why did you bring gorgantauns up again, Sebastian?” Then he sighs as Samantha starts talking at Eldon—reengaging what is apparently a common debate.

“I keep telling you Eldon, the gorgantauns are as natural as the lion,” she says. “Have you seen the Talba family library? The most grandiose in the Eastern Airs. So many books, some in dead languages. Dead languages. That library belongs to my family, and I have read every book.”

“That’s birdshit, Samantha,” Sebastian says. “You don’t know how to read.”

“Immature Mid,” Samantha growls. “Look, Eldon, they’re natural. I’m educated on these things. How could gorgantauns procreate if they weren’t natural?”

“The answer is simple, Samantha: they are unnatural because there is no link to them in the evolutionary line,” Eldon says.

“Scholar will find it,” she says.

“Find it? Samantha, they are the ones who don’t want you to know the truth.”

“What truth?”

“Gorgantauns are unlike anything else in the world.” Eldon folds his hands before him. “Their scales are made of hardened steel. They are not like the birds, not like the bat, not like anything that flies. They do not exist on the line because they are not part of the line.”

She stares at him with an incredulous look. “The mashtauns, the prowlons, the sheltauns, they’re all unlike anything else, too. How do you explain their existence?”

“Easily,” Eldon says. “They are also unnatural. Look, Samantha, you cannot trust everything Scholar has taught you.”

“You don’t trust the Trade that you wanted?”

“I trust them to disseminate information that helps the Skylands. But everything they have taught has been carefully constructed to maintain order.”

She throws her hands in the air. “I can’t believe this. I’ve been engaging with a conspiracy theorist all this time. No wonder Scholar didn’t Select you.”

His lips purse. Harold rubs his eyes, exasperated. He looks like he’d rather eat toe fungus than listen to this any longer. “C’mon, guys, can we just drop it? You will never agree with each other.”

“Stay out of it,” Samantha snaps.

Everyone quiets, but Sebastian hides a grin behind his hand.

“Sammy,” he says, “you’re getting irritated. It’s probably best to back out. You’ll never win a debate with Eldon.”

She whirls on him. “Don’t call me ‘Sammy.’ I’ll have you know, Sebastian, that my mother could make life very miserable for you. So stifle your whiny voice.”

“Why do you always bring up your mother when you’re threatened?” Sebastian sneers. “Can’t fight your own battles?”

Her fist slams the table. “I was trained by Sione of Niumatalolo, the greatest dueler of the Eastern Rim. If it were not for the way of Hunter, I would break your arms and squash your jewels.”

Sebastian’s smile shrinks.

“Enough with the threats, Samantha,” Roderick says. “We were having a nice meal. Conrad’s here—you’re going to scare him off. Okay, maybe not; he’s not scared of anything. He ate a prowlon or something as a kid.”

Harold stares. “He what?”

I shut my eyes. Never should’ve told Roderick about that, but he kept prodding.

“Are we supposed to be impressed?” Samantha scoffs. “Mother could buy me a prowlon steak. Anyone can chew meat, Conrad.”

“Actually . . . I think he killed it,” Roderick says. “Well, he didn’t tell me that exactly, just little details when I wouldn’t leave him alone.”

Sebastian stares at me. Harold and Eldon seem intrigued. They all lean toward me, waiting.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I say.

“C’mon,” Roderick says.

After meeting their faces, I lower my spoon. “I was hungry. I killed a prowlon. And ate it. The end.”

Samantha’s about to speak, but a great hush comes over the hall. Master Koko stands almost directly above us. Her wrinkled fingers drum the balustrade as she watches, waiting for silence.

“Good morning,” she says, voice magnified by her comm gem.

Everyone turns.

“Since it’s the midway point of your training,” she says, “it’s time to prepare you for the end. You’ll soon be competing in the Gauntlet, where you will have two months to kill as many gorgantauns as possible. You will live every moment on a skyship. You will be organized into crews of eight and will have no aid from veteran Hunters. This you already know. But what you don’t know is how your ranks will be decided before the Gauntlet. You might’ve thought your performance in training class would be most important. It will help, yes, but it won’t make you Captain.”

A few anxious whispers spread. Some Trainees have been spending extra hours studying, going to target practice, or running on the metal track. I’m one of them.

“In a month’s time, we will have a dueling tournament for all Hunter Selections: the Day of Duels. As Hunters, for many of you it will be the final duel—or duels—of your life. Think of it as saying goodbye to your former habit of resolving conflicts through physical combat. Saying goodbye to the way of the islands. At the end of the Day of Duels, the best sixteen fighters will become the first Captains for the Gauntlet. Then they will choose their crews from the pool of available Trainees. If you have done well in your studies, you can bet a Captain will choose you to serve in a desirable position on his or her crew.”

Shocked murmurs spread.

“But Master,” Sebastian calls out, “I entered the Selection to rise without the need for physical strength.”

“A fair point,” Master Koko says. “Those of you who are worried you cannot rise because you are not natural duelers, please understand these first Captains are not permanent. We expect that the best duelers among you may not make the best Captains. If during the Gauntlet, the crew feels another person on the ship is more capable, they may mutiny and move their former Captain to another position. In fact, we encourage it. It will teach you important lessons. This is the way of the Hunter. The Meritocracy. The weak fall. The strong rise.”

The dining room goes silent. A few faces look excited, like Pound and Samantha. Those with dueling training.

Master Koko finishes her speech, but I’m no longer listening. I have a month’s time to prepare for the duel. A month’s time to perfect my use of Father’s dueling cane and become unbeatable. A month’s time to ensure that when the Gauntlet begins, I will be one of a handful to pick a crew.

I will not fail.

✦ ✦ ✦

“I’m never going to get this right,” Roderick says.

“You will,” I say.

We’re standing in our room, everything cleared to create space. It’s not a huge room, but it’ll do. I extend my dueling cane again and come at Roderick.

“Defensive posture,” I say. “Up!”

He raises his dueling staff, the weapon of his island. His feet pivot like I taught him, but he’s slow and my cane smacks his fingers.

He yelps, shaking his hand. “Cuss! Cuss! Cuss!”

I watch him, leaning on my cane, slightly amused. “What does cuss mean, anyway?”

“Huh?”

“You don’t swear.”

He paces around, sucking his swelling thumb. “Swearing is for Lows who don’t have the vocabulary to express themselves.”

“No offense, Roderick, but you don’t seem to have a massive vocabulary.”

“Cuss off.”

I laugh. “Okay, again. Defensive posture.”

Within a few seconds, I have him on his back. He pants, staring up at me. “You’re like a prowlon or something. I can’t keep up.”

“Again.”

“Conrad, I’m tired.”

“You’ll be humiliated in the arena.”

“So?”

My mouth almost drops. Can’t believe what I’m hearing. The Skylands are full of selfish assholes, and somehow I got roomed with the one person who doesn’t give a damn about what people think?

“I’m built to be a Master Gunner, Conrad. Not a Captain.” He stands. “Turrets, cannons, inventing. That’s what I want to do.”

“Then why are you letting me teach you?”

“Because you want to practice. And anytime we’ve practiced, you weren’t such a cuss. Look, I know you’ll follow your goals to sky’s end, but I just want to eat cake and live a normal life.”

I don’t even know what to say. Father told me there are no selfless acts. Someone always wants something. But here stands Roderick, muttonchops boy, who only dueled with me because he was being . . .

A friend.

“Are you hungry?” I ask.

He gapes at me. “Dessert? You want dessert? What the cuss did Master Koko say to you the other day?”

“Nothing. She needed to rest her legs and my bench was empty.”

He gives me a suspicious look, and we step out in the hall.

“C’mon, Conrad. Everyone’s dying to know.”

I glance at him. Consider telling him that she wanted me to make a friend. But I’m not sure Roderick would understand, especially since I just befriended him, so I explain that she challenged me to be better.

Roderick frowns a little, unconvinced, but before he can press the issue, we run into some of his friends. Next thing I know, I’m walking among a pack of them toward the smell of fresh dessert.

A few stars sparkle through the dining hall’s windows, and the heatglobes throb. Several red-eyed Trainees sit in small groups at separate tables. Unfortunately for Roderick, the only girls who came with us are Samantha and her girlfriend, Erin.

We join a table. Sebastian cuts a spicy cake in half, revealing the moist, orange inside. I take a small slice. After starving as a Low for so long, I’ve found that sugary dessert gives me a stomachache. Still, when I fork some into my mouth, I nearly moan. The cake’s warm and gooey. Hunter certainly hasn’t resisted using their extensive resources to make us happy. Maybe because of the high mortality rate. Let us live while we can.

“How are you at dueling, Conrad?” Sebastian asks.

“Fair.”

“Fair?” Samantha says, eyes narrowed. “You were a High for ten years. An Urwin. You must’ve trained.”

“I suppose you trained?” I ask.

Samantha brushes her brown hair behind her pretty head. “I was trained by Sione of Niumatalolo, best dueler on—”

“Yes, yes, Samantha, we know,” Roderick says, bored. “As for me, I’m average in every way. Never trained—well, except with—”

“Wait, you trained?” Sebastian asks. “With whom?”

“Me,” I say.

Samantha smirks. “Ah. So how modest was Conrad being, Rod?”

Roderick shrugs. “He’s fast. Strong. But honestly, everyone looks fast and strong against me.”

Samantha and Erin laugh.

“You should’ve invited me,” Sebastian says, glumly picking at his cake. “I’m a miserable dueler. Have no chance.”

“I will teach you how to duel,” Eldon says.

Roderick raises his eyebrows.

“You can teach him, Eldon?” Samantha laughs. “You were supposed to be Selected by Scholar.” She flashes her beautiful smile. “But don’t you untrained gentlemen worry. With my skills, I’ll become one of the first Captains of the Gauntlet, and I’ve been keeping an eye out. Maybe some of you will get a spot on my crew.”

She glances my way for an instant.

I ignore her.

Roderick’s head perks when girls laugh in the hall. And my head rises, too, when someone else walks in.

Bryce has such an ease about her, the way she moves between tables, almost gliding, speaking to multiple people at once. She meets my eyes. For the barest instant, I think she’s coming my way. Instead, she sinks onto a bench beside a couple boys.

Roderick snaps his fingers in front of my vision.

I blink. “What?”

“Let me give you a tip.” He throws an arm around my shoulder. “Ask her what her favorite thing is, and then no matter what she answers, tell her that’s your favorite thing, too. Eventually, she’ll find you have so many things in common that you couldn’t possibly be apart. I’ve done this many times. It works really well.”

Samantha rolls her eyes. “What if her favorite thing is other girls?”

Roderick considers the question, before stuffing a chunk of cake into his craw. “Then I won’t have to lie.”

I choke on my dessert.

“See that?” Roderick says excitedly, patting my back. “I made him laugh again.”

“That wasn’t a laugh,” I say.

“Close.”

“I read yesterday that in the last twenty years, three people have died in the Day of the Duels,” Sebastian says quietly. “Do you ever think about dying?”

We all look at him.

“What the cuss is wrong with you?” Roderick says.

Eldon lowers his fork to the table and interlocks his fingers beneath his chin. “It is not death we fear, Sebastian; it is the unknown. Fear that we do not know where we are going.”

Silence.

“Eldon, do you ever not sound like such a damn weirdo?” Samantha asks. He frowns. “Besides, we won’t die at the duels, Sebastian. Stop worrying so much. It makes your pickle seem smaller than it already is.”

Sebastian erupts. He stands and slams his napkin onto the table. “Apologize!”

“Sit down before you get hurt,” she says.

His right eye twitches. While everyone watches his face, his thumb grazes the cake knife.

“Relax.” Eldon touches Sebastian’s forearm. “It is not worth it.”

Sebastian’s face twists with fury. But after a tense moment, his thumb slides away from the knife and he drops onto the bench. I stare at him. He wanted to do it. He wanted to shove that knife into her.

Samantha tosses her napkin. “This cake is dry. I think I’ll go to bed. Come, Erin.”

Erin follows her, reaching to hold her hand.

Once they’re gone, Roderick leans over to Sebastian. “She’s a cuss. Always picking fights. Don’t know why she even sits with us.”

“She sits with us because you invited her,” Eldon says. “You carried her luggage because you thought that would somehow win her affection. When she could not be any less interested in you. You need to tell her she is not welcome.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not a good idea to make enemies right now,” Roderick says. We go quiet. “I wonder who we’ll be pitted against in the duels. I hope I don’t get that huge brute from Holmstead. What’s his name? Pound?”

“You have nothing to worry about,” Sebastian says.

“You say that with such confidence,” Roderick says. “Got an inside source? Anyway, I’ve heard some of the Trainees will surrender their matches depending on their opponent. I might if I get Pound. You going to surrender your duel, Sebastian?”

“No,” Sebastian says.

“But you’re terrible at dueling. Wait . . .” Roderick’s eyes narrow. “You do have an insider. I see it in your little eyes. You know who you’re matched up with, don’t you? Your aunt told you.”

“His aunt?” I ask.

“His aunt is Master Koko’s assistant. Feeds him info from time to time.”

“All I can say is, it’s neither of you,” Sebastian says. “So don’t worry.”

“I wouldn’t be worried even if it was me.” Roderick laughs. “Who am I matched against?”

“A surprise.”

“C’mon, tell me.”

Before Sebastian replies, his eyes stop on something over my shoulder. I turn around, and standing there, smiling awkwardly, is the girl who makes no sense to me.

“Hey, Conrad,” Bryce says. “How’ve you been?”

I swallow my spit. “Good. You?”

“Good.”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah.”

We pause.

Roderick swoons. Sebastian giggles.

I’m about to beat the living birdshit out of each of them, but then she asks me to walk with her. My heart leaps into my throat and they watch, mouths gaped, as I stride from the dining hall with her.

Our steps echo down the empty, gray corridor.

“I’m a little surprised you agreed to come,” she says.

“Is it because I’ve been rude?”

She laughs. “Well, yeah.”

We walk beneath banners of past Hunter insignias, like crossing spears, clashing ships, and exploding arrows.

“So,” she says, “how’s training?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Maybe I’m thinking about choosing my crew when I win the duels. Samantha’s one of my roommates, and she told me you’d make an excellent Navigator. Possibly a Strategist, too.”

“You’re assuming I won’t win the tournament?”

She looks me up and down and smiles. “You’re strong. It’s possible.”

“Maybe I’d choose you.”

“You don’t know my marks.”

“You went to University,” I say. “Besides, I’ve seen you run from the Stick.”

She laughs. “Oh . . . so you’ve been watching me?”

“Maybe.”

“I noticed you still have that necklace, by the way,” she says.

I glance down at the chain, dangling a little outside of my collar.

“What is it?” she asks.

My fingers touch the warm gold and the pendant. “It’s my sister’s. I haven’t . . .”

“Haven’t what?”

“Nothing.”

Bryce frowns and opens a door, and we step onto a small stone balcony overlooking the hills of Venator’s jungles. We lean over the balustrade, breathing the air’s sweet flavor. Below us fireflies buzz over the canopy, creating moving constellations of gold.

It’s a calm night. A few skyships, little jets of light, zoom into the distance. Several neighboring islands float, suspended in air as if held up by invisible string. An occasional window glows amid the jungle foliage.

“Do you ever just look?” she asks.

“At what?”

“The stars.” Tonight they twinkle in the patches between the clouds. “Where I’m from, we don’t see stars much.”

“What island are you from?”

“You wouldn’t know it.” She gives me a coy look. “If you were Captain, what position would you select me as?”

“Quartermaster.”

“Quick response.” Her fingers drum. “Quartermaster . . . the one in direct contact with the Captain. Second-in-command. In charge of morale. You’d be around me often. Think you could handle that?”

I shrug.

“Well, I wouldn’t select you as Quartermaster,” she says. “You’re too good of a flier, and to be honest, you’re too big of a jerk. Do you still think I want something from you for saving your life?”

“You keep asking me that, so yes. And you didn’t answer my question. What island are you from?”

She leans over the railing, her slender form a silhouette against the moon over her shoulder. “I’m from Westray.”

“Westray? Never heard of it.”

“Told you. No one has.”

“And how is life there?”

“Poor. Crops hardly grow. Many are sick.” She stops, hesitating. “I’m not like the others here.”

“Oh?”

She bites her lip. “Can I trust you?”

“Yes.”

“Quick answer again.”

“You asked.”

Bryce hesitates. “Well, I’m not here for myself. And I don’t hide my truths. I’m not chasing status.”

“Then what are you chasing?”

“I—I want to help my people. Save them from starvation. Save them before that hunger turns them all into beasts.”

My mouth shuts. “Why hasn’t King Ferdinand helped? Every island gets an equal distribution of resources.”

“The King doesn’t care about us, trust me.” She looks away. “I need to win the Gauntlet. Win, and I get a ship. A ship I can use to deliver resources, a ship I can use to earn coin from hunts.” She breathes out. “Of course, my crew could betray me with a mutiny the first chance they get. Despite my best efforts at creating friendships.” She meets my eyes. “I’m usually a good judge of character. I think that quiet, evasive exterior of yours is a mask. You are not a beast at heart, Conrad. I think if I chose you for my crew, you’d help me win. You’d help me feed my people. Am I correct?”

I turn and watch the fog weave through the trees. She waits. Hand so close to mine. My instincts nearly grip me by the shoulders and plead, No! Don’t trust her. But maybe that’s the point. She probably doesn’t trust me either. But, if I say no now, I’ll lose an ally, potentially forever. So, gently, I nod.

Bryce grins and touches my arm. Her soft, warm fingers on my skin. Jolts of excited electricity surge through me, but even stronger is the coiling snake of guilt in my stomach.

I’m a liar; it’s in my blood.

Can’t let her know that truth. I must win, no matter what. Win the duels, and I’ll start the Gauntlet in command of a ship. She’ll never know that I’d betray her to reach my goals. She’ll work under my command.

The duels are only weeks away. I’m not ready. So, after I walk her back to her room, I wake Roderick from his hammock, and despite his whiny complaints, we train.




CHAPTER 12

IN THE LAST SIX YEARS, I’VE LOST MY FATHER, MY SISTER, my mother, and my status. I’ve eaten rotten meat and dueled Lows for meager coins in the Low pit. Been beaten in alleys, and on more than one occasion, cried myself to sleep from the twisting pain of hunger and loss.

So when Frederick—a powerfully built boy with mean eyebrows—refuses to surrender our duel, I exact six years of frustration on him. And the problem for him is, I’m used to these types of duels. Survived them in Holmstead’s Low pit. I won’t stop until the timer ends, or he can’t go anymore.

“Begin!” Master Koko cries.

I clench my jaw, extend my cane, and go to war. Frederick stumbles back, not ready for me. Methodically, I beat him down, taking out an arm, sweeping a leg, and kicking him square in the chest.

Within nine seconds, he falls to my boots, unconscious, splashing in the red sand.

The Trainees under the tarp and the veteran Hunters on the bleachers stare in stunned silence. I wipe the blood from my cheek, retract my cane, and wait. The judges’ table looks down at me. All the old men and women in silver Hunter robes stare, seemingly forgetting to score my performance.

The judges whisper. Several Trainees step from under the tarps to see my scores. The first judge raises a number over their head: ten. The others follow: ten, ten, ten, ten.

Fifty. The first perfect score of the day.

The crowd of veterans and Westdock residents erupts. But while I stand under their adoration, my eyes focus on Master Koko. She’s not clapping like the others, but she gently nods at me.

The Trainees part as I stomp into the shade and head toward the wooden bench against the wall. Two girls and a boy quickly slide away to make space.

“Holy cuss,” Roderick says, joining me. “You leveled him.” He pauses. “If we get matched, I expect your surrender.”

Even though I’m still fire and anger, his stupid, goofy grin overwhelms me.

“Stupid ass,” I say.

He laughs.

Master Koko announces the next contender: Sebastian of Abel.

“Oh cuss, here we go,” Roderick said.

Little Sebastian searches around, almost in disbelief. His shaky hands catch his dueling cane, and his face pales as he marches onto the hot sand. The crowd jeers. Laughs at his diminutive stature.

“Poor guy,” Roderick says. “Joined the Selection to specifically avoid dueling.”

My mouth shuts. I’ve been watching Sebastian for a while, and there’s something off about him. Something about the way his grin tugs the corner of his mouth and how he acts the part of the insecure boy almost too perfectly.

Worse, he already knows who he faces. His fear is false.

The crowd’s laughter explodes when his opponent enters the sunlight. Probably because she stands a full foot taller than him.

Samantha of Talba.

“She’ll pulverize him!” Roderick cries. “They hate each other.”

Sebastian and Samantha enter the white square in the sand. She carries two black batons and maintains the posture of someone trained from birth to defend their status for an entire lifetime. He holds the stance of a Middle boy who received a few, cheap dueling lessons by someone who never won a match.

Samantha speaks to him, perhaps offering him a way out.

“C’mon, Sebastian,” Roderick mutters, “surrender.”

Sebastian looks pathetic against her towering height with only a wobbly cane in his hands. Still, he numbly shakes his head, refusing to submit.

She frowns, but there’s some excitement in her eyes.

“Begin!” Master Koko yells.

The clock on the judges’ table ticks.

Samantha charges, both batons up. Sebastian stiffens and raises his cane to block. She strikes away his defenses and smacks his jaw. Blood sprays from his mouth. He hits the sand and nearly rolls out of the square.

The crowd hollers.

Sebastian slowly rises.

I lean forward. Study them.

She keeps on the offensive, knocking him over again. Stomping at him before he squirms away. Sebastian acts like a lost dog. Unsure how to handle her speed or strength. Yet, there’s something about where he’s allowing himself to get hit. Strategic.

She continues, motivated by her progress. And I get the sense that somehow, Sebastian has something planned. When he retreats toward the edge of the square, he becomes a cornered animal. Cane held weakly. Sheer terror on his face. Samantha laughs. Actually laughs.

The crowd does, too, but some shout for surrender.

Samantha could finish him off, but she waits, savoring his terror. She raises her batons, trying to incite the crowd.

“You cuss!” Roderick stands, shaking a fist. “I regret carrying your luggage!”

Just as she raises to strike, Sebastian stabs. Quick as a snap. A precise jab straight into her throat. Her neck cracks, and she topples. She lays, unmoving. The crowd stands, some covering their mouths. Erin screams and rushes out to her girlfriend.

“She’s not breathing,” someone whispers.

“She is,” another says. “Just barely.”

Doctors run from the tunnels. Samantha’s a fallen doll, face stuck in the sand, arms outspread.

While all eyes focus on Samantha, I’m watching Sebastian. He’s leaning on his cane, standing over the doctors and her body. And on his face grows the faintest of devious, yellow smiles.

A chill slithers up my back.

He paralyzed her.

While the doctors cart her out on a floating stretcher, several people hold Sebastian back from following along. He shouts. Cries. Tries to hold her hand.

“Samantha, I’m sorry!”

“It was an accident,” Roderick says. “I can’t believe—oh cuss. Do you think she’s okay?”

My mouth remains shut.

Sebastian sprung a trap on her and executed it, all without anyone knowing. He throws down his cane. Refuses to duel again. Refuses to stand before the judges and receive a score. He hurries under the tarp before they raise his score of thirty.

“I’m going to talk to him,” Roderick says, standing. “Can’t even imagine what he’s feeling.”

“He’s a liar,” I whisper.

Roderick looks at me funny before disappearing into the crowd of Trainees, searching for him.

The stadium becomes somber. Samantha will not be able to compete in the Gauntlet. One ship’s crew will be a member short from the beginning. I never cared for Samantha; she was a vicious and vain person, but she didn’t deserve this fate.

Eventually, the matches go on. And it’s not long until the afternoon heat rises from the sand. While the duels continue, no other serious injuries occur. Some Trainees surrender, but most fight, hard.

In the latest duel, a stocky boy strikes Pound several times with his batons. Pound, frustrated with his cane, tosses it into the crowd. And before his opponent can attack, Pound pummels him to the ground with his bare hands.

When Pound leaves the sand, he doesn’t bother retrieving his cane. The judges award him an incredible forty-seven. Second-best mark of the day.

Roderick’s called next. I push to the front of the line to yell him tips. He’s pitted against a short dark-haired girl, Huifang of Xu.

“Begin!”

Huifang immediately begins bounding around the square. And her weapon is a pouch of smooth stones! I certainly didn’t prepare him for this.

“Holy cuss!” Roderick yells as one whizzes past his nose. “Ahh!”

The girl zips around, fast as hell, cartwheeling, and tossing stones.

“Defensive posture,” I shout.

Roderick screams. Stones strike him all over. They hit his chest. His back. He’s stumbling around, swinging his staff blindly. Trying to knock them away.

Huifang tosses another, this one aimed for his head. But by some miracle, Roderick hits it and Huifang cartwheels right into its trajectory. It smacks her forehead, and she crumples to the ground. Completely still.

Roderick stares in disbelief. Welts all over his body. The whole crowd quiets, but I’m laughing so hard I’ve got tears in my eyes. I greet Roderick on the sand and pat his back as he’s given the lowest victor’s score for the day: twenty-eight.

He’s limping.

“Not sure I’ll fight round two,” he says, spitting part of a chipped tooth. “That wasn’t fair. I didn’t know any of the islands duel by chucking rocks. That’s insane. Is she . . . ?”

“She’s unconscious. But she’ll be fine.”

Once I help him to a seat, I push through the other Trainees toward the water station to get him a drink. The icy jugs stand beneath the bleachers, in the shade. I chuckle a little, thinking about the fight, when Pound steps from the shadows.

Hatred fills his eyes.

Several of his lackeys, boys and girls nearly as big and ugly as him, join his side.

“Urwin,” he snarls. At the sound of his voice, everyone but his cronies vacate.

I size up my enemies. Three on the left. Four on the right. Then I meet the brute’s eyes. “Can’t outduel me, so you’ll attack me with all your friends?”

“Payback,” he says.

“For what?”

“When our ancestors dueled,” Pound says, stomping closer, “yours had mine beaten before the fight to weaken him. It’s only fair I do the same to you.”

My skin prickles with adrenaline. We’re out of view. And everyone above us is focused on the latest duel. Any call for help would be drowned out by the cheers.

All at once Pound’s cronies swarm me. I knock a girl back, extend my cane, and take out a boy. I pivot around an attacker, twirl my cane above my head, and slam it into a boy behind me.

“He’s fast!” one shouts.

There’s too many. No way I can last long. So I run. Just as I burst through their line, I’m tackled to the ground and they’re all over me. A boy covers my mouth. And Pound’s huge boots stop beside my head.

“Lift him,” he snarls.

I kick a boy in the groin. Rip out a girl’s curls. Bite another boy’s hand. Still, there’s just too many. And while I’m hanging from their arms, Pound has joy in his eyes.

“Your uncle took everything from me, Urwin. My family hates me because of your ilk.”

Just then Sebastian steps into view and stops, frozen. He sees me. And for an instant, I think he’ll run to get help. Instead he leans back into the shadows and watches with that tiny, yellow smile of his.

Bastard.

Pound cracks his massive knuckles. Spits in my face and laughs as foam dribbles down my cheek. There’s nothing I can do but meet the beast’s ugly face. Look into his eyes as my arms are constricted behind my back. Pound sneers. Then he throws a bone-crunching punch into my ribs. It rattles my skeleton. Sends pain shock-waving through me.

My vision blurs. Lungs sting. I sag forward, coughing. They release me, and I kneel over Pound’s boots, holding my raw side.

“Good luck on your next match, Elise,” he says, kicking dirt into my eyes.

Then he leaves me whimpering like a little kid. The pain wets my vision. He broke my rib. Can hardly breathe without feeling a stab.

Once I push myself to stand, pain spikes in my side. Gingerly I retrieve my cane. And I lean against the wall, shutting my eyes. Just trying to get a little breath.

Then Master Koko announces the next contestant.

“Conrad of Elise.”

My heart falls and I look up into the sky. My teeth grit. Father would never let me surrender a duel. Urwin flows through my veins. We dueled to the crown of the mountain. We do not surrender.

So I grind my teeth, and even though my vision sparkles, I limp onto the sand, doing my best to maintain my posture because I know Pound’s watching.

The crowd roars upon my return.

Blood trickles down the back of my throat. The bright sun stings my eyes. I need more air. Just not getting enough. Will need to end this next match quickly. Then I’ll have time to recover.

I catch Pound’s gaze. He’s standing with his cronies, smiling. I’m going to break his face with the Urwin eagle.

Master Koko calls out my opponent, but it’s not Pound. Shock tingles through me. My chest feels tight as my opponent steps onto the sand. Two dueling braces cover her forearms from wrist to elbow.

Bryce of Damon.

Any of the playfulness I’ve seen in her eyes is gone. She is determined. Has a whole island to feed. Believes in her cause as strongly as I believe in mine.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I can’t surrender.”

“Begin!”

Bryce charges. My rib stings as I spin around her attack. I swing, hard, hoping to knock her out of the square. But her brace swipes away my cane. I stumble forward, and before I can recover, she leaps at me. Digs furious fists into my gut, my ribs.

I shout in pain.

For an instant she relents. Then she shakes out of it. Comes at me, again. And again. The air’s stolen from me. Body sluggish. My broken rib screams. Everything hurts. I try elbowing her face, but she jabs a fist into my jaw and kicks my hamstring.

I fall to one knee. Dizzying shapes surround me.

The crowd whoops. Pound laughs so hard he leans on a companion’s shoulder. Finally, I fill my lungs and wipe the blood from my brow.

When I rise again, the clock shows sixty seconds left. Sixty seconds to change the match. Bryce knows it, too. She holds her ground, her toned arms up in a defensive stance. Nimble legs ready to dodge me.

And as Pound laughs, hot rage surges inside me. My eyes narrow. Body tingles with adrenaline. The pain melts away.

Nothing will stop me from getting my sister back.

I roar.

Bryce blocks my assault. But I chisel away at her. Get her shoulder. Smack her thigh, graze her neck. They’re only scuffs. She’s fast. I need more to impress the judges.

I step back. Study her posture. She must have a pattern to her defenses. A weakness. When I launch another attack, she swipes away the jab with her right. Always the right. So, I feign an attack on her left, and she compensates too much. Got her. My boot slams into her gut, knocking her off her feet.

She crashes into the sand, coughing.

Ten seconds left.

I leap over her, pinning her arms to her sides with my boots. Then I raise my cane. Ready to finish her. But before my cane strikes, she sweeps out my legs. My back strikes the sand. I yell. Hop back on my feet, ready to dive into her again. Before I can, the clock ticks zero.

“Time!”

My eyes shut as I slide to a stop. Warm blood drips off my nose. My chest heaves. And the pain in my side sings again.

When we turn to face the judges table, the crowd has broken into animated discussion, debating the result. Bryce started strong, but I made a push at the end. She stands beside me, breathing heavily.

Her scores are raised: seven, seven, eight, seven, and eight. Total: thirty-seven.

My pulse quickens as the judges focus on me. The crowd leans in. Some Trainees step on the sand to get a better view of the numbers.

The scores start: eight, seven, eight, eight. The last judge, an old woman, studies me. But her face pinches with disappointment. Finally, she raises a five. My total? Thirty-six.




CHAPTER 13

THE DUELS ARE OVER.

Quiet disappointment fills the dining hall. Only a few speak, and many nurse bruises while glowering at one another. None of us get Hunter meds because we lost and didn’t earn them. Perhaps the expressions around me explain why Hunter opposes dueling as a way of rising. We’re expected to work together aboard our vessels. Hunter is still Meritocracy, but a different type.

None of us in this hall made it to the final sixteen, and now we wait for our positions to be decided by the first Captains of the Gauntlet. Every Captain will choose their entire crew, except one crew will only have seven members. Koko announced that Samantha survived but is paralyzed from the neck down—and thus will not be able to compete.

My face turns bitter as I notice a few of Pound’s cronies, all sitting apart from one another. Their faces have been purpled by fists. Pound had no problem beating them into the sand when they faced him.

Roderick limps to my table. “Brought you some food.”

He slides stuffed shadow peppers before me. Chunks of white meat fill them. Their smoky scent almost tempts me, but I can hardly think about food. If it weren’t for Pound, I’d be choosing my crew right now. That birdshit was Champion of the Duels, and he can’t even duel properly. He just happens to be almost seven feet tall. Maybe I wouldn’t have beaten him in a match, but I still would’ve made it into the top sixteen, easily. Would’ve been Captain as soon as the Gauntlet began.

“Well, the good news is,” Roderick says to me, munching on a pepper, “you’re sure to get a good rank. Not like Harold over there. Poor cuss. Fortunately for him, Madeline has been making him practice those Swabbie skills.”

I’d laugh if not for my broken rib.

Roderick smiles. And I realize now that I’ve lost the duels, I have nothing to give him, and yet he’s still here. If he’d been my friend on Holmstead, Mother and I never would’ve frozen in the cold after our banishment. He’d have brought us in.

“You are my friend,” I say.

“What?”

“You are my friend.”

“What’s your point?”

“It’s strange.”

He snorts. “No, it isn’t.”

Making friendships is like basic math to him. Doesn’t even need to second-guess it. Or question how it’ll impact his path.

He stuffs another pepper in his craw. “You’d make a great Navigator. Everyone says so.”

“I’d be a better Captain. And chew with your mouth closed.”

“Conrad”—he chomps loudly—“to be Captain you’ll have to lead.” He points a half-eaten pepper at my face. “And how can you lead if you don’t trust anyone?”

I go quiet, then consider arguing I’ll lead by example and sheer will. But I exhale and hold my side.

Boom.

Two vets crack open the great door, signaling that the draft will soon begin. My eyes find the banner at the back of the hall that reads the ranks of all the positions, and the number of openings remaining.

THE HIGH

Captain (0)

Quartermaster (16)

Navigator (16)

THE MIDDLE

Strategist (16)

Master Gunner (16)

Mechanic (16)

THE LOW

Cook (16)

Swabbie (16)

Master Koko enters, standing as a dark shadow in her flowing silver robes. She scans the room, waiting until the few chattering Trainees go silent.

“Good evening. Soon, you will be competing in the Gauntlet. Death may await you there. Your positions are sure to fluctuate. But know this: mutiny against your Captains only with great caution. The wrong Captain could mean losing the Gauntlet, and the reward money.”

“Money?” Roderick’s head perks up. “I forgot about the money.”

“Now then,” she continues, “the draft. The Captains are allowed to choose in whichever order they prefer. Even those of you who have performed well might fall to Cook.”

The room murmurs. It’d be just my luck to get chosen as someone’s damn Cook. They’d regret it, too, once they tasted my food.

“The Champion of the Duels, Pound, has made his decision.” She pauses. “For the first pick, he has chosen Bryce of Damon as Quartermaster. Congratulations, Bryce.”

Scattered applause fills the room as she stands. She hugs her friends and hurries from the hall, determination on her face.

Doesn’t even look at me.

I glumly stuff a pepper into my mouth. It’s a little burned and bitter.

“On the sunny side,” Roderick says, “Pound just picked one of the few people in the room who will probably end up a Captain.”

I grin a little. Pound can’t win this thing. No way.

The picks continue to come in, and Trainees file from the room. Most are chosen as either Quartermaster or Navigator, but one person gets picked as a Strategist early. It’s not long until all the Quartermaster spots are filled. But I never expected someone to choose me as one. You’d be better off with a starving prowlon as your first mate.

Whoever picks me will have to contend with me.

Finally, the Navigator spots start dwindling. As Koko reads the picks, I sit a little more upright. Hopeful. Navigator’s still a High position on a ship. I’d have rank over more than half the crew and could build support to eventually supplant the Captain.

Pound selects Eldon of Bartemius.

Good choice by Pound, though I’m probably a better flier than Eldon. The picks continue. Navigators chosen left and right. When the final Navigator position goes to someone named Chau of Le, my disappointment becomes immeasurable.

The draft rolls on, and I remain in this damn hall. All because of Pound’s cheating fist in my ribs.

Now that Navigator and Quartermaster are filled, many lower their heads. Especially as most Captains aren’t picking in order of rank anymore. We’re exhausted. Stressed. Roderick and I lie on the benches, staring at the ceiling.

“What if we’re split up?” he says.

“We probably will be.”

He sighs. “If I’m facing a gorgantaun, I’d rather have someone like you backing me up.”

“You will make an excellent Master Gunner, Roderick. Your inventions by themselves are worthy of High status.”

“Thanks,” he whispers. “But I’m not the only one here who is great at munitions. A lot of people think my creations are too dangerous.”

“That’s why you’re valuable. You’re not conventional.”

He bites his lip, unsure.

Once all the Highs were picked, Master Koko stopped making the announcements. Now the picks come directly from the Captains themselves. Pound, in all his stupid, silver glory, enters the dining hall for his fourth pick.

Can almost smell his pit stains from here.

Some of the Trainees rise to a sitting position, eager to serve with the Champion. Pound looks over the room like he smells moldy garbage. Like we’re all beneath him.

His voice rumbles. “With my fourth pick, I choose the biggest turdeater in the Academy.”

A great murmur comes across the hall. Everyone looks at one another, confused. My brow wrinkles.

“Conrad of Elise,” Pound says. “Get up, you lazy lotcher.”

I nearly fall off the bench. “What?”

All eyes watch me.

Roderick’s so stunned that his mouth stops.

A devious grin wrinkles Pound’s face when I approach him. “Congratulations, Urwin. Come with me and you’ll learn the position I have planned for you.”

A few “uh-ohs” spread. Before I follow Pound out the door, Roderick blurts out a “good luck.”

As Pound and I walk the hall, his smirk exposes his plans for me.

I’m about to head off on the most dangerous hunt in the world with this birdshit as my Captain. And he doesn’t even want me for a Middle position.

I am to be the lowest Low.




CHAPTER 14

A COUPLE HOURS LATER, I’M SEATED IN A COMFORTABLE Academy room with my new crewmates. The green, round badge of the Swabbie sits on my chest, just below the harpoon insignia. As my fingers pick at the smooth metal, I study the people around me. They all sit around a pulsing heatglobe, chortling and making small talk.

I’m in the corner, alone.

Pound’s golden Captain badge glints as he thumps backs, tousles hair, and laughs at jokes. Never seen him this way, so nonchalant, and I loathe it. He throws himself onto the beige couch beside the heatglobe. His enormous legs hang over the armrest.

He thinks being Captain will win him his family back, but the Atwoods don’t forgive. And the only way he’ll ever have a chance of reuniting with his family is by staying Captain.

“You’re from Holmstead, yeah?” Keeton stops before me. When my eyes find her fierce gaze, I understand why Roderick melts whenever he sees her.

“I am.”

“That’s four of the crew,” she says, pushing her black dreads back. The strands obscure her white Mechanic badge.

“Bryce isn’t actually from Holmstead,” I say.

“Technicalities.” Keeton leans a hand on the steel chair across from mine. “So, tell me about yourself.”

“You wouldn’t like my answers.”

“Okay, you’re broody. What else?”

I shrug.

“You know, I could give up and walk away,” she says. “Ignore you. But the way I see it, you’ll be my crewmate for the next two months during the most perilous time of our lives, so I think we should, at the very least, reach an understanding. Don’t you?”

I squint at her. She won’t go away, and really, as the Swabbie, it’d be foolish to send her off. “Conrad of Elise.”

We shake hands.

“Elise,” she says, sitting. “Never heard that one before.”

“Formerly Urwin.”

“You’re Archduke Ulrich’s nephew? From Holmstead? He’s a horrible person.” She goes quiet and scratches the back of her neck. “Probably shouldn’t have said that.”

“I don’t disagree with you.”

She studies me, then grins. “I’m Keeton of Jonson. From Littleton Island.” She hops onto the cushion beside me. “So, who do you know here?”

“Most.”

“C’mon,” she nudges me. “Details.”

“Anyone give you details about me?”

“Well . . .” She points at the Master Gunner. “He told me you’re a cuss. Not sure what that means.”

“He’s right. What about you, no interest in Captain?”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want Captain. But I got strong scores during the Engine Assembly test, and my Trainer said I had a knack for it.” She points at the red-haired girl leaning against Sebastian’s shoulder. “Patience was top of my training class. The engines were the only thing I beat her at. Well, that and target practice. Honestly, if she didn’t consume her time with Sebastian, I think she might’ve been top of the class for the whole Academy.”

When Patience and Sebastian nuzzle noses, it only makes me dislike Sebastian more.

“Didn’t know they were a thing,” I say.

“Oh yeah, sometimes we’d find them together in different girls’ rooms.” She pauses. “Apparently, they knew each other well before Selection.”

My face remains passive, but this Keeton is a gossip. Freely throwing around information. I wonder if she has her own ulterior motive, but the way she talks, I think she’s being genuine. Excitement in her voice as she reveals little bites.

“Seems being the top of your class means little,” I say. “I am the Swabbie. Patience is the Strategist.”

“Well, drafting has to be strategic, yeah? You don’t want to pick someone you secretly fear will steal your position.”

Pound watches us between the gap of Eldon and Bryce. Probably doesn’t like me socializing or creating alliances that could mutiny and remove him. He whistles to me, waving me over.

I don’t move.

“I, uh, think he wants you,” Keeton said.

“Swabbie!” he hisses. “Come!”

All conversation ceases as the crew watches.

“You better go,” Keeton says. “He can throw you in the brig as soon as we’re on the ship if you disobey.”

Finally, I push off the sofa. Sebastian, wearing the teal badge of Cook, winks at me from over the table of refreshments. Looking eager to watch this.

When I stop before Pound, he smiles and lazily calls for Bryce. “Quartermaster. I need you to do something for me.”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Punch him.” Pound lifts a finger toward my groin. “In the balls.”

Bryce shifts a little. “That’s against the rules, sir. Physical conflict isn’t—”

“Fine,” he rumbles. “Tell the Swabbie he’s ugly.”

I roll my eyes. All this power, and Pound acts like a juvenile.

“Conrad,” Bryce says, turning to me, “you are ugly.”

Sebastian and Pound laugh. Bryce frowns.

Pound’s face becomes serious. He lowers his enormous boots and bends forward. In his expression are thousands of possibilities, unlimited potential. An Urwin at his mercy. The only reason why he picked me as Swabbie so early in the draft.

He rises to full height and stands over me like a big, stinky mountain. His pepper breath makes me blink.

“You’ll wax my boots for the next two months, Elise. You’ll be scrubbing my shoes until your fingers bleed. But, if you don’t want that fate, I’ll make you a deal right now.”

I fold my arms. “What deal?”

“Tell the crew,” he says slowly, “that your dead mother was a filthy whore unfit for even the dirtiest brothel.”

I erupt.

The next few seconds end with Pound on the floor and my boot on his huge head. His thick arms swipe my feet out from under me. I crash onto my side, and my broken rib burns. He leaps onto me. The crew scrambles to separate us, but not before his fist nearly cracks my skull.

My vision sparkles, but I’m still clawing at him. How dare he speak ill of Mother?! I’ll kill him.

KILL HIM!

The Master Gunner holds me back.

“Relax, Conrad. Relax.”

I shrug Roderick off and wipe the red from my nose. Eldon, Bryce, and Keeton work in tandem to keep Pound back.

“I’ll beat you down, you little shitbreath!” Pound roars at me. “Let go, you damn fools. I’ll throw you all in the brig!”

As he struggles, the door bangs open. Everyone freezes as Master Koko, eyes blazing, stands in the doorway.

Pound straightens his jacket and stands erect.

“What is this?” she says angrily, looking between my cut forehead and the blood on Pound’s fist. “Captain, you hit your Swabbie!”

“My Swabbie was being—”

“Silence!”

His mouth shuts.

“Quartermaster,” Master Koko says. “Explain everything.”

Bryce hesitates.

“Now!”

Roderick gives me a napkin for my forehead while Bryce recounts the details. With a huff, Pound drops onto the couch. Swabbies have a role on the ship, and they aren’t there for games and insults.

By the time Bryce finishes, Master Koko massages her forehead. We stand in the cold silence, the wind making the balcony creak. Then in a soft voice, Koko lashes out, “Physical conflict is not the Hunter way. Pound, are you a fool?”

His face turns purple.

She marches to the balcony and jabs a finger at the starry sky. “Out there’s the greatest threat the Skylands face. And tomorrow, all of you will begin your flight to the training grounds in the Southern Isles to hunt them. The gorgantauns will cut your ship in two with a tail swipe, eat all they can, and leave the rest of you to fall until the black clouds consume your flesh. Maybe, maybe if you decide to work together, you won’t have to die the most terrifying, horrible deaths.” She stops to breathe. “You told me, Pound, shortly after I Selected you, that you would put your history of physical conflict behind you. That you’d put yourself above petty ‘victories.’ That has been a lie.

“A good Captain runs a good ship, with good moving parts. You disrespect your crew, and they’ll mutiny against you. And you.” She turns on me, and my grin shrinks. “What is your issue, Conrad? You are still a lone eagle, fighting the winds solo. And don’t tell me that you made one friend. Do you think that’s enough? Seriously?”

She throws up her hands. “This whole room’s dead because of an old family feud. Each one of you will die. We spent months training all of you and for what?” She catches the doorknob. “A waste of resources, a waste of Selections.” The slam makes the wall shake.

We stand in shock.

After several long seconds, Roderick puts his hands on his hips. “Wow, that went well.”

No one speaks.

But as I replay her words, I realize I’ve got an opportunity here with Pound. Make him lose more respect with the crew than he already has.

“Captain,” I say, holding out a hand. “I was out of line. I should not have knocked you to the floor. Truce?”

The crew watches, astonished. Pound stares at me, brow wrinkled. It was only earlier today he broke my rib. I give him the most innocent of grins and the next second, he snarls and swats away my hand.

“No peace with an Urwin.”

I hide my grin. That fool’s hatred of me will be his downfall.




CHAPTER 15

BEFORE SUNRISE RODERICK AND I APPROACH THE GLADIAN. The chilly air nibbles our ears. Above us, Pound stands on the ship’s steel deck, boots magnetized, smiling with the smugness of a child given too much power.

“He’s going to make you miserable,” Roderick says.

“He can try,” I say.

The gangway wobbles beneath us. We reach the deck and breathe the moist air. This ship will be our home for the next two months.

All around, dock workers tighten bolts on the turrets and railings, or inspect the helm bubble, or deposit crates and weaponry on the munitions platform at the deck’s center. Hunter’s finishing their final preparations for the ship, then they’ll leave us. We’ll be alone for two months with an Atwood as Captain. I shake my head, disgusted. My only solace is knowing that one day, Pound will regret drafting me.

He stands near the stern, at the port quarter, checking off something on a notepad. Once he hands it to a dock worker, he waves us over. Pound towers over us in his big, black jacket, collars reaching his ears. I crane my neck to look up at his stupid face.

“Master Gunner,” he says, offering Roderick a huge, gloved hand, “welcome to my ship.”

“Glad to be aboard, Captain.”

“I’m intrigued by the clawgun concept you mentioned yesterday. I’d like to see a prototype. Think you can get started soon?”

“I’ll get started today, if possible.”

“Looking forward to it.” Pound’s fat nose sniffles as if he smells something pungent. He turns to me. “Swabbie.”

“Captain.”

I feel sick calling him that. Especially since my rib still aches and his position should’ve been mine. But now I must play an act.

“You ready to work?” he asks.

“I’m especially ready to work for you.”

He laughs sarcastically. “Take everyone’s luggage to their rooms below.”

We’re dismissed.

“Well, here you go, Swabbie.” Roderick tosses me his luggage. “I’ve got important things to do.”

“Eat turds, Roderick.”

He chuckles and heads over to help tighten the turret’s bolts.

A few workers test the mesh that flows along the tall railings while another disappears down the hatch to the lower levels. Eldon, the Navigator, stands by the helm’s bubble, inspecting the tile that’ll soon encircle him in glass. That tile stands atop a platform that rises about five feet above the deck.

A pile of luggage waits near the gangway, six full bags of varying sizes and leathers. Everyone’s dueling weapon is either clipped to or presumably stowed inside their luggage. As Hunters, we’re not allowed to use them on one another, but they’re connected to our families, to the Skylands, so we’re allowed to bring them along. I lift Pound’s two bags, enter the open hatch near midship, and descend the ladder awkwardly, luggage gripped by one hand.

When I hop to the bottom, my magboots hit the steel grate. I’m standing before the open bulkhead, gazing at a gray corridor lit faintly by lamps. I flip off my boots’ magnetization and take the first step into the shadows. The ship smells like wet rocks after rain, perhaps because it seems to have been sprayed recently.

The corridors are like a maze, but Madeline tested us on diagrams of this class of ship. Even gave us a tour. My boots echo as I move toward the Captain’s cabin.

Several open doors reveal rooms with thin mattresses on wonky bunkbeds. Each room contains a bolted-down dresser and a few drawers to share between roommates. A single crystal and a round window light each space. Not exactly High-class rooms, especially on a ship that’s among the most advanced in the Hunter fleet, but maybe that’s the point. Hunter doesn’t want us lounging around when we’re supposed to be fearless protectors of the sky.

By the time I deliver all the luggage and return to the deck, my heart thumps, my rib hurts, and sweat stings my eyes.

Bryce climbs the gangway, carrying a single bag. Her Hunter uniform hugs her form and shows the shape of her slender, strong arms. The blue badge of Quartermaster glints on her chest.

I watch her quietly. It’s been only a day since our duel, but I’ve decided to kick all the drama from the Academy off the port bow. She shifts uncomfortably when I approach. Like I’m going to confront her for beating me. Instead, I grin and take her luggage.

“Quartermaster.” I bow to her. “Anything the Swabbie can do to make your stay aboard the Gladian more comfortable?”

“I have to be honest,” she says. “This is not how I thought our conversation today would start.”

“You thought I’d hold a grudge against you?”

“Well, yes.” She laughs. “That said, I’m not sure I’d be quite so enthusiastic if our fortunes were reversed.” She glances at Pound, who speaks with Patience. “He’s going to work you until you’re bleeding from your eyeballs.”

“I don’t bleed.”

She smirks. “I’ve seen you bleed.”

I feel her eyes on me as I descend the ladder to go belowdecks. Before long I lower her bags beside Keeton’s and Patience’s. Apparently, the girls all share a room, and they’ve got three separate beds and a couch.

My new roommate stands in the corridor. He snaps his fingers, pointing at the luggage beneath him.

“Ah, Swabbie. Show me to my room.”

Sebastian. Little birdshit. He’s the Cook, a Low like myself, but he still outranks me.

A tender pain pulses in my rib as I crouch to lift his luggage. I wince.

“Something wrong with your side, Conrad?” There’s that devious grin again.

“C’mon,” I say.

We traverse past the small cafeteria and keep going until, far from all the other rooms, I push our door open for him. He steps inside, eyes narrowing.

“This is it?”

It smells like old mildew. Sealed cracks, like lightning, obscure the window’s view of the busy dock. The mattresses sag. Loose screws dangle from the bunk bed frame, and a giant, copper-colored stain stripes the wall beneath the window.

He frowns like I did when I first saw the room. We stand on one of Hunter’s finest ships, but we have the worst things.

“Is this what Roderick and Eldon’s room looks like?”

“No. We are the Lows, Sebastian.”

His jaw muscle bounces. “Fine. Put my luggage on the top bunk.”

We say nothing to each other as we go above. Madeline de Beaumont and a couple other Master Trainers wait to see us off. Madeline greets Sebastian, Eldon, and Roderick first. Gives Eldon and Sebastian surprisingly gentle hugs. Interesting. Never thought her capable of such a tender act. Especially after all the times she thwacked one of us with her stick for not paying attention.

“Never lose your creativity,” she says to Roderick, “and you’ll do great things, like your father.”

Once she stops at me, she waves off the others.

“And now, the great enigma.” A grin wrinkles the corner of her mouth, and she pulls me in for a hug and lowers her voice. “The others will feel more comfortable with you ranked beneath them. They’ll do everything they can to keep you there, Conrad, because I’m sure they suspect, as I suspect, that if you get Captain, they’ll have a hell of a time mutinying to remove you.”

“That’s probably true.”

She laughs. “It won’t to be easy, but it isn’t impossible to rise when you’re the Swabbie. It has been done once before.”

“How?”

Madeline pulls back, meets my eyes, and pats my cheek. “Take down an adult gorgantaun—by yourself.”

I stare at her, waiting for her to laugh and tell me the real thing I’ll need to do. But her face remains stone serious. My forehead wrinkles. How the hell? Even Order carriers, meant for waging war against vicious pirates, struggle with any gorgantaun over a class-three.

Madeline steps back. “Well, good luck, Conrad of Elise. If you don’t come back, I hope it is because you tried.”

And as she goes, numb tingles pump in my fingertips.

Damn, why’d I have to be the Swabbie? My fingers grip Ella’s necklace. Uncle. His hands have been all over this trial. It isn’t enough that I simply rise—no, the challenge must seem insurmountable. And the real sugarsprig atop the sweetbread is Pound. In Uncle’s mind, a true Urwin always beats an Atwood.

✦ ✦ ✦

I clutch the Gladian’s railing as we zoom through blue sky. Over the day, we’ve followed a pack of Hunter vessels to a set of twelve islands in the south. The training skies. These islands, now abandoned, were once populated with major cities, but southern gorgantauns have long since overrun everything.

Fifteen replicas of our ship cruise nearby, each one long, silver, and reflective. Their sharp bows, like a sword’s point, cut through the clouds. They fly so near that I can see the excited and determined faces of their crews, including Erin and Harold and a few other members of my training class.

We burst through a school of pishons. They dive away. Wild how they all move so quick, and in such orchestrated motions.

A blue spyship trails each of our ships. They’ll keep tabs on our crew to ensure we rise the right way, to salvage our ship in case we die, and to collect our kills. Otherwise, they won’t interfere.

I tighten the leather strap of my goggles.

Master Koko’s ship, the Archer, a falcon with a round body, jutting wings, and a spikey beak, shadows over us. Red, bleeding arrows paint its hull.

Much of the Gladian’s crew occupies the railings, except for Eldon, who navigates the strings. Ahead of me, Bryce points at a growing speck in the distance: the first of the group of islands known as the Hornthrow Isles. I lean forward. This island reminds me of Venator with jungle-covered hills and hidden waterfalls, and rock formations rising over splashing rivers.

It also houses the rubble of ancient cities.

Fear clutches my throat as we fly past collapsed buildings. Gorgantauns come here to breed. Hunter sends in Trainees yearly to curtail the continuously growing population.

As we near the island, our communication gems pulse with light. Master Koko’s voice comes in clear. “Two months to survive. Two months to rise. May the best Captain prevail. May the best crew win. Good luck.”

Beside me, Patience whispers encouragement to herself. Pound smiles and cracks his knuckles.

We soar around the island. Mist, like long hands, lingers over the canopy and trickles through the branches. Once we arrive on the other side, my breath stops at the sight before us.

A collective gasp spreads on the Gladian.

And as I stand, staring, I’m brought back to when I stumbled upon the yellow eyes of the prowlon. The moment when I was completely outmatched and helpless.

Sky serpents.

Countless gorgantauns, long ropes of gray, slither through the sky as if caught in a slow-moving cyclone, their sleeping, steel-covered eyes shut.

Eldon pulls back, bringing us to a complete stop. The other ships around us do the same.

A class-six bull, at six hundred feet, dwarfs the other monstrosities. His body rolls like an enormous ribbon. A bony crest bulges behind his mean, bumpy head. Long teeth spread like jagged spears around his fat snout. Rows of metal scales follow his torso.

As I stare, I’m brought back to when Eldon claimed these beasts were unnatural. And I can’t help but wonder about all that Scholar taught me. But if they aren’t natural, then why are they here?

The Archer and the other veteran ships pull away.

“Where are they going?” Patience asks, voice rising. “They’re leaving us with the pod?!”

She turns moon white. Sebastian rests a hand on her small shoulder. The tears in her blue eyes threaten to spill over.

“We can’t rise with them,” he says. “We are on our own.”

Her mouth shuts as the realization sets in. I know that feeling better than most. Father prepared me well.

When I glance at Pound, I almost see fear in his hazel eyes, but also greed. He’ll stop at nothing to get his family back.

Still, as the veteran ships shrink in the distance, we don’t move. Neither do the other Trainee ships. We’re all at the edge of a cliff, afraid to jump.

Pound stomps forward, snatches the spyglass from his belt, and stares at the pod. Around us, the other ships are frozen. The wind carries the indistinguishable voices from the closest ship.

Quietly, with a gentle wind at my back, I come toward Pound. So does Bryce, Roderick, Sebastian, and Patience.

“Captain,” I say. “This is a test.”

He squints through the glass.

“Captain, we should—”

“Polish my boots, Swabbie.”

“What—”

“Now!”

Heat fills my cheeks. I glance at Bryce and Roderick. They frown. Rather than enjoy the brig, I unclick the polish from my belt, kneel, and with a rag, start scrubbing his damn boots.

“Conrad is right,” Roderick says.

“Swabbie,” Pound growls. “Call him ‘Swabbie.’”

“Well, whatever we’re calling him, he’s right,” Bryce says. “This is a test. Master Koko wants—”

“It’s a test of our strength,” Pound says. “We are Hunters. Must be fearless.”

“Attacking that pod would be like charging directly into an omega cannon blast,” she says.

Pound sighs and massages his huge bald head. As he stands, a few of the neighboring ships zoom away from the pod and move deeper into the training skies.

Living to fight a battle they can win. Easier prey.

“Cowards,” Pound mutters. He turns to our Strategist. “What do you recommend, Patience?”

Patience bites her lip. “I’m not sure there’s any plan I can draw up that’ll result in a successful hunt here, Captain. There’re too many.”

Pound grumbles. And for an instant, our words seem to be getting to him. But then, when he glances back at the pod, he spots a calf that has drifted outside of the safety of the sleeping cyclone.

“It’s not worth it,” Bryce starts to say, “there’s going—”

A neighboring ship sees the calf, too. And they start their engine.

“That’s our kill!” Pound cries. “Sebastian, head to the engine room.”

“Captain?”

“Our Mechanic will need help with the engine. Need all the power we can get.” Then he presses his comm gem, turning it blue. “Prepare for battle.” His voice reaches each of our gems. “We’ve got ourselves a hunt.”

“Captain, you’re going to get us killed!” I shout.

“My boots are shined enough, Swabbie,” he says. “Go away.”

I want to shout. Punch his stupid face. Make him see reason. But I storm off, breathing hard. Trying not to scream at this ridiculousness.

Another ship starts toward the calf, too.

“Navigator,” Pound yells, “full speed ahead!”

Eldon glances at Bryce. “Aye.”

Soon our hair whips in the wind. Five Trainee ships start toward the pod. The rest stay put or retreat.

I lift a mobile launcher from the munitions platform. Its heavy mount digs into my shoulder. A single black harpoon waits to be fired.

Patience retreats from Pound. Her eyes wide, and fear in her shaking hands. I hardly know her, but I stop beside her on the port side.

“Stay next to me.”

She looks up at me. “What?”

Patience was one of the few to surrender her duels at the pit. She’s not a fighter but a planner of fights. Her brain is her asset.

“We need you alive,” I say. “A good Strategist is not easily replaced.”

She squints at me but nods softly.

Two ships pull ahead of us, approaching the pod. Their hulls come dangerously close together, trying to bump the other off track.

The calf continues gliding in sleep.

“Faster!” Pound cries into the comm gem. “Keeton, we need more from the engine!”

“We’re trying!” she shouts.

Eldon thrusts his hands forward. The wind intensifies. Slams against my chest.

“Lock an arm over the railing,” I shout to Patience.

She complies.

Then horror clutches my heart as a shoulder cannon from another ship goes off. The volley arches in the air and sails clear over the sleeping calf. It slams into the side of the class-six bull.

“Oh no . . . ,” Roderick mutters into the gem.

The glowing explosion does nothing to the beast’s thick scales. However, it does stir the beast awake. His enormous head curves toward us. And with a horrible rumble, he roars, arousing the whole pod. Soon the air fills with awful, ear-piercing bellows.




CHAPTER 16

WE’RE A TINY STICK CAUGHT IN A NEST OF GIANT, ENRAGED hornets. The ship tremors under the deep throttle of gorgantaun roars. Beyond them, chaos reigns. Roderick’s turret blasts harpoons into the sky. Bryce fires projectiles from a mobile launcher. And Pound yells ridiculous orders.

Meanwhile I’m just trying to stay alive while shooting harpoons from my mobile launcher.

Eldon’s nimble fingers guide us through the torrent. These gorgantauns have endless length. Go on and on. Their thick bodies coil like weeds, trying to crush us.

“Eldon,” Bryce cries through the gem, “move!”

He thrusts forward before a gorgantaun curls around us. The ensuing gust nearly rips off my goggles.

“Above!” Roderick shouts.

Another gorgantaun approaches. Mouth wide. Teeth glinting.

“Fire!” Pound yells. “Into its throat!”

My harpoon flies for the serpent and clangs off its scales. I shove another harpoon into my launcher. Just as I lift it onto my shoulder, the ship lurches. We veer left, and my ribs slam against the railing.

Pain blurs my vision. I bite my tongue.

We jerk again, and the force rocks me sideways, threatening my ankles due to the pull of the magboots. After another, even more powerful jerk, my magnetics lose purchase and I roll around helplessly on the deck.

Once we straighten out and the ship settles, Patience raises a trembling finger. Among a ring of horrible gorgantauns, another ship sinks. White fire billows from the open gash in its stern.

Their engine is gone, and the crew shouts. Screams for help.

A gorgantaun bull eyes them. Curls his tail inward and shoots forward, straight as a line. He launches with speed unknown to anything. The sinking ship’s crew jumps just as his head crashes into the hull. The beast shreds the ship’s hardened steel like paper. Destroys the lifeboats before they can eject. And now, the crew falls. On and on, arms outstretched, jackets flapping.

Patience freezes as she watches them.

I rise and wipe the blood from my lips. “We’re going to die, Captain!” I shout through the comm gem. “Get us out of here. Now!”

Pound doesn’t answer. He fires hot bursts from his shoulder cannon at a neighboring gorgantaun. I can’t hear him, and he’s across the ship, but I just know that bastard’s laughing. The maniac.

Over his shoulder, a class-two’s golden eyes zero in on us. She bursts from the ring of battle and approaches. Her mouth widens—readying to swallow our stern and engine room. Take Keeton and Sebastian out in a single bite.

“C’mon!” I yell at Patience, dropping the mobile launcher for a flak cannon from the munitions platform. “Take one and follow me.”

My legs burn from the magboots. Once I reach the stern’s railing, the class-two nears. Her massive eyes glare at me. Her pink throat flies down into an empty, bottomless pit.

I stand numb.

The last place you’ll want to die, Madeline de Beaumont taught us, is in the pit of a gorgantaun. You’ll live for hours as you slowly melt away.

I bite down my fear and gaze through the reticule of my flak cannon.

“On my mark, Patience, we fire.” I wait, but she doesn’t respond. “Patience?” When I glance back, I spot her shivering at midship, near the munitions platform.

Pound turns toward me, and panic fills his face. “Fire, Swabbie! Fire!”

The beast’s so close, I could jump onto her snout. I aim for her eyes and squeeze the trigger.

The explosion shoves me back.

A canister launches from the barrel, flittering through the air. It smacks the gorgantaun’s right eye and erupts. The ensuing explosion crackles the sky. Dots her face in red and orange sparkles.

The beast roars. Her head thrashes, and she dips away, moaning in pain.

Eldon rockets us ahead before she can recover.

“Captain,” I say, “get us the hell out—”

Eldon jerks us laterally, dodging a class-five bull. My hell. They’re everywhere! The bull zooms over us, bellowing. Spraying us with the humidity of his geyser-like breath. It stinks like rotten death.

The ship jerks and the engine putters.

“Keeton!” Bryce shouts through the gem. “What’s your status?”

No response.

“Engine!” Bryce yells. “Keeton?!”

As the bull’s belly continues over us, Pound fires the shoulder cannon. Repeatedly. Each blast detonates against the scales. But none of the strikes do more than loosen a few.

The bull roars an ear-destroying screech.

Sebastian bursts onto the deck through the hatch. “Captain. Keeton’s unconscious. She smacked her head, and my gem broke. The engine is overheating. Fissure.”

“We’re not ready for this,” Bryce says into the gem. “Captain, we must retreat.”

My body’s completely exhausted. Pain all over. Throbbing rib. But I push through it all and find Patience curled in the railing’s mesh near the starboard bow.

Her enlarged pupils stare at me in a confused daze. Concussion, maybe.

“Get up, Patience.”

She quivers and shakes her head.

“Get up or you will die.” I hoist her to her feet. “Look at me. Do you want to live?”

“Y-yes.”

“Then get belowdecks. We need you.”

She nods numbly and ambles toward Sebastian at midship.

Bryce corners Pound. No idea what she’s saying; her gem is off. But she’s animated. Furiously pointing a finger in his face. Finally, Pound drops his cannon in disgust.

“Get us out of here, Navigator,” Pound orders.

Eldon nods and pushes with all his might, and we shoot away. Behind us, the bull turns and coils his tail inward. Preparing to launch after us.

Eldon glances back, but as he looks, he doesn’t notice the other class-three shooting to intersect our path.

Patience continues stumbling toward the hatch. Dizzy. Horror floods me, and I start running for her.

“Eldon, dip!” I shout. “DIP!”

He presses down, but the gorgantaun continues blazing toward us.

“Patience!”

The class-three’s tail, like a razor-thin blade, cuts through our railing. Slices a long, shallow gash through our deck—and then . . . slides through Patience.

Everyone freezes, even as the class-three flies on.

Patience stands, twitching. Maybe the tail missed. Just grazed past her. But after I get close, I stumble back. A fine cut travels down her nose, chin, and body. She peels apart in two. Each side stuck to the deck by her boots. Flapping blood into my face.

Bryce stares. Pound covers his mouth. Roderick stops firing. Everyone watches the red flying across the deck.

Sebastian screams. Screams like I’ve never heard before. He runs for her.

My body goes numb. Don’t feel my feet. Don’t feel I’m here.

“Navigator, get us away!” Pound shouts. “Go!”

Eldon vomits over himself while his fingers work the strings. He pulls us right, then jerks us left. We narrowly avoid a pair of class-twos. Sebastian kneels, his hands crimson as he desperately tries pressing his girlfriend back together.

Can’t have happened. It didn’t happen. She was alive, just seconds ago. Alive and ready to go under.

Eldon continues moving us away from the pod. But we’re still being pursued and our engine struggles. As we’re retreating, we approach a broken ship. Huge chunks of metal tear from her hull, and the last three survivors dangle from a ripped railing, their legs kicking. When we get closer, I realize who they are and feel a chill. Harold and Erin plead with us to stop. Cry after us, hands desperately reaching.

But Pound orders us to move on. And he’s right. We can’t stop.

“I’m sorry, Harry!” Roderick cries. “I’m so sorry!”

The gorgantauns turn on the fallen ship. Crunch off the bow. Harold and Erin disappear into a mouth after a final scream.

My eyes shut.

Eldon pushes with all his strength. The wind intensifies. And finally, once we reach the island, we wrap around it until we’re on the opposite side and we slip into calm, blue skies.




CHAPTER 17

MADELINE TAUGHT US THAT IN THE BEGINNING OF THE SKYLANDS, there were eleven Trades. But Order, which already had so many responsibilities, became overwhelmed trying to fight the gorgantaun threat.

So, Hunter was born.

“You are the inheritors of an ancient war between humankind and beast,” she told us, walking between me and Harold. “Soldiers. Not everyone in this room will survive. That’s expected. But those who do will not be the same. And let me tell you, no one, not even Order’s best, dare cross a Hunter vet.”

Hunters are tested in blood and death. Tasked with going to the places that none would ever go. And we are already being tested.

The whole crew stands on the quiet deck, looking over Patience’s remains. We’re like silent statues. Our blue spyship glides to a stop beside us. An instant later a steel board slides onto our deck and a few vets step across. Their Captain, Travis of Waters, joins them.

He’s a tall man with horrible teeth who chews on bitter tak root. After glancing at the long gash striping our deck, his eyes land on Patience.

He stops and surveys the scene. Perhaps he wonders if we’re too young for this. Or that if things were fair, we’d never have been Selected by Hunter. That maybe we’d be in Explorer, off galivanting, seeking new islands and precious golds.

Sebastian kneels silently over his girlfriend. Won’t look away even though it’s a sight I can barely manage.

“Knew her well, son?” Travis asks him.

Sebastian’s mouth opens, but no words escape. The Captain exhales and brings forward the other vets. Soon they’re unzipping a black body bag. Can’t stand Sebastian, don’t trust him, but nobody deserves to see a loved one die like that. No one.

Sebastian snaps out of his gaze and helps the vets unlace Patience’s boots. Then with the others, he delicately lowers each half of her into the rubber coffin.

As he gazes upon her for a final time, my eyes flash to Pound. That birdshit is lucky we can’t mutiny for a week. Based on some of the expressions around us, I’m not sure he’d last the day. But that’s the problem: Pound will do anything to get back his family’s affection.

And I’m afraid this won’t be the last body we zip up.

Travis delicately lifts the bag. Cradles it in his arms. Soon he’s walking across the gangway onto his ship.

Sebastian lowers onto the browned blood. Roderick pats his shoulder. Bryce leans down and whispers something in his ear.

I know the pain of loss. If only there were a combination of words that’d resolve everything. But as I watch him quietly suffer, I’m reminded of the moment, months ago, when I held Mother’s remains and sang “The Song of Falling” for her.

And suddenly, that song comes to this deck. Roderick starts the words in an untrained, cracking voice. The song flows soft from his lips and drifts tenderly in the air.

The whole crew joins. Even Pound.

Afterward most of the crew go belowdecks to start their duties. This is the Gauntlet after all. We need to win, and no doubt, other ships are already on the hunt.

Pound stomps up beside me. “You are the Cook today.”

“What?”

“Scrub the deck, then make us lunch. The crew is famished.”

Once he’s out of earshot, talking to Eldon, I mutter a few curse words. Then I splash a soapy rag onto the deck. Foamy bubbles spread, turning pink as they travel.

Eldon stomps on the helm bubble tile and flies. Not sure he knows where he’s going. But he takes us someplace quiet. Where we’re far from the islands, and all we have is a blue blanket of sky.

After I finish the deck and my fingers are raw, I head to the cafeteria. A few of the crew stand in the corridor, quiet, staring off into the distance.

A good Captain would tell us to not worry about our duties today. But I suppose in Pound’s mind, if he did that, he’d be admitting to his mistake.

And Atwoods never admit to mistakes.

Finally, I push through the cafeteria door. Can hardly even think about cooking. And I’m no Cook. When I was a High, I had my own Cooks, and when I was a Low, Mother and I were just happy to have a warm meal.

At the back of the cafeteria stands a small kitchen with crystal-powered stoves, a sink connected to the water reserves, and a rack of hanging, dried herbs. After I familiarize myself with the various pots, pans, and cooking tools, I enter the freeze box.

A chillglobe crusted in ice stands in the center. This space has a couple weeks’ worth of fresh food. After that, Madeline explained we’d have to go for the canned stores on the bottom level.

I snag some eggs and bread.

Soon the stove smokes, and I swear as the eggs stick to the pan. When Pound and the rest of the crew come to the cafeteria, they stare at the burned eggs and gum-scratching toast.

“Your meal, Captain,” I say, filling his tray with eggs. “Eat up.”

His nostrils flare. “Of course an Urwin can’t cook.”

“Have some toast, too, Captain.”

The black toast clangs against his tray.

If physical conflict were the Hunter way, Pound would strangle me. Instead, he storms off to a table with his “lunch.”

This will be the last time he’ll assign me cooking duties. The only crewmember who eats more than a few bites is Roderick. He shovels it into his mouth like I just carefully crafted some roasted gorgantaun flank. That hairy boy loves eating almost as much as he loves girls.

Proving my point to Pound isn’t without consequence. After lunch, he assigns me various duties, including waxing everyone’s boots and cleaning the Captain’s personal lavatory. And then, finally aware of how important food is to a crew, he assigns Keeton to cook dinner. She’s nursing a head wound, but makes a simple dish from her island, a creamy sauce spread over buttery rice. It’s quite popular. At least, after my work.

By the time the sun falls, my arms are so weak from scrubbing and waxing that when I finally enter my room, I struggle to pull off my shirt. My fingers can barely pinch. I sink into bed, and even with its thin padding, its warmth provides the most comfort I’ve felt all day.

A gentle knock comes at the door. A figure stands in the entryway, the corridor’s light cutting through her spikey hair.

“Conrad, I have your chores for the night.”

“Chores?”

Bryce steps inside and reaches out a white envelope.

I tear it open and read: 1. Laundry. 2. Scrub the deck / lookout duty. 3. Polish the harpoon turret. 4. Polish my boots (they’re outside my door). 5. Scrub the deck / lookout duty until 2 a.m.

Nauseating disgust fills me. I crunch the paper and toss it to the floor.

“These chores,” Bryce says, “they’re not just for tonight.”

“They’re every night.”

“Sorry,” she says. “There was nothing I could do.”

Soon I’m back in the corridor, teeth gritted as I catch all the laundry bags hanging outside the rooms. This is why it’s impossible to rise as a Swabbie. No one respects you. You are their servant. And many, especially the lifelong Highs, know exactly how to use a servant.

I touch Ella’s necklace. Reminding myself why I’m here in the first place. Then, after I scrub the laundry in the washtub and hang it to dry, I return to the spotless deck and clean. And as I work my fingers pink, I realize that I’ll only be able to handle so many of these nights before I’ll crack, disobey an order, and get thrown into the brig.

As I plunge the rag into the bucket, I glance at our nearest lifeboat. And a plan begins formulating in my head. It’s dangerous. Ridiculous, even. I’ll have to be careful not to get caught. But with all the time I’ll have to myself in the evenings, I’m going to build something that will help me rise.

And make my enemies fall.




CHAPTER 18

AT FIVE THIRTY IN THE MORNING, SEBASTIAN LEAPS OFF the top bunk and stomps around. After he taps the crystal lamp, I groan and stuff a pillow over my face. My body feels like death. Aches everywhere. And my head’s pulsing with a pressure headache from only three hours of sleep.

Sebastian tightens his boots. “Eldon explained everything.”

I groan, “What?”

“You told Patience to go belowdecks and led her right into the gorgantaun’s tail. You wanted her out of the way.”

I sit up. “Are you saying I purposely had your girlfriend killed?”

“You are an Urwin. You’ll do whatever it takes to rise.”

I’m about to say something, but he leaves. And then I’m left with what should be the Swabbie’s last half hour of sleep, staring at the bars beneath the mattress of the top bunk.

How can he believe I did anything except try to help? But then again, Sebastian broke Samantha’s neck and pretended it was an accident. He’s a complete fraud. A bastard who’d use anything, even his girlfriend’s death, if it gave him an advantage. He’s a legitimate threat to my rise, but he won’t stop me from getting Ella back. I’ll hold her in my arms again and be the big brother I promised her I’d be.

Once dressed, I follow the quiet corridor toward the cafeteria. Ahead of me, turning the corner, comes Keeton. Another one of the early risers. A small bandage stripes her bruised forehead. She glances at me, frowns, and moves on. Not a word.

I enter the cafeteria. The pink and orange sunrise glows through the wide windows, and the bitter stench of charred oatmeal permeates. Sebastian stands before a pool of smoke, waving it away, coughing.

“Two minutes,” he announces. “Then you eat.”

Maybe I’m a terrible cook, but Sebastian scored lower in cooking than me. Pound drafting me as Swabbie makes more sense than Sebastian as Cook.

When I lower onto the bench across from Keeton, she rises and sits at the next table. Got to admit, it stings a little.

The Navigator enters next. He and Keeton hurry to the kitchen. Soon they’re whispering. Glancing my way.

I fold my arms. What the hell is this? They’re going to start pointing fingers at me? Not the Captain who ordered us to fly right into an angry storm? Maybe this is why I shouldn’t help people. I start getting accused of ludicrous lies!

I step between them, interrupting their conversation, and hand Sebastian my tray.

“I’ve got work to do today, so give me whatever you’ve got.”

He glares, scoops a bowl of his green, gelatinous “hot cereal” and tosses the blackest piece of toast onto my tray.

“Eat up, Conrad.”

I eat my goop in silence. Cut my mouth on the bread. But I consume everything. Need energy, no matter how burned. And once I finish, I leave the cafeteria without a word to anyone else.

After reporting for duty to the Captain, I wax Pound’s empty boots in the hall. I scoop copious amount of shoe polish onto the leather. The black goo has an acidic twang. Makes my nostrils sting.

Pound suddenly thrusts open the Captain’s door and looks down his nose at me. “Are you finished yet, Swabbie?”

“You left me a dozen pairs of boots.”

“Hurry up!”

Oh, how I want to jab him in the balls. Wouldn’t be difficult, considering where we’re positioned. It’d probably cost me a night or two in the brig . . . but it might be worth it.

Pound stomps back to his desk, leaving the door open. Maps and books on gorgantauns stack his desk. We work in silence for a few minutes. Eventually, he leans back and looks my way.

“You think your uncle will take you back, Urwin?”

I twirl the boot, inspecting the shine, and scoop more wax.

“Urwin?”

When I still don’t answer, he grumbles and looks at his latest plans. Without Patience, he’s taken on the role of Strategist in addition to Captain. He’s in charge of planning our next hunt.

A few minutes later, he tosses the paper in disgust. Then he stares at his comm gem, perhaps waiting for Bryce, who is currently on lookout, to announce the sighting of a gorgantaun.

Even the best plan means nothing if we can’t find one.

I finish another pair of boots. They’re so shiny, the crystal lamps reflect off their surface.

“Do you think your family will take you back, Atwood?”

He lowers the paper. “My family has honor.”

“Honor?” I stifle a laugh.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Explain, Swabbie.”

I drop the boot I’m working on. “You’re bigger than I am. Stronger, too. And still, you brought your cousins when you attacked me in the Lows. Is that honor?” Pound’s jaw muscle bounces. “You didn’t want to face me during the duels, so you cheated. I’m not sure you know what honor is, Captain.”

He slams a fist on the desk. “Go!”

“But I’m not finished with your boots.”

“GO!”

I walk away, smiling a little. Maybe, if I antagonize him just enough, he’ll always send me away. Excuse me from ridiculous work. If only it were that easy . . .

Unfortunately, Pound still has plenty for me to do. Like loading up all the harpoons. Oiling the turret’s hinges. Scrubbing the communal shower floor. Carrying canned goods from the lowest level to the kitchen because not even Sebastian can destroy a can of precooked beans.

Hopefully.

Meanwhile, as Pound keeps me busy, the Gladian flies through the skies of the Hornthrow Isles. The area is a massive thousand-mile stretch of jungle islands and abandoned mines. In a space so large, even pods of gorgantauns are hard to find.

At one point we glimpse a calamaun. The light-gold metal of the beast reflects in the sun. It darts through the sky, its fifteen-foot tentacles pulled close. Later we spot a few sheltauns dancing around the roots of an island as their pincers reach for passing pishons and birds.

Once the sun finally falls, the crew sleeps. But I don’t get the luxury of rest. So I work on my project under the dim moon. The mop, bucket, and rags rest by the hatch while I stand over three triangles cut from elastic fabric. It’s taken an hour to cut these triangles with the tiny knife I snagged from the kitchen. They’re the key to my rise, the key to taking down a gorgantaun by myself.

My agile fingers push a metal rod through the shiny fabric. I bunch the fabric along the metal, like a curtain, and press it against my forearm. When I let the fabric flow to the rod’s end, it flaps in the wind.

Hope beats in my chest. Even with the crew turning against me, my ridiculous plan still has a chance.

A boot echoes from inside the hatch, followed by hands clamping onto the ladder’s bars. Panic fills me. I swoop up my project and dash across the deck. Just before the hatch opens, I flip up the tarp of the lifeboat, shove my project inside, and turn as Bryce climbs onto the deck.

“Conrad.”

My shoulders relax. “Thought you were the Captain.”

“Disappointed?”

“Depends. You assigning me more chores?”

“No, came to breathe.”

She peers over my shoulder, at the floating island peeking through the clouds, and steps past me to lean on the starboard beam’s railing. The soft wind makes her spikey hair flutter.

I join her, close enough that our arms almost brush.

We’re quiet as we watch the purple island. Eldon told us at dinner all about this island. How it once housed a band of pirates that had revolted against a past Queen. The pirates had their own city there. An armada.

Now it’s nothing but ruins and jungle.

“When I was a girl,” Bryce suddenly whispers, “I never thought I’d be chosen to fight in this war.”

“The gorgantauns? Yeah, it wasn’t in my plans either. No Trade was. What Trade did you want when you were little?”

She gives me a coy look. “You’ll laugh.”

“I won’t.”

“You will.”

“I promise I won’t.”

She considers me. “Art.”

I laugh.

She punches my arm, then laughs too. “I told you.”

“Art? You, spending hours with a paintbrush? Or carving statues or—”

“That’s not all Art is, Conrad. Artists build. Create new things rather than destroy them.”

My mouth shuts. “If you wanted Art, why did you come to Holmstead for our Selection? Does your island not have a Selection?”

“No, we don’t. Besides, there’s no power in Art, and it’s all cliquey. I’ve heard new Art Selections must run their own galleries, attract customers. It’s rather ruthless. Artists sabotaging one another. Stealing ideas. Still, I would’ve preferred being in Art. But my people, my island, they wanted me to come to Holmstead because they’d heard Master Koko would Select there the year I turned sixteen. That’s why they sent me to University to study. To prepare me to hunt.”

“Hunter is deadly.”

“Yes, but its Master wants to retire soon.”

“Oh,” I say, “I didn’t realize your ambition went so high.”

“It’s the ambition of everyone on the islands to rise. No matter what.” She glances at me. “But they’ll all fall one day. They always do.” She pauses and her eyes trail out to the fog-covered sky. And as she stares over the black clouds beneath us, I know what she’s thinking. About all those who fell yesterday.

“We weren’t ready,” I say. “Not sure anyone will ever be ready.”

Silence falls over us. The clouds below clash and swirl. Angry.

I go quiet as I stare at the acid clouds. Years ago, in a year of intense winds, we had an extremely high tide. The clouds threatened to engulf Holmstead. Mother and I, and all the Lows who couldn’t afford space on a skyship, had to escape to the Highs and just hope that the clouds would sink. A few Lows didn’t make it. The clouds killed some of the island’s vegetation, too.

The only upside was that the clouds exterminated many of the sheltauns that’d been hiding in the craggy rock beneath the island.

“Scholar says those clouds are impenetrable,” she says.

“Not even Explorer knows how to traverse through them without completely disintegrating.”

She pauses. “There’s a way. Scholar teaches that there’s more sky below, but I don’t think so. There’s something down there.”

We go quiet. Father had a deep amount of skepticism toward Scholar. Even Mother told me not to trust everything I heard. Still, we have other things to worry about than Scholar and the black clouds. Like the fact that our arms are so close that we can feel each other’s warmth.

My stomach pinches with anxious excitement.

“Some say you don’t care about anyone else,” she says, looking at me. “That you only want to rise, and you’d eliminate anyone in your way, including Patience. They say you planned her death, told her to run right into the gorgantaun’s tail.”

“I’m no killer.”

She studies me, quietly. “No, I don’t believe you are.” She turns away. “The Captain should’ve ordered the retreat.”

“He’s a birdshit.”

“He’s actually not that bad. At least, not to me.”

“That’s because you’re pretty.”

“Oh. You think I’m pretty?” She grins a little. “So . . . seen any gorgantauns during your lookouts?”

“You’d know if I had.”

“And you think I trust you completely?”

“You don’t?”

“If you see a gorgantaun, you need to tell the crew.”

“Well, I haven’t seen any.”

She squints at me. “You’re afraid Pound might lead us to take down a gorgantaun. Even after Patience’s death, the crew could unite behind him. He’d become solidified in position.”

“You’re afraid of that as well.” This makes her mouth close. “Are you ready to make your play for Captain?”

“Maybe.”

“Huh. So you don’t trust me.”

She sighs. “We need to get rid of Pound. He’ll either get us killed, or he’ll solidify. Both options are not . . . beneficial to either of us.” She nods toward the soap bucket. “What have you been doing up here anyway?”

“Cleaning.”

She smirks.

“When we remove Pound,” I say, “we’ll need to replace him with someone who’ll be easily removed later. A temp.”

“Why?”

“Do you have enough support to try for Captain now?”

She squints at me. “Okay, who do you have in mind?”

I go quiet. Still figuring that out. This ship has so many people I’m still trying to understand. And many of them are buying a liar’s lies. Before Keeton ignored me, I might’ve considered her. Roderick would also make a great temp, but I’m pretty sure he’d decline.

Her mouth opens, but before she can speak our comm gems flash.

“Everyone to my cabin, now,” Pound says. “Something has happened.”

Bryce and I look at each other. Then we run.

In minutes the yawning crew, most out of uniform, stand inside the Captain’s cabin. Pound’s near the Gauntlet Board on the wall. He jabs a cucumber-sized finger at the number flashing atop the chart.

A competitor ship, the Spiculous, made a kill.

“Happened while all of you were sleeping. As Captain and Strategist, I don’t have the luxury of sleep.” He points at his desk, where crumpled papers cover the floor. “We’re losing, and I’m the only one who seems to care.”

“What do you suggest?” Bryce asks. “No sleeping?”

“We’re behind. Who wants to be behind?” He slams a fist on the desk. “That’s right. No one does.”

“The Gauntlet just began,” Bryce says. “Captain—”

He ignores her. “Swabbie, any sightings tonight?”

“None, sir.”

His eyes shut. “Fine. This calls for desperate measures.” He punches the desk again. “No more sleep.”

I stare at him. “What?”

“NO ONE SLEEPS!” His eyes burn with anger. “Not until we bring down a beast.”

Roderick’s mouth falls. Bryce massages her eyes. Keeton rests her hands on her hips, head shaking. We’re all at Pound’s mercy simply because he has big fists and won the duels.

“But Captain,” Bryce says, “other crews will get kills. It happens. Don’t punish—”

“We’ll sleep when we’ve earned it.”

“That could be days.”

“So be it,” he says. “Master Gunner, get that turret we discussed bolted to the deck. Now.”

Roderick gapes. “You mean tonight?”

“Tonight.”

“Fine,” Roderick says bitterly, “but I need help.”

“Take the Swabbie then. Navigator, set a course.”

“Where?” Eldon asks.

“Anywhere! Just find me a damn gorgantaun.”

Eldon inhales. “Yes sir.”

Pound continues through the list of assignments, but I’m already following Roderick out of the cabin and through the corridors.

Pound’s a fool. If we aren’t sharp when we engage a gorgantaun, we’ll die. He needs to be removed. But as the first Captain, he gets a week free of mutiny. And unfortunately for us, he still has five days left.




CHAPTER 19

RODERICK AND I HEAVE OPEN THE MASSIVE DOOR AND enter the munitions room. It stinks of wet iron. We’re surrounded by auto-muskets, barrels of powder, turret casings, and flak cannons. A few rows of work benches and welding machines surround the munitions platform.

“Big dumb cuss.” Roderick presses on the crystal lights before maneuvering around the tables. He hops over a step stool, squeezes past a drill, and continues muttering in annoyance. “Bald grumpy cuss of a Captain.”

“Being an ass runs in his family,” I say.

We stop at the back wall, where a turret lies on its side. A small, open door at its base reveals the guts. Fat chains, like intestines, lead up the turret’s cylinder toward the barrel.

“So, this is what it looks like in person,” I say, hands on my hips. “Wasn’t sure you’d get past the diagram stages.”

“It’s been a long and complicated process.” He exhales, lowers onto his side, and sticks his arm into the opening. “Toss me that wrench, will you?”

After he tightens for a few seconds, we level the turret onto its four squat legs. Then he plops onto the seat and calibrates something near the triggers. Honestly, I have no idea what he’s doing. I know how to use weapons, not how to build them.

He’s always been the munitions expert.

While he works, he murmurs about Pound. Finally, as he slips his hand into a compartment to check the wiring, he spots me, and his expression softens.

“You know . . . I’ve been hearing a nasty rumor about you, Conrad.”

“Sebastian’s spreading lies.”

“He’s just hurt and looking for someone to—”

“Stop defending him, Rod. I know what he is. He broke Samantha’s neck on purpose.”

Roderick looks at me. “Sebastian cried all night after that. It was an accident.”

“I know what I saw.”

We go quiet for several seconds. My skin’s a little hot. Roderick’s not competitive about rising, so he doesn’t recognize its venoms.

“Well, just know I’ve got your back,” he says. “You’re a cuss, completely focused on rising, but you’re no murderer.” He finishes twisting a wire and stands back. “Anyway, this monster’s ready for our loving Captain. Just got to get it bolted to the deck. Want to see a demonstration?”

He takes me to a workbench, where a small musket rests atop a few blueprints.

“It’s a miniature version of that turret,” he says. “I call it ‘the Roderick.’”

I stare at him.

“Okay, I call it a ‘clawgun.’” A fat, three-pronged hook with a sharp point in the center protrudes from the barrel. “This little birdie can blast a gap in a hull. Latch on, too. Watch.”

He rotates on his heels, points at a crate on the platform above, and pulls the trigger. The chained hook fires from the barrel and stabs into the crate with a thunk.

The chain tightens to remove any slack.

“It’s not like a chained harpoon,” he says, “it’s not meant to carry us along for a ride. Instead . . .”

He collects himself, his meaty hands gripping the handle, and presses the trigger again. The next instant, he’s zooming in the air, the hook reeling him in like a damn fish. He laughs as he soars to the second level.

“You’re insane,” I call after him. “And a genius. I never thought it’d actually work.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, well, I’m glad you care. Seen any girls care about stuff like this?”

“Keeton might.”

His face brightens. “You think so?”

“Well, first, you’ve got to talk to her. You have all those romantic tips. Why don’t you use one?”

He presses a red button near the trigger of the clawgun. The hook detaches from the crate, and the chain slithers back into the barrel.

“Those are for regular girls. Not the special ones.”

As he slides down the ladder, I realize something. “Wait, we’re not going to use the clawgun turret on a gorgantaun, are we?”

“Sure. Pound liked the demonstration. He’s planning something around it.”

I shut my eyes. “Roderick, your invention is incredible, really. But why would we ever want to be pulled toward a gorgantaun?”

“We’ll use the ship like a sword.” He makes an arm motion, jabbing into the air. “Cut through the beast.”

“More likely we’ll become a twig stabbing a boulder. We’ll snap.”

“Not if we wound it first.”

I meet his eyes. “It won’t work. Tell Pound you won’t attach it to the deck. Hell, I’ll tell him for you.”

“He’ll have me thrown in the brig, Conrad. Besides, it’ll work. Trust me, I know what I’ve built.”

I stare at him, but he merely smiles that goofy grin of his. Then he pats my shoulder and starts toward the munitions platform. My fingers run through my hair, and I exhale. Part of having friends is trusting one another. So I swallow my reservations, and in the next few minutes, we’re aboard the platform, the chains lifting us toward the deck. And once we’re under the sky, tightening the turret’s bolts to the deck, I do my best to push aside the worry that each bolt only further fastens us to our doom.

✦ ✦ ✦

I’m so damn tired.

The mop bucket sloshes as I carry it through the third-level corridors. The ship’s vibrations numb my toes, and the air’s as thick as warm water. My eyelids are heavy. Muscles all soggy. Pound’s ridiculous anti-sleep mandate has left most of the crew irritable and exhausted. But we’re working hard. Trying to get a kill, because if we do, we’ll all be rewarded with a full night’s sleep.

As big of a dumb birdshit as Pound is, at least he realized that a tired crew is about as useful as a dueling cane in Hunter. So he let us sleep in shifts. As the Swabbie, though, I’m the last in line. Everyone else gets two shifts before I get one.

I approach the light at the end of the corridor and enter the engine room. This place reminds me of the medical room. All white and clean. Even has that sanitary smell. Dark-gray control panels, nozzles, and pipes fill the space. The massive engine dominates everything. It’s a tall cylinder of glass. Silver bands brace it against the wall with bolts.

A single giant crystal glows with gold and blue light in the center of the cylinder.

Three massive metal tanks stand in the corner. They’re connected to the pipes that follow the ship’s frame. These tanks, filled with gas harvested from gorgantaun sacs, shoot fresh gas throughout the ship, keeping us afloat.

Keeton turns from the engine and looks my way. Her forehead perspires and a purple substance wets her left arm. She presses something on the control panel, and the engine whistles. Steam gushes into the air. Then she drops onto a hover board and glides inside the open conduit at the engine’s base.

“Where’s the spill?” I ask.

Her gloved finger appears, pointing at the purple streak near a gas tank.

“Coolant?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer.

I slap the mop onto the spill and swirl the tendrils around, dyeing them in the thick liquid. After only a few seconds, I squeeze out the mop and prepare to leave.

She slides out. “Is it true you’d do anything to rise?”

I hesitate. “Would you?”

She takes off her glowing, green gloves. “I wouldn’t murder.”

“Well, that’s something we share in common.”

She stares at me a moment, considering a response until the door bangs open.

“Keeton,” Bryce says. “We need to talk. I think—” She falters upon noticing me.

“Kind of busy right now, Quartermaster,” Keeton says, wiping her forehead. She throws on a pair of dark goggles, adjusts a nozzle, and hits the button on the control panel. The engine crystal flares, coating the room in blue light.

I glance at Keeton. Our little conversation is the surest sign that she’s considering I’m not completely terrible. It’s a start. Unfortunately, judging by Bryce’s expression, I’m not welcome to listen in.

Once in the corridor, I contemplate reporting back to Pound for my next assignment, but curiosity gets the better of me and I slip into the rec room. This room of relaxation and sports is strictly off-limits right now. If Pound catches me, it’ll be brig time. But there’s a vent in here that’s attached to the engine room.

“I’ve told you already, Bryce,” Keeton’s voice echoes as I crouch near the vent, “I’ll help you become Captain once you’ve gathered more support.”

“I have support,” Bryce says.

“Conrad doesn’t count. I don’t trust him.”

“He isn’t my only support.”

“Who else do you have?” Keeton asks.

“SWABBIE!”

I whip around and find Pound staring at me from the doorway.

“The rec room is off-limits, you stinking lotcher,” he yells. “Get out!”

He practically drags me by my collar. I think he’ll give me a swift kick in the backside, but he relents at the last second.

“Go mop the cafeteria,” he grumbles. “Sebastian burned all our lunch again, and his horrible sauce is everywhere.”

As I grab my mop bucket and walk away, I should be thrilled that somehow, I avoided the brig. But I’m too focused on what Bryce and Keeton were discussing. Who is Bryce’s support, and how close is she to having enough to supplant Pound? I cannot let Bryce become the temp. She’s too smart, and I’ll never supplant her. My face softens as I realize she’ll soon discover I’ll never help her. She’ll probably hate me.

I walk the corridor in silence. Father told me to be careful about becoming attached to anyone who isn’t family. When you have goals, sometimes you are destined to be forever alone. I can’t shake the feeling that he’s right.

My heart beats as hollow as my lonely, echoing steps.

✦ ✦ ✦

I haven’t slept in more than sixty hours.

My exhausted brain feels like it’s swimming in jelly. We’ve just finished another rehearsal of Pound’s plan. I lean against the railing and close my eyes for a few, precious seconds.

“Swabbie!” Pound bellows. My body jerks upright. “You’re on flight duty.”

I let out a faint whimper. Can’t help it. Uncle would find it pathetic. Father too. But the human body can’t go this long without sleep!

“Captain,” Eldon says from beside Pound, “push back my sleep shift. I can still fly.”

“After that practice run, I think not, Navigator,” Pound says. “Your four hours begin now. Go. Sleep.”

“But Captain—”

“That’s an order, Eldon.”

He hesitates. “Yes sir.”

Eldon would rather eat his own shirt than let me fly. He remembers how Madeline de Beaumont complimented my flying skills, and perhaps he worries that if Pound sees me at the strings, I’ll become Navigator.

But he doesn’t understand how much Pound hates me.

I groggily climb up the steps of the platform and hop onto the tile of the helm bubble. Something about the whoosh of the glass dome sliding over me, and the feel of the rings on my fingers, jolts the last bit of reserves I have left. Once I get the coordinates from Pound, I push forward.

We soar through the puffy clouds. Pound peers over the starboard quarter, his spyglass searching. Oh, I’d forgotten how much I missed this. The power of controlling the ship. The freedom. The open skies. We continue flying for an hour, maybe more. And it’s strange, as we burst through white clouds, I realize this is the first time I’ve been around Pound for an extended period that hasn’t ended in insults or bruises.

“Captain,” I say through the gem.

“Hmm?”

“Have you heard anything from Holmstead? Before the Gauntlet, I mean.”

Pound goes quiet. Really quiet. For an instant, I expect him to turn, give me a venomous look, and tell me to jump overboard. Instead, his head lowers. And despite all the horrible shit between us, I can’t help but recognize the pain in his posture. I know as well as anyone what it’s like to lose family and be disowned.

“Pound, I—”

“Shut your hole,” he spits. His hands squeeze the railing so tight it seems to bend. “Don’t contact me again unless you have something important to say.”

Silence falls between us.

We don’t speak again until we spot an island in the distance.

“There,” Pound says. “Go around it.”

After a solid push, we approach a pretty island. Green jungle spreads like moss over the surface of rolling hills. Craggy rocks climb its numerous cliffsides. Once we wrap around the island, my breath stops, and I pull back suddenly.

Pound stumbles forward. “What the hell, Elise?”

Then his gaze follows mine, and he goes still. The seconds pass slow. Finally, he laughs, triumph growing on his face.

“GORGANTAUN!” he bellows into the gem. “All hands on deck!”

But while he’s cheering, the gorgantaun’s great head turns, and her golden eyes focus on us. She bellows, making the Gladian quiver. Her tail twists, and she launches right at us.




CHAPTER 20

I MUST FLY TO KEEP US ALIVE. MUST FOCUS, OR WE’RE ALL dead. The gorgantaun’s tail snaps toward us, razored edge rushing to slice the Gladian in half. My arms jerk to the right, and we swerve. The female’s tail whooshes by, narrowly missing our hull.

The Gladian shudders as the beast flies past. Her roar vibrates the helm bubble. After she twists back toward us, I shove my hands forward. The strings resist. My arms shake.

I’m just so exhausted.

She screeches in frustration. Harpoons ricochet off her face and eyes. The crew operates with mad ferocity. No one’s worried about Pound solidifying as Captain. If we don’t take this beast down, she’ll eat us whole.

The beast coils her tail inward, winding it into her body.

“Death launch!” Bryce shouts.

“Move!” Pound yells. “Move, Swabbie!”

My muscles scream as I throw the strings forward. Chest burns. Shoulders on fire. Ten minutes of intense battle has me ready to collapse.

The gorgantaun screeches again. Eldon covers his ears.

“Elise!” Pound bellows.

The beast launches. Shooting toward us with horrible velocity. Hunger and rage in her eyes.

Bryce races for the stern, becoming a tiny figure before the black mouth of the approaching beast. After peering down the barrel of her flak cannon, she fires. The canister twirls in the air, bounces off the beast’s face, and erupts. The explosion sparks the air with blobs of glittering heat.

But the beast shoots through the flak. Unhurt, just angrier than ever. Dammit! How are we supposed to stop one of these things?

The beast’s maw widens over our stern.

“Elise!” Pound cries.

“Stop shouting!” I roar. “I’m trying!”

I shove downward, and we plummet. The Gladian descends so fast, some of the crew tip over. Pound rolls into one of the railing’s nets. He starts yelling again.

Finally, once we put a little distance between us and the beast, I pull back. My biceps sting and my heart feels like it’ll burst.

The gorgantaun shoots after us again. She’s relentless!

The beast nears. And with whatever energy I can muster, I pull us just over the beast’s mouth. We glide right over her snapping snout, but her back spines grind through the hull. Metal screeches. The whole ship rocks. Only the strings keep me from flying off the tile. I push off before more of the hull gets peeled away. As we put distance between us and the beast, my body wavers. My breathing labors. Darkness creeps in the edge of my vision. If I pass out, we’re all dead.

Soon I’m carefully navigating us through the beast’s numerous loops, then we lift above the monster. Her undulating body shines under the sun. A little green slip hides behind the short crest of her head. It’s a bubble of green skin, and the only external view of the enormous gas sac that keeps her afloat.

Never destroy the gas sac, Madeline de Beaumont taught us. It would be the equivalent of exploding an elk. We in Hunter respect the lives we take. And we use everything.

“There’s the sac!” Pound points excitedly. “Fire!”

Sebastian, Eldon, Bryce, and Pound target the sac. Their harpoons, like spears, blast from their launchers. The sharp points aim to puncture. As the harpoons fly, the crew waits. Breathless. But at the last moment, the beast’s head rears back, and the harpoons clang against her crest.

Everyone groans.

The gorgantaun turns toward us.

“Roderick!” Pound bellows. “The clawgun!”

Roderick glances at me.

“But, sir, we’ll—”

“Now!”

Roderick, seated behind the bow, rotates the turret. The crew runs to the stern and clasps the railing. The gorgantaun nears again with metal teeth bared.

Roderick peers through the reticule and fires the triple hook. It’s just a whisper in the air. The chain chases the hook. Then, after a satisfying shunk, the hook punctures the beast’s ribs. It sticks between two scales. And white blood gushes from the shrieking monster.

The chain tightens.

My eyes widen. I set my feet and brace myself.

“Hold on!” Bryce yells.

After a sudden lurch, the gorgantaun jerks us along. The whole ship thrashes as she bellows. Her scales shudder, starting a clicking wave from crest to tail. Everyone shouts. Sebastian flops around.

But Pound stands, thick hands holding the railing, and laughs.

The beast’s scales pop up and down like flippers. A defensive mechanism meant to detach the biting jaws of other gorgantauns. Another wave of scales comes, trying to remove the hook.

“Roderick!” Pound roars. “Do it!”

Roderick mashes the button. And in a blink, we’re reeling toward the beast at an unbelievable speed. The crew tumbles into the nets. Only the strings keep me upright. Our bow approaches the beast, like the point of a sword. Ready to skewer.

As her scales grow huge in my vision, I shut my eyes.

We slam into her. My fingers slip from the rings, and I crash into the glass of the bubble. My vision becomes full of lights. Faintly hear people screaming and the crushing of metal. When my head rises, I find our bow bent, all jagged and mangled. The railing is destroyed.

Roderick’s forehead bleeds. Maybe from smacking the controls.

When I was tossed off the tile, the helm bubble slid away, and I dropped to the deck. The humid air touches my skin as I lie on my back, body stinging.

Gorgantaun blood, like milk, wets our deck. But as I sit up, the blood dribbles from the clawgun’s penetration wound. The bow failed to cut into the beast.

Roderick bashes a button, detaching the hook. The gorgantaun turns on us. Giant, golden eyes burning fear into me.

But we have a backup plan.

Keeton’s lifeboat bursts from the clouds on the right. She aims a cannon from the boat’s edge and while the beast’s focused on us, she fires at the exposed gas sac. The tiny canister spins.

My heart stops. Everything stops as the metal cylinder whistles through the air. Just before connecting, the gorgantaun dips, and the canister explodes harmlessly in the distance.

An ice spider climbs my back.

We’re dead. Pound killed us with this idiotic plan. And he knows it. He becomes still. No longer barking orders.

The gorgantaun veers off from us and focuses on the minuscule lifeboat.

“Keeton, get out of there!” Roderick waves his hands over his head. “Fly, Keeton. Fly!”

But all her lifeboat uses is sails. It doesn’t have a crystal engine to send it screaming into the sky. The gorgantaun hisses, winds its tail, and launches like a javelin.

A cold emptiness floods me. Can’t see Keeton’s face. Can’t hear her screams. Can’t do anything for her.

Keeton frantically loads another canister into the cannon.

Roderick leaps off the turret and steals a launcher. He fires desperately, but his harpoon goes just over the silver scales.

Everyone stops.

Keeton shoots the last canister into the beast’s face. The explosion would’ve cracked our hull. Its heat waves over us. Still, the enraged beast hardly notices. She chomps on the lifeboat, shredding the wood.

“Keeton!” Roderick gasps. “Keeton, no!”

Before the lifeboat disappears, Keeton leaps into the air. Her arms flail as she falls.

Bryce shouts. Roderick stares in horror. Everyone else stands in shock. Watching her drop. Unsure what to do.

But I have a plan.

“Get us out of here!” Pound yells.

I climb up to the platform and hop onto the tile. The Gladian comes to life. The helm bubble slides over me. I flex my middle fingers and we tip forward. Then, just as the beast launches toward us, I throw my hands forward.

The gorgantaun misses us by inches.

“What are you doing?” Pound shouts. “Retreat, Swabbie!”

My fingers flex. Beads of sweat course my forehead. I pull my right arm back, rotating us toward our target. Then I shove again. If I miscalculate, we’ll shoot past her and never get back in time.

Roderick catches my eyes, understands my thinking. He dashes to the middle of the deck, his magboots holding him down despite the fierce winds.

“Yes,” Pound says, “s-save her. Save her, Elise!”

Once we’re beneath Keeton’s plummeting body, I pull back. The strings steady me, but Roderick topples and slides away.

“NO!” he cries.

Keeton tumbles, ready to become a splatter on our deck.

I start a descent to match her fall. But we’re not dropping fast enough. So I leap from the tile. The bubble lowers. And our momentum keeps us sinking. I hurtle off the platform and run, legs throbbing from the magnets, and dive to catch her.

Keeton smashes into me. Wham! My head bangs the metal deck and my vision spins. Arm might have snapped. May have broken another rib, too.

Eldon rushes past us and hops onto the tile. As the gorgantaun roars, falling behind, the shocked crew assembles around Keeton and me. Sebastian stares at me like I’m a strange insect. Pound blinks, confused and worried.

Then everything turns black.




CHAPTER 21

FATHER TAUGHT ME THERE ARE NO SELFLESS ACTS.

Beware those who do something for you, he said, because in time, they’ll expect something in return.

His words are what I consider when I wake on the soft bed of the medical room. A hot, tingling ache travels my left arm. Feel it in my ribs, too. I must’ve been injected with meds. Madeline told us that these meds, developed by Scholar doctors, can heal a cracked bone in thirty-six hours, and sometimes less.

As they course through me, a guilty knife pierces my heart. Mother. If only I could’ve given her real meds like this. Not like the ones that Pound stole, but genuine meds that would’ve done more than ease her suffering. Ones that would’ve made her the noble Lady of Holmstead again.

And as I sit, I hear her voice. Many sail with the wind, she whispers. It’s the easier path. But sometimes you must turn against it. And even as it lashes against your hull, you need to continue. Need to do what others won’t because you are strong, and because you are good.

Well, I went against the winds when I saved Keeton. And not once, as her body tumbled toward me, did I consider what it’d mean for my rising.

Is it possible that there are selfless acts?

A figure sits beside my bed. She’s leaning against the armrest, legs buckled, and sleeping. Apparently, the fall affected me more than her. Can’t spot a single bruise on her.

“Keeton.”

She stirs, then bolts upright. “Conrad. You’re awake.”

“How long have you been here?”

She massages her tired eyes and yawns. “Since yesterday.”

“You slept here?”

Her mouth twitches, unsure whether to smile or frown. Finally, she reaches out and catches my hand in hers. My instinct is to pull away, but when I meet her brown eyes, I freeze.

“I owe you everything,” she says.

“It was nothing.”

“Nothing?” She squeezes my hand tighter. “You saved me, Conrad. I’ve been a stain to you, and you still saved my life.”

“How do you know I don’t want something in return?”

“Do you?”

She stares at me. And I pull in a long, deep breath. I should want something in return. Allegiance. But that’s not why I saved her.

“I think I understand you now,” she says.

“Oh?”

“Yes. You are singularly focused on rising, but that doesn’t mean you’ll kick everyone off the starboard bow on your way to the top. No, I think you’ll rise because you are better than them. Because you’re supposed to be above them.”

We’re quiet, and she continues holding my hand. Not sure why I let her, but there’s a strange comfort about her. Familial. And maybe, deep down, I’ve been craving human contact. Since Mother died, very few have looked at me as more than a tool or an obstacle. I don’t sense either from her.

“I need to apologize,” she says. “You didn’t try to kill Patience.”

“No.”

“When I heard the story about how you led her into the gorgantaun’s tail, I couldn’t help but believe it. That first night I met you, you were the antisocial one, sitting in the corner, brooding. Took a lot just to get you to talk. You have trust issues.”

I shift a little. She knows me too well.

“The only person I really see you with is Roderick. I want to change that. Do you need another friend?”

She smiles. Pretty and happy.

“I . . .”

“Well, I am your friend even if you don’t accept, Conrad. On my island, Littleton, we have a custom. When one sacrifices for another, they are owed a debt. I am in your debt until I can repay you equally. You’ve my support, a hundred percent. As we say where I’m from, ‘I am yours.’ Thank you, Conrad of Elise.”

She stops me before I can argue. And gently, a little smile creases my lips. Maybe, I’ll rise not by being the biggest and meanest bastard, but by being a strong person who chooses what is right over what is easy.

Mother would have it no other way.

✦ ✦ ✦

After visits from Roderick and Bryce, both of whom were elated to see me doing so well, the medical room’s door opens a final time.

Sebastian.

He lowers into the seat beside my bed and brushes his bangs from his emerald eyes. Just seeing him makes my stomach churn. Even as roommates, we haven’t spoken much more than a few dozen words since Patience’s death.

“I’m sorry,” he says, touching my forearm. “I’m sorry for how cold I was to you after . . . after her death.” His lip trembles. He’s just a boy in that chair, boots barely touching the floor. “Patience was my everything, and when she was taken from me, I . . . I didn’t know how to respond.”

I force myself to not scowl. “Sebastian, I’m sorry for Patience, but if you came here seeking my friendship, you’ll not find it.”

His hand pulls away.

“I know what you are, Sebastian. You had me tricked, early on, a brownnosing underachiever with some social skills. That was only a mask. You need everyone to underestimate you so you can strike.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“Don’t play dumb, Sebastian; it’s beneath the both of us. You have been pretending to be unintelligent for months.”

We sit in silence for a few seconds, and his bangs slide over his eyes again. Only his pink mouth is visible.

“Regardless of how you feel about me, Conrad, we can still work together. Pound needs to be removed. We aren’t getting kills. We are losing. And he’s going to get us killed.” He pauses, his next words delicate. “Thing is, we can’t just remove him. We need a replacement.”

“And you believe you’re the one we need?”

“Maybe.”

“You must be pretty desperate if you’ve come to me.”

“I have support.”

“How much?”

His mouth grins. “That depends on if you support me.”

I hate him. Fear him. No one saw what I saw when he broke Samantha’s neck. They saw an accident, but I saw premeditation. I saw planning. I saw someone who reminded me of Uncle.

“What will you give me for my support?” I ask.

“Didn’t think you one to barter.” He grins again. “You fly well. But I already promised Navigator to someone else.”

Eldon must be his second.

“You want my support?” I say. “There are conditions.”

“Name them.”

“First, I still want Swabbie.”

He blinks, confused.

I’m not ready to take over yet. Swabbie allows me a chance to work on my project. And when I win the Captaincy, I want to have proven my strength so thoroughly that I’ll never face a mutiny.

“Is that all?” he asks.

“No. Even though I’ll be Swabbie, I will not polish your boots. I will not be your servant. Let me do my work in peace. Let me sleep.”

“Done. You will be treated with utmost respect.”

“Second, Roderick retains his position.”

“You’re making this easy.”

“Third, I want a public apology for the lie you spread about me.”

His bangs slide away from his face. “What lie?”

“I’ve already told you to stop playing dumb.”

He grins a little. “Fair enough. I’ll offer an apology before the crew.”

“There’s one more thing.”

“Name it.”

My face hardens. Voice gains an edge. “I want you to tell the whole crew that when you broke Samantha’s neck, it was no accident. She insulted you, and you wanted her to suffer. You will tell the crew why you smiled when she went down. Most important, you’ll tell the whole crew why you cried afterward.”

An awkward, surprised laugh sneaks from him. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“I didn’t break her neck on purpose. Only a monster would do that.”

“These are my conditions.”

He stares at me, tongue sliding over his yellow teeth. For a moment, his mouth opens, ready to say something else. Then he stands, straightens the black jacket over his uniform, and leaves.

I feel like spitting after him. Sebastian’s a snake. He knows if he admitted guilt, revealed the darkest pit inside him, he’ll be defanged. All a snake can do without teeth is slither into a den and hide.

Sebastian will never have my support.

✦ ✦ ✦

Pound still needs to be replaced.

Everyone except the Captain gathers in the dark of the lowest level. Soft lights illuminate the serious expressions of those around me. I sit on the grated steel of the bottom stair with Keeton beside me and Roderick a few stairs above us.

My support grows, but Madeline warned me about what I’d have to do if I genuinely want this ship. Even if I have an opening now, my support among the rest of the crew won’t be long lasting. No, I’ll have to do something truly incredible and prove there’s no sense in challenging me.

Bryce leans against the wall, arms folded, while Sebastian stands in the center of us, making his case.

Eldon stands as his second.

A week has passed in the Gauntlet, and we’re finally free to mutiny against Pound.

“We need a new Captain,” Sebastian says. “Where’s Pound now? Hiding away in his cabin ever since he ordered us to abandon Keeton.”

There’s silence.

“As far as I am concerned,” Keeton says, folding her arms, “Conrad should be Captain. He saved my life.”

“Second,” Roderick says.

Bryce’s head turns toward my support. Discomfort in her posture. Eyes on Keeton. Looking hurt. Betrayed.

Eldon laughs. “The Swabbie?” His face darkens when he meets my gaze. “What has he done to earn Captain? Has he cleaned your shoes well, Master Gunner?”

“What has the Cook earned?” Keeton asks.

“He can’t even cook rice,” Roderick says. “And his hot beef is icy—sorry Sebastian, but it is. You’re a terrible Cook.”

A few people laugh.

Eldon’s mouth shuts. Sebastian looks venomous.

“Thank you, Keeton and Roderick,” I say, still seated. “But I decline.”

The room goes quiet.

Bryce stares at me, shocked. Perhaps I should nominate her. Then again, she was the top of her class. Has intelligence that rivals my own. And if she becomes Captain, she’ll be hard to remove.

Roderick nudges me. Perhaps wondering what the hell I’m thinking. This is my chance. And maybe rejecting the Captaincy is insane, but this is a time for risks.

“The Spiculous got another kill today,” Bryce says, directing us back to the topic of Pound’s removal. “The Calamus got one, too. We need a new Captain now.”

“And that is you, Quartermaster?” Eldon asks.

“Me?” she points at herself. “No. I think Sebastian would make a solid, temporary Captain.”

“Temporary?” Sebastian repeats.

“Until you prove you can solidify. Otherwise, be thankful you have my support.”

My eyes narrow. Bryce doesn’t recognize what Sebastian is. There’s only one person here whom I’d really trust as the Captain: my most loyal support and strongest friend. The one who doesn’t even want High. But I hold my tongue because there’s a risk to nominating him. He might stop talking to me just for taking Master Gunner away from him.

Sebastian stands, looking around for more support. Even with Bryce and Eldon, he still doesn’t have enough to displace Pound. He needs a majority of seven.

“Sebastian, it appears you’re one vote shy of Captain,” I say. “You know what you must do to get my support. Will only take a few words.”

His look is toxic.

“What words?” Eldon asks.

“Oh, so you haven’t told Eldon?” I say. “He probably should know. Tell him, Sebastian.”

As Sebastian scowls, something stomps overhead. The stairs clang as heavy boots descend. Soon Pound appears over us as a colossal shadow, the lights at his back, bald head hidden in darkness. A cold fear punctures me. When Atwoods have their backs to a wall, they revert to a primal, animallike state. Become even more dangerous.

“A gathering,” he rumbles. “Not surprised.”

His heavy feet boom as he steps past me and stands in the center of us.

Keeton glances at me, unsure of what to do.

Pound’s face wrinkles with complete revulsion. Anger. Hurt. Yet, he does something I do not expect.

He kneels before Keeton.

“I’m sorry.” He catches her hand and bows his head. “I’m so sorry.”

I stare, confused. He must be lying. A trick. This was the boy who beat me in the Lows. But as I see the words spill out of him, and, unbelievably, the wetness in his eyes, my mouth clamps shut.

Keeton pats his hand. “It—it’s okay.”

He exhales a relieved breath and stands. “I lost my family. And when I tried to win them back, I became something I’m not. I’m no beast. I haven’t been sleeping at night, not just because I was planning, but because I can’t get Patience’s image from my head. And I nearly left Keeton to the same fate.” He pauses. “At what point is winning back my family no longer worth it?” He bites his lip. “I’m unfit for Captain.”

I watch in amazement as he plucks off his golden Captain badge. No one even knows what to say or do.

“I will vote for a new Captain,” he says. “For anyone but Urwin.”

Sebastian slinks to his side, and a horrible warning fills my gut. And I recall the coins Sebastian gave Pound so he could enter the Selection.

Sebastian grins evilly. “I always felt you had great talents, Pound. I’d follow you to victory. But maybe you’re right, maybe you do need to step aside. Learn from one of us so you can become a Captain on a veteran ship of your very own one day. Please, Pound, I need only one more vote of support. I’d be honored to have yours.”

“You?” Pound looks at him. “Your beans are shit.”

“My command won’t be.”

Pound strokes his chin, glances around at the rest of the crew to see if anyone else aims for Captain, then holds out his hand to Sebastian. “Fine. You have my vote.”

My heart sinks. Sebastian is dangerous, and now I don’t know where I’ll gain more support. Bryce will never vote for me because she knows I’ll be too difficult to remove. Eldon won’t. Pound would rather die.

I’m stuck.

“It’s official: Sebastian is the new Captain,” Bryce says. “Congratulations.”

Pound does the honor of pinning the badge to Sebastian’s proud breast. Sebastian’s fingers tenderly touch the gold, and he has the same yellow smile he had after Samantha. It’s a creepy, twitchy thing that pulls his lips high, making him look unhinged.

“Now then,” Sebastian says, voice with a new authority, “I’m making some changes. Crew of the Gladian, these are your positions.”

He plays with the teal badge of Cook as he walks around us, savoring his new power. Looks at me. At Keeton and Roderick.

He turns. “Pound.”

He pins the Cook badge onto the brute’s enormous chest.

“You’re making me Cook?” Pound rumbles. “A filthy damn Low?”

“Congratulations.”

“But—but I just voted for you.”

“Thank you, Cook. You are dismissed. Make us some lunch. It better be good.”

Pound’s fists pop. He snarls. But instead of turning Sebastian into mash, he storms away and punches the wall as he ascends the stairs.

“The first problem with Pound’s leadership,” Sebastian says, “is we had people in the wrong positions. Bryce of Damon, you are our new Strategist. And—”

“You’re demoting me?!”

“Strategist is a great honor. But I don’t quite trust you as well as I’d like, so Eldon of Bartemius, you are our new Quartermaster. Additionally, Eldon, I’d like you to retain your position as Navigator.”

We don’t have a badge for Strategist—that was lost with Patience—so when Sebastian removes Bryce’s pin, she has nothing. Eldon stands proudly as Sebastian pins the blue badge of Quartermaster beside his red Navigator one.

Furious betrayal colors Bryce’s face.

Sebastian looks to the rest of us. “You all retain your positions, but consider that if you displease me, I’ll change your rank. Prove your loyalty to me, and maybe you’ll rise to a position you prefer. You do remember that if we win, you’re awarded money based on your final rank.”

He smiles.

“Now then, Quartermaster,” he says to Eldon, “follow me to my new cabin. It’s time we celebrated.” They start up the stairs. “Oh, and Swabbie?” He doesn’t even bother glancing back. “When you bring my luggage, remember that my boots have some scuffs that need waxing.”




CHAPTER 22

I’M SITTING ON THE RUG OF THE CAPTAIN’S CABIN, SLATHERING an empty boot in shoe wax. Black streaks follow my yellow rag. Fortunately, Sebastian doesn’t have gorgantaun-sized feet like Pound.

Sebastian watches from his desk, mouth hidden behind folded hands. The desk seems impossibly big for him; the chair doesn’t fit him; yet there he is, watching me, eyes smiling.

He glances at the Gauntlet Board on the wall beside the bookshelf. The silver border flashes, indicating a score update.

CALAMUS (2)

SPICULOUS (2)

TELEMUS (1)

ORNATUS (.5)

The Ornatus just received a half point, probably for a kill that wasn’t retrievable. Once the blinking stops, I take the next boot and use a finger, coated by the rag, to maneuver around the laces and eyelets.

Sebastian’s face darkens. “We need a kill.”

The Calamus and Spiculous race ahead of us, both on target to break the long-held Trainee record of five kills. If Sebastian leads us to a kill, the crew might settle with him, because although most want Captain, they’ll be perfectly happy to win the whole thing and take the prize money instead.

They can always become Captain of another ship later.

Sebastian sinks back, clicking a pen while he reads Bryce’s latest hunt proposal. He lowers the papers and rubs his eyes. “Why do you like her?”

My rag digs into the tin of polish.

“Swabbie, I’m speaking to you.”

“Who says I like her?”

He laughs. “It’s obvious. But I think you’d feel differently about her if you knew what I know.” He smiles to himself. “Getting her vote was luck, but now she will have to keep supporting me. Once she realizes what I know about her, that is.”

I meet his little eyes. And shockingly, I find myself already missing Pound’s command. At least Pound didn’t play cryptic games.

“I’m interested in work,” I say. “Either tell me what you know or shut your damn mouth.”

“Tsk, tsk. Not a way to talk to your Captain.”

“Going to toss me in the brig?”

He laughs. “Why do that, when I can have you polish my boots on the floor beneath me?” He leans back. “I have an Urwin under my heels. Me, a lifelong Mid from Holmstead.”

“Congratulations.”

He chuckles before turning the page. Silence falls over us again.

Eventually, I cap the wax tin shut, click it onto my belt, and approach the mahogany desk. “Your boots are shined, sir.”

“Done already?”

“I’m efficient.”

He squints at me. “You seem eager to scrub the deck. Doing anything else up there I should know about?”

“No.”

He flips his pen onto the desk. It rolls across the paper. “Pound did a horrible job keeping inventory. And he never had his Quartermaster do inspections.” He watches me. “Apparently, the sail for our remaining lifeboat is completely ruined. Cut into shreds. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“I don’t clean the lifeboats.”

“If the Gladian fails, we die.”

“Don’t know what to tell you, Sebastian. I’ve never been ordered around the lifeboats.”

He searches my face for a twitch, for a shifting eye, anything. I meet his gaze, bored and tired.

Finally, he waves me off. “Keep an eye out for gorgantauns, will you?”

Once I leave his cabin, my breathing tightens. Face burns. I’m so damn close to finishing my project and my plan. Fortunately, when Sebastian became Captain, the first thing I did was move my project somewhere closer to me. I’d planned to finish it tonight, but Sebastian’s smart. So, for the first time in a few days, I enter the cleaning closet to get supplies for scrubbing the deck.

The faucet squeaks and cool water rushes through the hose coils, filling the bucket. After snatching some soap, I unhook a mop and leave.

Then, under eerie clouds, I splash the mop onto the deck.

It’s a cold night. In the distance, a competing skyship hovers. Tiny lights expose its windows, and the crescent moon leaves it under a gray hue. Not sure which ship it is; maybe the Laminan, another kill-less ship.

An hour passes. The hatch opens with a quiet hiss. I stuff the rag into the water again and splash bubbles onto the portside railing.

“You’re cleaning tonight,” Bryce says.

“Come to watch?”

“Actually, I need to talk.”

She leans against the railing and folds her arm. I continue swirling the rag over the steel. Polishing off bird droppings.

“What’s on your mind, Bryce?”

She hesitates. “No one understands how badly my people need help. And now we have a snake in command.” She spits into the sky. “Something tells me he’ll be much more difficult to remove than Pound. He’s smart. Rejected three of my hunt proposals already. Discovers all the flaws I build in. With the last plan, he really hated the idea of using flares during a night hunt.”

“That doesn’t seem like a bad plan.”

Bryce smiles. “See. Even you didn’t recognize it. Gorgantauns are attracted to light, sure. But they’re not mesmerized by it.” She sighs. “After that, Sebastian told me he’ll drop me to Low if I suggest another ‘weak’ plan.”

She sighs and rests her hands on her hips.

“Sebastian said something about you tonight,” I say. “He says he has leverage over you because he knows your secret.”

She raises an eyebrow. “What secret?”

I shrug. “Probably nothing. He’s a liar. In five days, we can mutiny.”

“That’s too long.”

We go quiet.

“So, you’ve built support,” she says. “Are they reliable? Once Sebastian starts shifting ranks, will they stay loyal to you?”

“You’d have to ask them.”

She breathes in, turns around, and peers at the competing skyship. “You saved Keeton’s life. But I saved yours.”

“Ah,” I say, dropping the rag into the bucket, “so that wasn’t a selfless act after all.”

“Impossible to rise in this world with pure goodness in your heart.”

“You are more bitter than when I first met you.”

“Hunter has changed me. Made me realize some things.”

“Like what?”

“That Meritocracy has created monsters. Everyone trying to rise, not caring who they climb over in the process. Loyalty and honor mean almost nothing.” She stares at me. “Back in the Academy, you told me you’d help me become Captain. Is that still true?”

I freeze. And perhaps she sees it in my posture, because when I glance at her, she has ice in her eyes.

“Bryce, I need to become Captain. I only need one more vote when we mutiny. Be my Quartermaster, help me win this thing, and I’ll have this ship. My own crew. We can help your people.”

Her face hardens. “Why did you lie to me?”

“Honestly? Because I like you.”

“You like me?” She scoffs. “You don’t even know me. If you did, you’d change your mind. My mission is far more important than yours.”

“What mission?”

“To stop a war.”

“War? With the gorgantauns?”

“No. Beyond them.”

My brow knits. “But I thought your mission was to stop your island from starving?”

“It is.”

“Well, I can help with that. You’ll still make money if you’re the Quartermaster. We can feed your people.”

“It isn’t the money that’s important.”

“Then what is?”

She hesitates before throwing her hands up. “I’m so tired of all these games with you people. Who can I trust? No one apparently. How the hell are we supposed to rise if we don’t have anyone to help us get there? And you know what the sad part is? I’m turning into one of you. I lie, just like everyone else. I’ve even lied to you.”

“Bryce . . .”

“No,” she says. “I’m done hearing your birdshit. You listen to me.” She points a finger in my face. “You are just as selfish as all the others in this world. You saved Keeton because you wanted another ally. You knew the ways of her island, the custom of a life debt.”

“I did not.”

“You saved her because she’s just a tool to you. Like Sebastian used Patience’s death to get the crew’s sympathy. You are a twisted, sick person. I hope the war you caused was worth it. Maybe you’ll rise to Captain, but I won’t help you get there.”

We stare at each other in silence, then she goes for the hatch, leaving me feeling uncomfortable and angry. And when she’s gone, I kick over the bucket and stomp to the railing.

I breathe deeply to calm my raging heart. It wasn’t long ago that Bryce was the optimistic one. The one who told me there was goodness in all people. My lie robbed her of that. She will not join me. And without her, I’m stuck. My only option is to do what Madeline said I’d have to do.

To rise, I must take down a gorgantaun by myself. I resolve to finish the project, regardless of Sebastian’s watchful eye.

Soon the whole damn crew will see why I should be Captain.




CHAPTER 23

THE GLADIAN’S AWAKE, DESPITE THE SLEEPING CREW. THE corridor hums under my boots as Eldon maneuvers us through the early-morning sky in search of gorgantauns. I catch the wonky knob of my door. Soft light cracks into the room, creating a line on the annoyed eyes of my enormous roommate on the bottom bunk.

I climb the rickety ladder and flop onto my bed. Exhausted. All this sleep deprivation is probably making me go slowly insane. Should’ve slept a couple extra hours, but I finished my project in the cleaning closet.

After pulling the blanket up and rolling onto my side, I watch the gray morning through the window.

“Elise,” Pound rumbles. “When are you making your move?”

“Move?”

“Don’t play dumb.” He angrily thumps the mattress beneath me. “When?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Birdshit! You think I’m oblivious to your workings at night?”

I pause. “Deck’s always clean, yeah?”

“Don’t deflect. You were building something up there. Noticed after I was demoted. And tonight, when I went to take a leak, I saw you in the cleaning closet, attaching something to your body. You left the door ajar, you idiot.”

My mouth becomes dry.

“Sebastian’s investigating the destroyed lifeboat,” he says. “He’d reward me greatly for information. This is what he wants, yes? For us to rise under him. Maybe he’d make me . . . Strategist.”

Chills prick my body. “What do you want, Pound?”

“What do I want?” He lets the question linger. “What I want is unattainable; I’ll not be Captain of the Gladian again. You know my family. And you know we can’t abide cheaters in power. We value strength above all else. Sebastian’s not strong, he’s a cheater. But you . . . Conrad, I hope your project kills you. I hope when you go after a gorgantaun on your own, you die.”

“Thanks for your support.”

“Be quiet! Despite what you may believe, I’m no sore loser. When I resigned, I tried to do so with dignity, but Sebastian spat all over me. Treated me like a dog. He changed, shifted into something else once the power was his. I thought he was a friend, though a brownnosing one. He is false.

“He didn’t win because of strength or merit, he won because I hated you and the others settled for someone they thought was weak. You should be Captain now. Roderick and Keeton follow you because you are strong. I tried to beat you down. Thought I’d be able to throw you into the brig after only a day, yet you persevered. Did everything I asked. While I was assigning you duties and getting people killed, you were preparing your project and trying to save lives. All on a few hours of sleep a night. I hate you, but I respect what you’ve done.”

“Pound, I—”

“Shut your noisy mouth. If your project kills you, then I’ll consider at least one thing went right during the Gauntlet. But should you survive? Should you win?” He fills his huge lungs. “Then maybe you’ll gain a powerful ally.”

Silence engulfs us.

I open my mouth, but he cuts me off.

“Don’t speak, Conrad. I don’t want to hear your Urwin voice, your Urwin logic, your Urwinness. It’ll make me change my mind. So shut your hole and let me stew in my hatred of Sebastian. Silently.”

I don’t say a word to him again, but I can’t stop smiling.

✦ ✦ ✦

After forking in another bite of Pound’s traditional Holmstead breakfast, I nearly shut my eyes, savoring the moist egg crumble on my tongue. At the back, near the stoves, Pound watches me eat. He might’ve spat in my food, but I don’t care.

He empties another batch of steaming eggs into a tray beneath the hot lamp and spreads out the buttered toast.

“No seconds for you, birdfart.”

“Thanks, Pound.”

“Eat my toe mold.”

He hangs his apron and stomps from the cafeteria, his duties complete for the morning.

I stir the cheesy, salty eggs on my tray and poke a pink cube of ham. Just as I bite down, a figure enters through the door. She looks tired and stressed. Bryce doesn’t meet my eyes, doesn’t speak to me, only takes her filled tray to the other table and sits, back facing me.

We eat in silence.

Roderick enters with a big, obnoxious yawn. He scratches his belly. “What’d Mister Cook make this time?”

“You wouldn’t like it,” I say.

“Yeah, nice try. You’re not getting my firsts as your seconds.”

He soon plops beside me, shoveling food into his mouth like a starved animal, ham dropping into his beard. He only stops when Keeton arrives. Cheese sticks to his chin.

I toss him my napkin. “How do you miss your mouth?”

Roderick ducks beneath the table when Keeton looks our way and wipes himself clean. Once she takes the open spot across from us, Roderick sits a little straighter, talks less, and takes slower, careful bites.

I elbow him. “Invite her.”

“Not now,” he hisses.

“What are you boys murmuring about?” Keeton asks, peering suspiciously at us from over her coffee mug.

“Nothing,” Roderick says. “Absolutely nothing.”

She shrugs and looks at Bryce. “Nice to see you alive. Missed you in our room the past few nights. Sleeping in the command room?”

Bryce nods.

“Well, I think the plan you’ve made is pretty much perfect,” Keeton says. “So long as we find a sleeping gorgantaun.”

At the reminder of Bryce’s latest plan, nerves coil my insides. My only hope is that we won’t find a sleeping gorgantaun. Unfortunately, we spotted migrating blobons in the area yesterday. Gorgantauns favor them as prey and get a little sleepy after such a rich meal.

Roderick leans his head against his arm on the table and watches Keeton eat.

I grumble. “Keeton. Roderick has something to ask you.”

He looks ready to strangle me with his mutton chops.

She lowers her mug and blinks at him. “What is it, Rod?”

“It’s nothing.” Roderick tugs at his collar. “Well, maybe. I guess I was wondering . . . if you’d be interested in seeing some of my inventions? I mean, strictly just for fun—or business. Or whatever.”

“Inventions? Like that clawgun thing that nearly got us killed?”

His face reddens. “Uh, yes.”

She studies him. “Sure. I’d love to see what you’re up to. Seems like we should get to know each other a little better. The Master Gunner and Mechanic should collaborate. It’s good for the ship.”

I’ve never seen him look happier.

She finishes her final bite. “Well, boys, I’d better head to the engine. Sebastian thinks I can get it up to one hundred and seventy-five percent, and I don’t want to find out what’ll happen if I tell him that’s impossible. Personally, I think the engine’ll burst. But what the hell, eh? Let me know when you want me to come by, Rod.”

She smiles at him.

“Will do.” Roderick giggles. He watches her go, eyes bright as her hips gently sway before she vanishes out the door. He turns to me. “That was great!”

“I was a little disappointed,” I say. “Thought you’d use one of your signature lines on her.”

He laughs. “I already told you, that’s for regular girls, not the—”

“Attention, crew of the Gladian,” Sebastian’s soft voice echoes through our gems. “Eldon just informed me he has spotted a gorgantaun pod. And even better news: they’re asleep.”

My heart sinks.

“Report to the deck,” the Captain orders. “It’s time to hunt.”

In an instant we scramble out from the benches and race through the corridor. This is it. Two more days, and I might’ve been able to mutiny. Instead, Sebastian’s going to solidify and I’m going to lose.




CHAPTER 24

COLD RAIN STREAKS MY GOGGLES WHILE ELDON FLIES US into gray clouds. We burst from the haze, and a towering island appears before us. Two gorgantauns sail directly above the island’s green ridges, their eyes glazed over, their stomachs bulging as they lazily suck in fat blobons.

Sebastian stands in the center of the deck, watching through a spyglass, victory in his expression.

The gorgantauns seem drugged, eyes hardly open as they idly slither in a slow-moving twister. The brainless blobons blanket the sky, practically a cloud of them. These metallic beasts, with electrical tendrils hanging from their squat torsos, float aimlessly, caught in the vortex of the gorgantauns’ wake.

My hair rises from all the kinetic energy in the air. If there’s one place you don’t want to be on a skyship, it’s near a blobon cloud. Not just because blobons will latch onto your hull and eat through the metal, but because bigger, more deadly things often follow them.

Eldon dips us, scrambling my stomach.

“Keep your heads down,” Bryce warns us. “If one of their tendrils catch you, there’s nothing we can do.”

I can’t help but swallow as I crouch. Death by electrocution. And your body will be pulled upward, where you’ll be cocooned and slowly digested until only your bones float inside.

My fingers twitch. Never been around blobons. And neither has most of the crew. Madeline taught us to avoid them, not fly toward them.

“Stay beneath the cloud, Navigator,” Sebastian says through the gem. “Close to the island.”

We fly so low, the Gladian cuts through the jungle’s branches like an axe. Makes the ship shudder.

The two gorgantauns continue their feast, hardly aware of anything at all. The class-five undulates through the blobons. He’s a bull, with a massive crest surrounding his cranium. Various dents mark his torso, presumably from mating fights with other bulls. And based on these battle scars, he’s aggressive.

For now, he sleeps.

My finger taps near the trigger of my shoulder cannon. With a simple press, I could spur him awake. Sabotage the hunt. But none would believe it was an accident, and I’d be tossed in the brig.

Eldon pulls the strings to his hips, gliding us to a smooth stop beneath the eye of the living cyclone of monsters.

“Navigator,” Sebastian says through the gem, “rise.”

We grasp the railing. Eldon tips us vertical until we’re aimed at the foggy sun. Severe light burns in my retinas. My magboots help me maintain my balance, but pressure builds in my ankles.

“Hang on!” Roderick yells.

Eldon thrusts forward and we launch. The wind flattens our faces. He delicately maneuvers us through the eye of the storm. As we’re flying, Bryce and Roderick fire harpoons at any blobon that comes close. Each time they hit one, it pops, and its shiny entrails fall like streamers.

Finally, we level out inside the ring of the gorgantauns. They circle around us. Silently enjoying their meal.

“Wait for the gap, Navigator,” Sebastian whispers.

I stop breathing. My hands shake.

“Now!”

We hurtle into the storm of beasts, our harpoons peppering blobons, until we fly directly behind the bull.

Roderick raises his arms in a silent cheer. Pound smiles. Even I feel a little elated, until I see Sebastian’s face.

“Great work,” Sebastian says as Eldon pulls us back, matching the bull’s lazy pace.

We’re surrounded by blobons, and we’re within a few feet of the bull’s tail. The incredible beast stretches over five hundred feet. Behind us, beyond the stern, a female gorgantaun follows. She’s swimming and eating. Eyes closed.

Sebastian raises a hand. “On my mark, Master Gunner.”

Once our stern aligns with the female’s mouth, Sebastian drops his hand.

Roderick kicks open the stern’s gate, and Pound heaves a shoulder into a barrel filled with explosive powder. Soon the barrel floats in the sky, packed with gorgantaun gas to make it bob like an anchored boat in choppy water.

Roderick and Pound push out two more.

“Excellent,” Sebastian says. “Take us out, Navigator.”

In seconds we’re firing harpoons as we sink back through the center of the vortex of creatures, over the island, and away from the blobon cloud.

And now, at a safe distance, Eldon turns us to face the gorgantauns. I lift a spyglass from my belt. The female follows a line of blobons, idly slurping them into her mouth. Finally, she nears the first barrel.

Sebastian shakes with excitement.

The gorgantaun eats the first barrel. Then the second and the third. We wait as they stew in her gut, splashing around in acid until . . .

BOOM!

A golden-red explosion rocks the sky. The gorgantaun’s ribs erupt and chunks of hot, burning flesh scatter. The beast’s scream pops the nearest blobons while the shockwave reverberates through the cyclone.

The female sinks, her gas sac punctured, body flayed in half.

Sebastian laughs. Eldon cheers. But the rest of the deck silently watches the beast fall. Sebastian succeeded, but we’re supposed to save our kills. Gorgantaun scales are melted down to create hulls. Their gas is used as flotation. Their meat is sent to the islands.

Still, our spyship will credit us for a half kill. Perhaps enough for Sebastian to solidify his position as the best to lead us.

All he must do next is order Eldon to fly us away, and the Gladian is his.

The bull’s eyes narrow on his falling mate, and he releases a tremendous roar. Sends quivers through the ship.

“Orders, Captain?” Eldon asks nervously.

Sebastian stomps forward, beside me at the bow, fingers gripping the net’s coils. He stares at the enraged beast. Then something flashes in his eye. Greed. It’s a look I’ve seen too many times. From Uncle. From Pound. Sebastian will never be satisfied, not until he’s at the top of the heap.

When the bull’s golden eyes discover us, I step back. His tail coils inward, winding into a death launch, and he rockets toward us, bursting through the blobon cloud.

“Turn up your magnetics,” Sebastian cries. “We’re taking it down.”

Bryce and I share a nervous glance as we crank the dials on our belts. We’re not ready for a class-five.

The bull’s golden eyes give us a glimpse of hell. His mouth widens. We launch harpoons at his face, but they clang off his eyelids. Just before he swallows us, Eldon lifts us. My head whips back. We rise just over the snout, but not high enough.

The crest crashes into us.

SLAM!

We bounce along his back. Enormous spines stab holes into our ship. I smack, shoulder-first, into the deck. My brain rattles. Roderick yells. Bryce holds her broken arm, screaming. My shoulder cannon slips away, sliding across the deck.

Just before the next impact, I dive to catch a railing. Even with my magboots up to full strength, I lock my forearms around the bar.

“Get us out of here!” I shout. “Eldon, fly!”

But when I glance back, Eldon’s hanging like a marionette, caught in a tangled mess of strings. The bull comes again. Lord of the air. A great terror of the islands. And, for the first time, I glimpse dread in Sebastian’s face.

“Brace!” I yell.

The bull bashes into us, flipping us onto our side. The Gladian groans like a fallen animal. The force yanks my boots’ grip from the deck. I shout, clinging to the railing, my feet dangling beneath me. There’s open air under my boots. If I slip, I’ll tumble to the black clouds.

“Navigator!” Pound yells. “Eldon! Wake up.”

Sebastian hugs the railing beside me, but his grip loosens, and he catches my legs. His desperate fingers dig in my calves. I wince. The added weight pulls on my shoulders. Makes me gasp. And the railing digs against my forearms.

Eldon stirs. Blinking in confusion at the jumbled strings. A moment later the Gladian moans as he attempts to right us. But the bull comes back again. Sideswipes us. Makes us spin. I barely hold on. Feel dizzy.

Sebastian screams as he slips to my boots. His frantic fingers latch on.

Our combined weight presses against my forearms. The railing crushes my tendons. I can’t bear this. After the bull brushes us again, I slip, and only my hands grip the railing.

“Conrad!” Roderick yells while safely strapped in a turret. “Don’t let go!”

My fingers turn white. It’s either me or Sebastian. I could shake him off, kick his face until his fingers loosen. None would blame me. And there’d be no one in my way of becoming Captain.

But I will not rise the wrong way. No, I will prove I’m the best.

“Sebastian, I’m swinging you to the deck.”

“No,” he says.

“When you hit the deck, let go. You’ll slide into the net below. Trust me.”

“I don’t.”

With my remaining strength, I sway toward the deck. After a few swings, Sebastian’s nearly hitting the deck.

“Let go!” I shout.

“NO!”

When we rock back, over the open sky, his fingers slide off me. And a horrifying chill fills me as his life falls away.

“Sebastian!”

His fingers reach frantically at nothing as he sinks. I can’t do anything but shout. And listen to him scream.

“NO!” Eldon cries.

Sebastian’s arm smashes into the railing below, but his momentum keeps him dropping, cartwheeling into the sky.

I feel cold. It isn’t my fault. He let go too late. It isn’t my fault.

Sebastian spins in the air, falling on and on. The bull’s eyes narrow on him and it steers away from us, launching after Sebastian.

Can’t believe this is happening. His fingers still dig in my leg. His voice still grates in my ear.

The beast approaches him. Roderick fires a pointless harpoon. And then we all scream as Sebastian gets sucked into the gorgantaun’s mouth.

Eldon finally straightens the ship, and I hit the deck. My magboots snap back on.

“Get us out of here, Eldon!” Bryce yells, holding her broken arm. “Now!”

The bull turns on us again while Eldon pushes. But the Gladian shudders under the commands, refusing. Eldon’s face pales. He pushes again, the strings extended, but the Gladian sputters. A whining noise echoes under our feet.

“It’s not working!” he shouts.

“Keeton,” Bryce yells into her gem. “What’s up with the engine?”

No response.

“Keeton?”

“I’m on my way.” Pound lifts the hatch and jumps inside.

The bull charges. Roderick’s harpoons strike the beast, and one even manages to rip off a scale, but that’s it. Eldon’s shaking arms pull us just over the bull’s mouth. We bounce along the spiny back and sink off his side. Once below the beast, I go rigid as the bull’s tail whips toward us.

“Hold on!”

It strikes us with the ferocity of a scorpion’s attack. Slices through the ship as easily as a shovel cuts into mud. The Gladian’s nearly cleaved in two. Still hovering. Sparking. But whatever life she had is gone.

The Gladian is broken.

Meanwhile the bull roars, circling us. Toying like a cat around a mutilated mouse. Everyone stands around, frozen. Some glance at the lifeboat. But why have a lifeboat if it can’t fly us away quick enough? It’s only meant to keep us afloat, not escape a gorgantaun.

As the beast turns to face us, I rise and wipe the blood from my nose. My brow furrows. When I was just a boy, I was left on an island with a prowlon. And I built a spear to hunt. This time, I made something else, and it hides beneath my uniform.

Harpoons don’t work. Shoulder cannons can’t do enough. I am our only chance.

I turn off my magnetics. Pound returns just as I start running. And the excitment of a glorious death grows in his eyes.

“Yes! Kill it!” he roars as I race past him. “Fly you ugly bastard, fly!”

When I reach the stern, I dive over the railing, leaping free of the ship. Roderick and Bryce shout in horror. And now there’s nothing between me and a creature with teeth longer than my body. The odds are mounted against me, all five hundred feet of them.

But dammit, I’m not done yet.




CHAPTER 25

I TUCK MY ARMS IN, MAKING MYSELF A DART, AND GATHER speed. The bull dips after me, bellowing. Lightning cracks the sky, and his enormous shadow looms over me. Trailing only a few meters behind. I don’t look back. Won’t look back. And can almost hear his mouth crack open.

Hot breath gusts over me.

When I sense him gaining, I press a button on my belt. Suddenly, metallic wings burst from my uniform. Sailcloth, attached to steel spines, flaps under my arms and between my legs. Hidden hooks at the end of my sleeves and boots connect the sailcloth to me.

Wind hammers against the flaps. My momentum slows, and the bull nears. Soon, his jaws will trap me behind a steel cage of teeth. But a powerful gust parachutes me over his snapping snout.

The bull bellows and sinks into a storm cloud, like a snake slipping into water. Once in the haze, he becomes a massive, ominous silhouette. Lightning outlines his profile.

I dive after him, rain streaking off my goggles. Finally, his enormous, slithering body breaks through the clouds. For several moments, I soar alongside him, searching his scales until—

There!

A triangle of pale flesh hides among a wall of silver. The missing scale. I point my left arm. But my wing resists the gusts. And the rain obscures my goggles.

Grit my teeth. No second chance at this. And it’ll have be a hell of a shot. So, after a stabilizing breath, I focus on the exposed flesh. Then squeeze the hidden clawgun trigger just below my palm.

The chain rips from my wrist into the air. It fires after the bull and vanishes into a sheet of clouds. My heart pounds. All I can do is wait and ho—

Suddenly, I’m yanked with vicious ferocity. Nearly pulls my shoulder from its socket. And I’m tugged like a limp doll attached to a string. But I’m not done. I squeeze the trigger again, and I’m pulled, with unbelievable speed, toward the beast. My goggles rip off. Vision blurs as the gorgantaun’s scales rapidly approach.

Slam!

I crash into hard metal. My cracked wing knifes into my side, and a rod pierces between my ribs. I scream in agony. Holy hell! Pain surges through me as I hang from the chain, bouncing along the beast’s side.

I frantically kick my legs, trying to raise them, until my magboots snap onto the steel scales.

A button detaches my broken wings. No use to me now. As they fall into the gray, I’m cold, thinking I’ve no way to get off this thing.

I grip the chain with both hands and like a rock climber, ascend. Boots keeping me attached. The beast undulates, up and down. Nearly rocking me off each time he rolls.

Finally, my hands slap onto his flatter back, and I pull myself onto one knee. My heart’s racing, lungs begging for air. I reel in the clawgun hook. It’s a bloody, white mess. Then my fingers investigate the rod piercing my side. Dammit! Remove it now and I might bleed out.

I stand, and the pain screams again. “Gah!”

Don’t have a choice. Just got to deal with it. The bull continues undulating, making my stomach rise.

We break from the clouds, and I lick the rain from my lips. A noose coils over my heart as I stare at the path before me. Over two hundred and fifty feet to reach the beast’s skull.

The gorgantaun bellows. Suddenly recognizing me. Furious I’m still alive. He starts looping, body curling in circles as if he’s a weed choking a plant.

I leap for the closest spine and hug it.

The bull straightens like a javelin. Then, a wave of scales, starting at the crest, comes flying toward me. Each scale acts like a flipper. He can’t control individual ones but can send entire rows at once. Enough that if I happen to be struck by the wave, I’ll be thrown off.

I race for the approaching surge. Adrenaline kicks in, helping numb the pain in my side. The wave approaches. I grit my teeth and pick up speed. Each scale rises enough to reach my waist.

The scales near.

Twenty feet.

Ten.

Five.

C’mon, Conrad, you birdshit. You can do this. I hold my breath, flip off the magnetics on my boots, and leap. Once I’m soaring into the air, I tuck in my legs. But my heels hit the scales and I tumble. Right into the hard metal of the gorgantaun’s back. I shout in pain. My vision blurs.

I push myself up, crank my magnetics, and hobble for the crest. Lungs getting heavy. Side searing in pain. Legs screaming from my magboots. Somehow, I hurdle another wave. And another. My side’s bleeding, dripping down my leg.

The bull’s colossal body curves, turning toward the Gladian. My gut tightens. No. He’s going to swallow the ship whole. His tail starts winding, building for a death launch.

Despite the blood at the back of my throat, despite my body begging me to slow, I sprint for his head. Legs churning. Can’t stop. Got to keep going.

Finally, I reach the crest’s edge. A flat slide lowers to the bumpy brow. The bull continues winding.

After sliding down the crest, I climb the brow. And once I stand over the edge, I see it. The giant eye, iris like a golden ring of thorns. Whole thing probably weighs as much as a man. The enormous pupil shrinks, focusing on me.

I aim the clawgun. The beast’s gaze digs fear into me. This is the apex predator of the sky. But I’m going to kill it. I spit into the bastard’s eye and squeeze the clawgun’s cool trigger. The hook jabs into the gooey pupil with a disgusting shunk.

The bull’s cry rattles my bones.

He writhes. But with my magboots braced against the steel brow and the tight chain attached to my forearm, I remain steady. I lean back and press the trigger. The clawgun whines, trying to reel me in. The straps dig into my forearm. But I go to war against it. Not breathing. Face burning red. My muscles tearing.

Then, with a sickening plunk, the hook rips out the eye. White blood gushes into my face. I gag on the ironlike taste and slip onto my side. The enormous eye falls, yanks my right arm from its socket, and slams me into the crest.

“Ugh!”

Now I’m sliding toward the edge of the beast’s brow. About to fall into open sky. Shit. Shit. My left arm struggles with the clawgun’s straps on my wrist. They dig into me, making my skin burn. In desperation I try ripping the whole thing off. My stomach lurches as I approach the edge. Suddenly, the straps slide off, pulling my hair with it. The clawgun sinks after the plummeting eye.

I shout. But I’m alive. Alive.

The bull continues shrieking, turning, and turning, thrashing in confusion and pain. I crawl toward the open socket. From inside my ripped jacket, I remove the last thing I brought with me. A thumb-sized version of our explosive barrels. Made it myself.

I take a breath, shake it until it buzzes with anger, and stuff my whole left arm into the warm flesh, deep into the beast’s skull.

Then I scramble away.

My boots only reach the top of the crest when the explosion rocks me forward. Sends me careening toward the edge, sliding down the scales. Just before I slip off, my fingers sneak beneath a scale, and I dig in. The sudden weight leaves my right shoulder screaming in pain.

I breathe out, shouting, as my dangling feet wave above the black clouds.

For several moments I hang, breathing through the pain in my aching shoulder. Then I climb, using my magboots, the gaps between the scales, and my good arm.

Smoke rises from the bull’s head. After a final, trembling breath, twitching nerves shake his whole body. He stops rolling, stops everything, and slows to a glide.

I reach the spiny ridge and collapse onto my back. Relief splashes over me, cooling my livid, beating heart. Somehow, I didn’t puncture the gas sac. The beast will float for days.

While the rain washes away the blood, I start chuckling. But it hurts like hell to laugh. So I go quiet, and my fingers press around the tender wound in my side, trying to stem the dribbling.

I’m losing too much blood.

The rain wanes to a drizzle and the sun breaks through the clouds, making me raise my left arm to shield my face. I’m stuck here, for now. The Gladian’s in no condition to retrieve me.

I grip Ella’s necklace and try to push myself upright, but my shaking arm collapses. Nothing left in me. And I lay miserably, body stinging. Is this really how I’m going to go out? At least I took a class-five with me.

Suddenly, a shadow floats overhead, blocking the sun. Above me, six laughing Hunter veterans lean over the railing of our blue spyship. Travis of Waters, along with his crew, cheers and whoops.

My heart swells with hope.

“This has been a great day for your family,” Travis calls.

For my family? What the hell is he talking about?

“Normally we don’t help Trainees,” he continues, “but seeing what you just did, we’ve decided you’ve earned this. Actually, you might’ve earned more.”

He nods toward my broken ship.

A rope falls beside me, slapping against the scales. Would laugh at them if it didn’t hurt. Do I look like I’m in any condition to hold onto a rope?

The Hunters cheer me on, but when it’s clear that I’m a feeble, bloodied mess, Travis whistles for his Swabbie, and the next minute, a thin woman climbs down. She kneels over me.

“Captain, he’s too injured to move,” she says over her comm.

“Against the rules to bring a Trainee on board.” Travis pauses. “But I’m not going to leave him there to die. So we’ll just not talk about this, eh?”

The spyship lowers to float beside the carcass, then drops a gangway. Soon a pair of burly Hunters ambles across. One inspects my wound, and without any warning at all, rips the rod free.

I explode in pain. A gaping hole in my side. Blood gushes out of me. But the man applies pressure and jabs medicine into me.

I blink in and out of consciousness. The moments blur by. Carried across the gangway. The spyship elevating. The veteran crew staring at me, laughing. The gloomy sky passing above me. A trickle of rain. The wind blowing through my hair.

Finally, I’m carried across the gangway to the Gladian’s deck and left in the arms of the biggest birdshit I’ve ever met.

“No,” I moan. “Not him.”

The spyship zooms away, vets still hollering. The Gladian’s shocked crew assembles around us, and I stare up at the boar-faced boy holding me.

“This bastard,” Pound says, “this ugly bastard! Welcome back, Captain.”

“Second!” Keeton says.

The others don’t speak, but their rising hands do.

Every hand rises, except for Bryce’s. She stares at me, stunned, until suddenly her hand rises, too.




CHAPTER 26

THE MEDICAL BED’S GENTLE ON MY SORE MUSCLES. Fortunately, in the day since we took out the class-five, the meds have worked quickly to seal the hole between my ribs. My fingers touch my tender side. Did I really run the length of a gorgantaun and stuff an explosive in its eye? It doesn’t seem real. Like, if I walked into any tavern in Holmstead and told that story, I’d be laughed off.

The door cracks open and a huge, bald head peers in.

“Captain?” Pound says, shutting the door behind him. “We need to talk.”

I stare at him. Strange, being called “Captain” by this boy. Even stranger, though, is the discomfort in his posture.

He meets my eyes and scratches his jaw. “I, uh, want to apologize.”

“What?”

“Look,” he says, “I can’t stop hating you; it’s in my blood. Even so, that doesn’t mean I don’t respect you.” He rests his huge hands on his hips. “I guess what I’m saying is, I’m sorry for being such an ass to you.”

My mouth doesn’t work. What am I supposed to say? How can I forgive him after all the birdshit he put me through? The beatings? The stolen meds? This Atwood once made me eat grass!

Father taught me all about apologies.

We don’t apologize, he told me. Others apologize to us. Only the weak, those limited by morality, apologize. But the strong, we use their weakness to our advantage. We use their apology as leverage.

Father would tell me exactly what to do with Pound’s apology. But when I look at my rival now, I see a boy who has lost so much. A boy without a family, who has been humbled. And I wonder what leverage would even do for me.

“But your family,” I say to Pound. “They—”

“One day I will win them back.” And there’s an intensity in his gaze I can’t doubt. “But there’s a line I refuse to break. I won’t chase them to sky’s end if it means people die.”

Pound and I are both trying to win back our families. Both trying to rise in a world that doesn’t give a lick about anyone. The difference is, Pound knows how far he’s willing to go.

Do I?

I go quiet thinking that an Asswood might be more moral than I. And that thought fills me with great shame, realizing what Mother would say.

Compassion! You aren’t the only person with desires in this world, Conrad, so stop whining about your situation because, let me tell you, there’s always someone who has it worse than you do. ALWAYS.

I stare at Pound. “You drafted me because you wanted me to shine your boots.”

“Yep.” He grins and holds out his enormous hand to me. “Truce?”

I stare at his cucumber-fingers and search his face. His stupid, ugly face. “You’re not going to start brownnosing?”

“Damn, I hate you.”

“You say that a lot, yet here you are, apologizing.”

“I was hoping you’d apologize as well.”

“For what?”

“For being an Urwin.”

I laugh. No, I’ll not seek leverage against him, but that doesn’t mean all is forgiven. Instead, I’ll give him a new start, a fresh wind, and see where it goes. Under a watchful eye, of course.

“Fair enough,” I say, clasping his hand. “Truce.”

He smiles. “So, you hungry? I made soup.”

When he lifts the tray, a savory smell climbs my nostrils. Reminds me of a hot bath after cold rain. He lowers the bowl beside my bed. Within seconds I’m stirring the creamy red sauce around the potatoes and chicken chunks.

“How are the repairs?” I ask, scooping in a bite.

“The crew’s working hard. Doing all they can. At least until the Hunter repair crew arrives.”

“Hunter repair crew?”

“Hunter’s repairing our ship. You impressed a lot of people with what you did.”

I smile to myself. Madeline specifically told us that in the Gauntlet, we were on our own. Guess that’s not always true.

Once I finish eating, I slide off the bed and stretch out my legs. Gently, I raise my arms above my head, wincing slightly from the pressure in my side. I can handle a little pain. So, I call the crew for a meeting. Though my body aches, it’s time to make assignments and change how this ship is run. I’m Captain today, but that could change easily. I need to solidify.

I climb the ladder onto the empty deck. Long gashes stripe the ship. A fissure cuts down the center, leaving a canyon-sized opening. Dents bash in the hull, and parts of the wobbly railings hang on by a single bolt. Fortunately, the frame’s still intact. And the gas tanks weren’t damaged in the attack, so we’ve stayed afloat.

My fingers touch the bar where Sebastian and I were hanging just yesterday. His horrified eyes flash in my mind. How long did he agonize in the bull’s gut?

Eventually, the crew gathers behind me, hands behind their backs, eyes straight ahead. The most respect they’ve given any Captain thus far. They want to unite behind me. Only need a little push.

I pace before them. When I find Bryce’s blue eyes, she meets my gaze. A defeated girl. She blinks and looks ahead. Her arm hangs in a sling, but with the meds, I think that’ll probably only last a day or so.

Eldon wears a face of red puffiness. Tears. He stares off into the distance.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper to him. “It was my fault. I tried to swing him to the deck or let him fall to the net. It didn’t work.”

His brown eyes narrow as they meet mine. And I wonder if there’s hate growing beneath the brown, but he nods.

I pat his shoulder and step back. Then we all sing “The Song of Falling.” Everyone joins in, except for Pound, who looks like he’d rather chew glass than honor Sebastian.

As we sing, many have watery eyes. Including Roderick. Roderick didn’t love Sebastian but completed training with him. Spent most of his meals with him at the Academy. For a while, they were friends.

As the song finishes, I raise my bowed head. It’s time to move on. Death’s part of the life of a Hunter. And we have a competition to win. Mark Sebastian down as another boy who was so absorbed with rising that it ended up being his downfall.

“Meritocracy demands the strong rise,” I say to them. “But I’ve never believed the power to enslave equals strength. I’m not interested in dictatorships. And I don’t think that we are only our roles. I can be two things. You can be two things.”

They watch me.

“I don’t pretend to know everything or be the best at everything. Six of us remain. Our combined knowledge, our combined efforts, can win us riches and desirable positions on veteran ships. But we must work together. Several of you have talents I don’t. Pound’s a better cook than I.”

“And better looking,” Pound says.

Roderick snorts.

“Bryce would make a better Swabbie than you, too,” Keeton adds.

“Hey!” Bryce says.

The crew chuckles.

“I’m going to delegate some of my responsibility,” I say. “As long as I’m Captain, we as a crew will decide our positions. We will nominate, we will second, and we will vote.”

They blink at me, confused, as if I suddenly turned into a strange, squealing animal. The Captain should have all the power. I rose on merit; they have no claims to power. And yet, I’m giving them some. It’s almost unheard of on the Skylands. Your power belongs to you. But my aims are not related to power. My aims are about family.

I stroke the necklace beneath my collar. “Starting with Quartermaster. Who’d like to make a nomination?”

The crew flash looks at one another. No one speaks. They’re suspicious, and I’d be too if our roles were reversed. It seems I’ll need to be the one to get the process going.

“Fine. I will start,” I say. “I nominate Bryce of Damon to be our Quartermaster. Does she have a second?”

Eldon’s face stays neutral. Probably doesn’t want to be my Quartermaster anyway and won’t mind the demotion.

Bryce stares straight ahead.

“Does she have a second?” I repeat. “Or should we nominate another?”

Keeton’s hand rises slowly. “I second Bryce’s nomination.”

The girls look at each other. And something, maybe a sign of understanding, passes between them.

Roderick’s hand comes next, then Pound’s. Good. They’re easing into comfort with the nomination process.

“Bryce, you have been voted in,” I say. “Do you accept the role?”

Her lips tighten with seriousness, and in her gaze, I can’t tell if she hates me or not. After I reach my hand out to her, she hesitates. Everyone watches. Finally, she nods, and her small hand slips in mine.

“I accept.”

“Excellent, congratulations. Next,” I say, moving on, “we nominate for the position of Navigator.”

“You,” Bryce says. “We’re short two crewmembers. Two of us will need to take on two responsibilities. You’re our best flier.”

My mouth shuts. She’s right, but I need allegiances. And I’m not a big enough bastard to take away Eldon’s strings.

“Thank you, Bryce, but I don’t accept. I nominate Eldon to retain his position as Navigator.”

Eldon gapes at me.

“Second,” Roderick says.

“Fine,” Keeton says. “Eldon, you can keep your job.”

When I shake his hand, he nods to me. Still doesn’t like me, but at least we have an understanding.

For the position of Strategist, I’m also nominated. The crew thinks, because of the gorgantaun I took down, that I’m a prime candidate. But I can’t accept that, either. I have other plans.

“You can’t keep declining our nominations,” Keeton says, hands on her hips. “You said we had a say in who runs each part of the ship.”

“I can’t be every position,” I say. “Anyway, I nominate Pound to become our Strategist. In addition, my stomach nominates him to remain as Cook.”

No one laughs at my little joke; they’re too focused on my first nomination. It’s a wild nomination, and Pound’s a brute, but he’s my brute now. And I believe, without the pressures of leading the ship, he’ll create plans any brawler would love.

“He nearly had me killed,” Keeton says. “No.”

“Patience died . . .” Eldon says softly. “I cannot give him my vote, either.”

“He rammed us into a gorgantaun,” Bryce says. “Sorry, Pound, but what kind of Strategist would you be?”

“A good one,” Pound rumbles.

Pound doesn’t say anything else in his defense. Instead, he stares ahead with the same dignity he held when he resigned.

Silence sweeps over us. I frown at Pound. He shrugs. This is why he knows he can’t rise again. Not on this ship.

“I nominate Keeton for Strategist,” Roderick says.

A bizarre choice, but hands rise anyway. Soon I congratulate her on her new role.

“I’m flexing my Captain’s powers a little,” I say. “Pound will be Keeton’s assistant. They will plan together; however, Keeton will have final say in all matters.”

Keeton glances at Pound, uncertain.

“Fine,” she says. “I nominate Roderick as Master Gunner. He’s better at his job than all of us are at ours. He’s got some ingenious inventions in the munitions room. He gave me a big tour. You all should go see.”

The supporting votes fly.

“Y’all are a bunch of idiots,” Roderick says, eliciting chuckles as he shakes my hand.

We have three positions left and now must start assigning second duties.

“I nominate Keeton,” Eldon says, “to remain as Mechanic.”

“Double duty?” Keeton says. “Shit.”

“Second,” Roderick says.

She glares at him, before rolling her eyes and grinning.

Afterward we confirm Pound to retain his job as Cook.

“Now we’ve come to the dreaded, absolute worst job on the whole damn ship,” I say. “The Swabbie.”

The Gladian becomes so quiet, we hear Roderick scratching his jaw. No one makes a nomination. It’d be an easy way to make an enemy. And this could completely undermine my first impression as Captain, but I’m not eager to navigate the politics—the Meritocracy of the ship. No, I want the ship to be mine right now.

My voice breaks the silence. “I nominate myself.”

Keeton lets out an audible gasp. Roderick stares, stunned. But Pound’s eyes have widened with delight.

“Second!” He practically jumps up and down, hand in the air. “SECOND!”

The crew roars with laughter.

Even so, the hands hesitate to climb. The Captain and the Swabbie. The highest and the lowest. Gradually, the hands rise, and this crew knows what I’ve just done. The support I have will be tough to break.

This is my crew.




CHAPTER 27

I’M CAPTAIN, BUT WE ARE LOSING.

The Gauntlet Board reads:

CALAMUS (2)

SPICULOUS (2)

GLADIAN (1.5)

TELEMUS (1)

MUCRO (1)

QUIRIS (1)

ORNATUS (.5)

PILIUM (0)

SAGGITAN (0)

SICA (0)

LAMINAN (0)

CYPLEUS (0)

JACULUM (0)

ARMUM

SCALPRUS

CUTLUS

Fortunately, we’ll be flying again soon thanks to the dozens of repair people aboard. They’re not Selected Hunters, but Mids employed by the Trade. And they’re excellent workers. They mend our deck, rebuild our rooms, replace the crystal engine, and even restock our weaponry. The head repairer assures me the Gladian will fly again tomorrow. I can’t help but feel a little giddy about that. Need the wind in my hair again.

While they lug away repair equipment from the corridors, Keeton, Pound, and I stand in the command room, planning our next hunt. It’s late, and we’re crammed in the least comfortable room on the ship. It holds a few bookshelves, a big table in the center with a map of the Skylands, and a few soft chairs. It feels confined without windows.

“This is Greenspell Island,” Pound says, thumping a finger on the map. “And this is Nightwind Island. They’re twins—only a mile apart. A repairer told me they’d spotted a gorgantaun pod between them. Gave her extra eggs this morning for the tip.”

Keeton leans over the table. “How big is the pod?”

“Four.”

I trace a craggy outline of Greenspell Island. It’s a mountainous cone with human-made tunnels, and even larger than its twin. It’s comparable to Venator in size.

For the next sixty minutes, we argue over a plan.

While Keeton and Pound yell at each other, I plop onto the soft chair near the bookcases. My body aches. Despite being Captain, I still don’t get enough rest. Maybe I’m just doomed to have purple rings under my eyes forever.

Keeton glances at me and elbows Pound, making him stop peddling his plan. They go quiet.

I’m so tired, my eyelids flicker.

Their voices become soft, relaxing whispers. My thoughts and worries slow. I’ve been all over the ship since five this morning. In munitions before dawn, standing before a gaping hole in the side. Later, in the engine room observing engine repairs. And as Swabbie, I cleaned coolant spills that leaked into the bottom level.

Softly, sleep welcomes me in its gentle arms.

Unfortunately, and much sooner than I’d like, a hefty hand lands on my shoulder. I glare at Pound’s stupid face.

“What?”

“We have a plan,” he says.

My legs groan beneath me as I rise.

“You should sleep more often, Conrad,” Keeton says.

“No time.”

“You must after this,” Pound says. “My anti-sleep mandate was a terrible decision, made the crew turn further on me. So, I mandate you sleep.”

“I’m the Captain.”

“And I’m bigger and smarter than you, Elise.”

Keeton grins.

I lean against the table and yawn. “What’s the plan?”

Keeton and Pound share an excited look. “Ready to shoot for first place?” she asks.

She flies through the details. It’s a wild plan. One that reeks of Pound’s ideas. And by the time she finishes, my mouth’s hanging open.

“Look at him,” Pound says. “He’s stunned!”

My fingers trace their crude diagrams of the twin islands and follow the tunnels beneath their surfaces.

“Are they still open?” I ask.

Pound nods and reads a passage from the open book on the table.

“But this . . . it couldn’t work,” I say. “It’s so simple. Why haven’t any other Trainees thought of it before now?”

“Because it’s too simple,” Keeton says. “There are concerns, though.”

“Like that Hunter won’t be able to retrieve the bodies,” Pound says. “But we’ll still get half points, at the very least. They weren’t able to retrieve our first kill either.”

“If we’re given full points, we’ll break the record,” Keeton says excitedly. “With plenty of time in the Gauntlet to add even more to it.”

I scratch the back of my neck. The plan makes sense, yet something about it . . . the tunnels, the waterfalls, what we’ll be towing . . .

“What do you say, Captain?” Pound asks.

I exhale. “Well, if Roderick can get safety belts strapped to the railings, then I think it’s worth a try.”

They beam.

“I’ll tell Rod,” Keeton says, catching my arm and leading me toward the door. “Don’t worry about the details. We’ll work them out. Go. Sleep.”

“There’s no time.”

“I’m telling you as a friend.”

When I realize I don’t have the energy to argue, I nod. “For a few hours.”

She grins, then nudges me out the door. “We’ll have something ready for you then.”

Once I’m in the Captain’s cabin, I kick off my boots and unzip my jacket. Oh, the bed sounds wonderful. I’m going to jump into it and . . .

“Good evening, Captain.”

I turn. She sits behind my desk, staring intently at me under her short, gray bangs. My heart squeezes. Last time we had a personal conference, she told me a lot of things I didn’t like hearing.

“Master Koko,” I say. “I—I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Pull up a chair.”

My pulse quickens. Once I’m seated, she points at the leaderboard. “The Calamus got another half point today. Tough crew. Resilient. You should see the way they work together. Unified behind their intelligent, resourceful Captain. And a full crew of eight, too. Do you have a plan to catch up to them?”

“Working on one.”

She smiles. “You always have plans, don’t you?” She raps her knuckles on the wood and leans back. “Heard what you did to that gorgantaun. Trying to follow in my footsteps? Become the third Swabbie ever to rise to Captain and win the Gauntlet?”

“You were a Swabbie?”

“Killed a class-one by myself. My story’s nothing as grandiose as yours, of course. The Gauntlet wasn’t going well for my crew, and I was tired of polishing the Captain’s desk. So, when we got attacked, I leaped into a gorgantaun’s mouth with only a knife and a shoulder cannon. Blew my way out through the heart.”

My mouth falls.

“Couldn’t have done that against a class-six though,” she says. “Like yours.”

“Class-five.”

“Ah, storytellers are already starting to embellish.” She smirks. “Your family is the talk of the islands.”

“They are?”

“The islands heard about what you did to the class-five. Some thought it was birdshit, but they’re starting to believe it now. Because of your uncle.”

“My uncle’s talking about me?”

“Well, he can’t avoid it. Not anymore. Everyone’s interested in him. But I won’t be the one to step between news that he wants to deliver himself.”

My mind spins. The islands hearing what I did. Uncle, speaking of me. But it grates, thinking that I’ve done something to make that bastard proud. None of this is for him.

“I noticed what you did to your lifeboat,” Koko says. “Watched you one evening from Travis’ spyship. Ingenious.”

I shift uncomfortably.

“The crew know?” she asks.

“No.”

“They might be upset, learning you destroyed their only remaining lifeboat.”

“They’d be dead if it weren’t for me.”

She nods. “The repair crew replaced the boats. Fortunately for you, none need to know what you did . . . although I think there’s one who does.”

“Yeah, who’s that?”

Beyond her, through the open door in the back, the toilet flushes.

“I’ve brought good news,” she says. “Well, maybe not good news for you. I’m sure it will send your plans through stormy skies.”

Between her and the hallway leading to my lavatory, a small figure shuts the door and strides toward me. He’s smiling an unhinged smile.

“When we collected your kill and brought it back to the port,” Master Koko says, “we were surprised to find this young man hanging from a knife jabbed in the back of the beast’s throat. He held on for thirty-six hours before being discovered. Hadn’t even realized the gorgantaun was dead.”

The figure steps into the room, short, dangerous, and cold.

“Sebastian,” I say.

“Conrad!” he exclaims, offering me a hand. “I’m gone for three days and look how everything changes! Last time I saw you, you were throwing me off the ship.”

I scowl and ignore his hand.

Master Koko stands. “I understand you don’t like each other much. But you’re the Captain now, Conrad. Shouldn’t have to worry, right?”

Sebastian grins.

✦ ✦ ✦

Master Koko returns to the spyship and before long, the repair crew will join her. I, meanwhile, sit in my cabin, staring at a liar.

Sebastian leaps onto the couch and lifts his squeaky leather boots onto the armrest. He pulls in a contented breath, fingers stroking the Captain’s badge that has never left his chest.

“You have no idea how nice it is to be back. Thirty-six hours, Conrad. Thirty-six hours. The smell’s still in my hair.” He sweeps his dark bangs back. “So, you finally made a move. Knew you were doing something with the lifeboat.”

The silence between us grows as cold as winter’s mist. I know what he is. And he hates me because of what I know. If violence was the Hunter way, I’d get my cane from the desk right now.

“I’m wondering, dear Captain, what you plan on doing with me? My rank?”

“That’s up to the crew.”

“Up to the crew?”

“Yes. They will vote.”

He barks a laugh. “So, you’re a democrat.” He springs to his feet. “Let’s see the crew, shall we? Come along, Captain. I’m eager to hear their . . . vote.”

Begrudgingly, I follow him out the door.

In the cafeteria, the gathered crew stares in shock at the ghost standing beside me. Sebastian jumps onto the table, boots by the drinks, and stomps over our lunch of rolls and salty potatoes.

“I just finished making that, you birdfart!” Pound roars.

“Don’t worry,” Sebastian says. “I have something important to say.”

“Oh okay,” Pound says. “That makes it all better then.”

Sebastian stops at the edge, looking over the faces beneath him. Holding the Captain badge in full view. “Conrad got you a full kill. Such terrific bravery should be commended; but would he be your Captain today if you knew what he’d really done?”

“Enough of your cryptic birdshit,” I say. “Just cough it out already.”

“Duly noted, Captain,” Sebastian says. He gazes over the crew. “You all saw me fall, saw me hit the railing. But what you didn’t see was Conrad kicking me in the face until I slipped from his boots.”

Silence follows. Several heads turn to me, but Sebastian watches Bryce. Smiling at her. She’d been on the railing with us. Could speak for me, but her blue eyes lower, and her lips purse.

My brow knits.

“That’s a serious accusation, Sebastian,” Roderick says finally. “Could make Conrad stand before the Hunter Tribunal. If you have evidence.” He squints at him. “I don’t see bruises on your face though.”

“I’ve had medicine, my dear Roderick, medicine,” Sebastian says. “All can be confirmed by the Scholar who treated me.”

“I did not see what happened that day,” Eldon says quietly from the back, “but following Sebastian’s death, Conrad admitted to me that it was ‘his fault.’”

Keeton’s mouth falls open.

Someone murmurs.

“And?” Pound says. “Why should any of us give a damn if he tried to kill Sebastian?”

“Poor Pound,” Sebastian says. “Little brain still hasn’t figured out violence is not the Hunter way.”

Pound scowls. “Conrad’s Captain now. He brought us back into the competition. And he isn’t a sniveling worm.” He looks at Sebastian like he’s rotted meat. “Now get off the damn table, or I’ll make you get off.”

Sebastian sits on the rolls.

Pound clenches his fists but does nothing.

“Captains should be honorable,” Eldon says. “They should reflect their crew. If our Captain is a liar, then that means we are liars. Or fools. Neither is a good place to be.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Pound says, “did some turds just slip from your mouth? Since when has Sebastian been honorable? You’re a damn fool, Eldon, suckered into believing Sebastian’s anything other than a little liar. Conrad’s our best chance at winning this thing.”

“Pound,” Eldon warns, “as Navigator of this ship, third in command, I am ordering you to contain your outbursts. If you cannot, maybe you should leave the discussion.”

“If you can pick me up,” Pound says, towering over him, “I’ll leave.”

Sebastian laughs. “Since when did Pound, formerly of Atwood, start bending over for an Urwin?”

Pound erupts. Stomps to Sebastian, wild in his eyes. “Speak to me that way again, and I’ll crush your fingers. One at a time.”

“Always resorting to physical threats,” Sebastian sighs, bored. “No wonder you were a terrible Captain.” He pauses. “I’m sorry, that was out of line.” He offers his hand. “Truce?”

Pound would look happier to tongue-kiss a prowlon.

“Can’t say I didn’t try,” Sebastian says. His attention turns to the crew. “Well, we all know Conrad murdered Patience, but we just didn’t have proof. Now—”

“That is enough,” I say, heat in my voice. “I did not kill Patience. And I tried to save you, Sebastian. When I failed, I blamed myself for your death and tried to comfort Eldon. Now he’s twisting my words. These accusations are ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous or not,” Eldon says, “they are very serious.”

“They would be, if there was any shred of proof.”

Sebastian grins, enjoying my leap into the conversation. It legitimizes it. “The thing about Conrad is, he will chase his goals to sky’s end. He will betray, he will hurt, he will lie.”

I lick my teeth. I’ve had enough of this little . . . serpent. Sick of his birdshit. How he twists the knife in the ribs.

“Sebastian,” I say dangerously, “did you or did you not smile when you paralyzed Samantha?”

Eldon freezes. So does everyone in the room.

Sebastian laughs a little too quickly. “Now who’s throwing out absurd accusations, Conrad?” He looks to the rest. “He’s trying to deflect. Let me tell you all something Master Koko told me. When noble Conrad leaped so valiantly from our ship, like some hero of the ancient tales, and flew after the gorgantaun, did anyone bother asking how he flew? He put all our lives at risk. Like a little thief, he stole from us. Each night, while he was ‘cleaning’ the deck, he cut away the sails of our last lifeboat.”

Silence.

“Is this true,” Keeton asks me. “Did—”

“Have you all lost your damn minds?” Pound booms. “Conrad risked our lives? So what! That’s the name of the game. Every day of the Gauntlet’s a risk. And guess what else? His actions saved our lives.”

Sebastian pushes forward. “I propose we have a new vote.”

A few people glance at me. Every Captain gets seven days mutiny free, but what’s the point in waiting when I know a mutiny will come anyway?

“Fine,” I say, massaging my brow. “Vote.”

Roderick stares at me. Maybe I’m making a terrible decision, but I’d rather get it over with and focus on the hunt.

Sebastian rubs his hands together, excited.

“Who are you nominating?” Keeton asks Sebastian. “Yourself?”

“No.” He flashes his whites. “Not me.”

And while everyone’s glancing toward Eldon, a tingling arachnid crawls my back. I know who he’ll nominate. Someone he can overthrow when it suits him. Someone completely under his power.

He almost laughs while he says it. “I nominate Bryce of Damon to be our new Captain.”




CHAPTER 28

“SECOND,” ELDON SAYS.

Bryce gawks at Sebastian. Searches for a smile, something giving away a joke. But Sebastian gives her the faintest nod, as if he genuinely respects her. Of course, she accepts the nomination. What choice does she have?

I stare at a divided crew. Three votes against me so far.

“Come on, now,” Sebastian says to those standing behind me. “Choose the honest leader.”

“I vote Conrad,” Pound says, folding his arms.

It’s strange that my biggest ally during this tussle in the mud has been my rival my whole life. And I’m seeing exactly what Pound meant when he said I’d gain a “powerful ally.”

Roderick opens his mouth, but Sebastian cuts him off. “Before you blindly vote, Master Gunner, you should know the relationship Conrad has with Keeton.”

“The what?”

“When Conrad saved her life, she offered him a life debt, as was custom of her island, but he refused. He wanted something else, something a little more sensual.”

My brow furrows. Sebastian’s throwing everything he can think of, just to see what will stick. He’s desperate because this is his only chance for my removal. I do my best to hide my reaction, but inside, I’m imagining hurling him over the ship’s railing.

“That’s birdshit,” Keeton says sharply. “A lie. You are a liar.”

“You let him do all kinds of—”

She marches across the room and stands over him.

Sebastian grins his yellow smile. “Step back. Please. I can smell him on you.”

She gulps a breath, looks ready to retreat, then throws a fist into his face.

Sebastian flings himself backward dramatically, hitting the ground with an “Oof!”

Bryce gasps. Eldon rushes to Sebastian’s side while Roderick pulls Keeton back.

“I barely touched him,” Keeton says, panicked. She looks at me. “You saw. I hardly did anything.”

Eldon stands and straightens his jacket. “Master Gunner, take her to the brig.”

Roderick’s rooted to the spot.

“You don’t have the authority, Eldon,” Keeton says defiantly, though her voice shakes.

“Actually, he does,” Bryce says, leaning over Sebastian, inspecting his bloody nose. “Eldon’s a High rank. And physical conflict’s not the Hunter way. I’m sorry, Keeton.”

“But he’s lying!”

“Oh, I’m bleeding,” Sebastian says, kicking his legs. “It hurts. Is it broken, Bryce? Please tell me it’s not broken.”

“Hold still,” Eldon says, pressing a handkerchief against Sebastian’s nose. “Your nose will be fine.”

“Are you sure? She hit me so hard.”

Keeton’s eyes grow wet. “Captain . . . Conrad, I—I—”

I rub my forehead. “I’m sorry, Keeton. They’re right. There’s nothing I can do. Unless Sebastian says—”

“Throw her in!” Sebastian cries. “She’s a menace. A threat!”

Keeton throws her hands up. “This is birdshit!”

Roderick’s thumbs caress her shoulders. She shrugs them off and turns to him, eyes fierce.

“Why the hell would Sebastian think you’d care if Conrad and I had a relationship anyway? What business is it of yours?”

Roderick’s mouth shuts, and his eyes dart to the floor.

“Well?” Keeton presses.

“Roderick would tell you,” Sebastian says, nose reddening a white handkerchief, “but deep down, behind the jokes, he’s just a shy boy. He wants you, Keeton. Desperately.”

Roderick’s face turns green.

“Shut your mouth, Sebastian,” I spit.

Sebastian just smiles.

Keeton’s eyes widen. “Is that true, Roderick? What he said?”

“What?” Roderick stammers. “No. I—I—”

I jump in. “Keeton, I’m sorry, but I need you to vote before I have Pound escort you to the brig. How do you vote?”

“Oh, for you, of course. I am yours. That has not changed.”

“See!” Sebastian yells with triumph. “Conrad’s pickling her.”

Keeton speaks through clenched teeth. “It’s a saying from my island, shitlick!”

“Conrad,” Bryce says, “her vote doesn’t count. Once she struck Sebastian, she relinquished her rights as a Hunter. She cannot vote again until she is released from the brig. And for a punch, that will last—”

“Six hours,” I whisper.

“Minimum.”

“Too bad we’re not waiting that long to finish voting,” Sebastian says. “Sorry, Keeton. I wish you could’ve exercised more restraint.”

“You’re a bunch of cheaters,” Keeton yells as Pound catches her shoulders. “Let go of me! I know where the brig is.”

“I’ll follow you anyway.”

Their angry boots clang down the corridor before they descend the stairs.

“That leaves us with one vote remaining,” Eldon says. “Conrad and Pound to retain Conrad. The rest for Bryce. Roderick has the last vote. In an even split, Conrad remains Captain. Roderick, make the right choice.”

“Don’t forget what he’s been doing to your girl,” Sebastian says. “Conrad has—”

“Stop!” Roderick says, shaking. He appears on the verge of tears, overwhelmed by the suddenness of everything. The exposure of his feelings for Keeton. The lies about me and her. The dismantled crew.

Finally, he straightens himself and swallows a calming breath. “I’m not like the rest of you. I don’t care about rising; I like where I’m at and while I do want to win, I’d rather make some good friends.” He turns on Sebastian, posture stiffening. “I spent training with you. Ate meals with you. Talked with you about personal things. About Keeton. Became your friend. And I hate that I ever felt sorry for you. I hate that I pitied you because of your abusive father, and all the other cuss you had to deal with growing up. I hate that I pitied you after Samantha, after Patience.

“I know full well a vote for Bryce is a vote for you. Your words are poison. You are poison. And anyone associated with you is poison. I vote for Conrad because even though he’s rough around the edges, even though he sometimes gets so driven he forgets about everything else, he’s a true friend. Shame on you, Sebastian, for splitting this crew. Just when we were finally starting to unite.” He pauses and meets Sebastian’s gaze. “Things were better when you were dead.”

He turns to leave. I want to follow him, but he needs to be alone. Alone to think, or maybe to talk with Keeton.

I’m not even relieved I won the vote. I turn to the three still in the room. Roderick is right. Sebastian just divided my crew for a vote he could never win, and that thought makes my cheeks feel like fire. Maybe Sebastian thought Pound still hated me, or maybe, he just wants to turn everything to birdshit. Chaos. If he can’t win as Captain, then no one can.

Now, more than ever, we need a kill. I can’t afford to lose the support of a single crewmember.

Sebastian tosses me the badge. “Congratulations, Captain.”

“What am I supposed to do with you three?” I whisper. “And you, Bryce, I know we have our differences, but Sebastian? What does he have on you?”

She blinks at me.

“Eldon,” I say, “you have allied yourself with a snake.”

Eldon leans closer to Sebastian.

“We failed a mutiny, Captain,” Sebastian says. “By your right, you can have us all thrown in the brig.”

“We need to hunt,” I say. “How can we do that if half my crew is in the brig?”

“Fair point. Quite the conundrum,” Sebastian says, tapping his chin. “Quite the conundrum indeed.”

I wish I’d found Sebastian in the alleys when I was a desperate Low. I would’ve stuffed dirt in his eyes and wiped that disgusting smile from his face.

Pound returns and stands beside me, massive arms folded. His presence gives me strength.

“Throw them all in the brig,” he says. “We can win without them, Captain.”

“Ah, Evergreen Atwood,” Sebastian says. “Rash as ever.”

“Don’t speak my true name, you minuscule shit. You’re full of hot air. I’ve farted cooler farts than you.”

Sebastian smirks. “No doubt you have.”

Pound appears ready to lurch forward, but I catch his arm. He relaxes enough to drop onto the bench. The table wobbles from the sudden weight.

“Sebastian will be detained,” I say. “For seven days.”

Sebastian laughs. “So, I share a cell with Keeton? Lovely.”

“No. Sebastian. Your cell will be the cleaning closet until Keeton gets out from the brig. We will lock you inside. But before you go, there are demotions coming.”

“Demotions?” Sebastian repeats. “What’s wrong, Captain? Where did your democratic process go? Shouldn’t the crew vote?”

I can’t afford to let them vote anymore, not with venom surging through nearly half of the ship.

“Keeton’s Quartermaster. Pound, you are Strategist, and remain the Cook. As for you, Eldon—” I stop. He stands tall. Despite his unending support of Sebastian, there’s something proud and regal about him. “You remain as Navigator.” He gapes at me, confused. My eyes though, go to the girl leaning against the wall, mysterious eyes watching me. “You are our new Mechanic.”

“I guess that means I’m the Swabbie,” Sebastian says.

“Yes, and while you are locked in the closet, you’ll shine Keeton’s boots. Then, after your sentence in the brig, you’ll scrub the toilets with a toothbrush, you’ll clean the deck with only a sponge. You will work eighteen hours a day. And if you speak so much as one word to anyone while you’re supposed to be cleaning, you will be thrown back into the brig. Do you understand?”

His eyes twinkles. “Perfectly.”

Pound lifts Sebastian by the shoulders and carries him to the cleaning closet. And as Sebastian goes, his laughter echoes into the corridor behind him.

That little birdshit will not ruin my plans.




CHAPTER 29

YEARS AGO, I PROMISED ELLA WE’D BE THE GREATEST Urwins together. Now, as I stand on the bow of the Gladian with the late morning wind on my face, I’m touching the pendant of her necklace, remembering that promise. And I remember all the other promises I made to her, like that I’d always be there for her. That nothing would ever separate us.

Guilt pangs in my chest. I’m done being a promise breaker—I’ll be with her again. My face sets with determination as I tighten the straps of my goggles.

We will not fail.

“Take us forward, Navigator,” I command.

Eldon pushes the strings. The Gladian lurches ahead, making me lean into the belt strapped around my waist. We all have these belts, bolted to the railings. They’re paramount to our success.

The wind splashes my face as our targets glide in the clouds above the twin mining islands.

My heart thumps.

Unless you find a sleeping pod, Madeline de Beaumont taught us, you are unlikely to sneak up on the beasts. They can smell you from afar.

The exception, she said, was in the rain. Gorgantauns have trouble smelling through rain. Unfortunately, we fly under a bright sun today.

“Faster!” I yell.

We must get there quick or the whole plan will go awry.

The pod undulates between the twin islands. Nightwind Island is a dead rock filled with mining tunnels. An old, wormed-out apple. The other, Greenspell, is the most famous island in all the Hornthrow Isles. The crew admires the dozens of gorgeous waterfalls striping Greenspell’s peaks in white.

Decades ago, these islands bustled with human activity. Cities. Mining. Tourism. But southern gorgantauns have been pressing north. Whatever war we’re waging with them, we aren’t winning. Father described it as a slow bleed-out.

Greenspell grows rapidly in size, revealing more bushy texture of its overgrown edges. Above, the pod continues circling. As of now, we’re out of range of their smell receptors. And if this works, they won’t smell us until we’re right upon them.

We dip to level with the island and swerve around rock formations before entering Titan’s Mouth, a narrow canyon between two cliffsides. Eldon increases speed. Trees blur past as we soar over a wide river. Soon we duck under a natural arch, and once beyond, the view opens into a giant bowl of churning water. A lake fed by enormous waterfalls.

It’s gorgeous, and I can’t help but stare in amazement. People used to come here from all over the islands. My maternal grandmother, years ago, told me all about her visit as a young girl.

Eldon tips us vertically and we fly to the top of the falls, where the water turns white as it spills over the edge. We slow. The faint outline of a tunnel hides beneath the rushing water.

“Take us in, Navigator.”

“Brace,” Keeton says. “Heads down.”

As the bow stabs into the falls, water smacks my head like a charging horse. It stings. Pushes me down. Tries to take me with it, but my magboots and my belt keep me from being swept away.

My goggles slide down my face, and I cough.

Once I’m beyond the falls, the angry water thuds against the deck behind me. Spraying over the sides. Roderick and Pound shout as the falls approach them. Pound tries standing tall, eyes shut while Roderick laughs at him and ducks. The water shoves them both to their knees.

I chuckle. Stupid birdshits.

Eldon flexes his pinkies, enabling the bow’s blast lights. The beams illuminate the dark walls and expose old support beams. Years ago, these tunnels were part of a crystal mine. The air smells of dust and ancient, oil-powered machinery. We wrap the corner and are blasted with light. Exploding in our retinas.

“What the hell?” Pound roars over the comm.

“They dug too deep,” Roderick says.

“The heart,” Eldon says. “They exposed the island’s heart.”

We wince, and I’m still seeing the light when I shut my eyes. Somehow, Eldon keeps us going, and we leave the heart behind us.

“What were they thinking?” Pound pulls up his goggles to massage his eyes. “Mess with that thing, and the whole island would fall.”

We’re still blinking as we make a few turns. Finally, the tunnel widens, and we enter the center of the mine. My mouth parts in awe. Once, this great dome sparkled with a thousand lights. And echoed with the voices of hundreds of chiseling miners on the wooden platforms. But now it’s as bleak and quiet as an abandoned ship.

Multiple tunnels branch off from the dome, some going deeper into the mine, others to waterfall exits. We pass massive rock pillars that hold the mine in place. We near another pillar and slowly pass as we read the names miners etched into the stone.

“Look at this stupid name,” Pound calls, pointing. “Timfew of Spiffey. The hell kind of name is that?”

“Better than Evergreen,” Roderick says.

Pound roars, but Roderick laughs and ducks before Pound can snag him.

“Settle down,” I say. “Navigator, bring us to the center.”

Eldon nods, and after guiding us into position, he disables our lights. Darkness swallows us. The only illumination comes from the distant waterfall exits. I scan each one through my spyglass, hoping to see a passing silhouette in the white.

They can’t smell us through the waterfalls—at least, that’s the hope.

It’s quiet, except for the distant thunder of the falls. Keeton and Pound double check their armaments. Roderick unbuckles and hops onto the turret.

“Better stop shooting like an ass,” Pound says to him. “The object is to hit the gorgantaun.”

Roderick pulls the lever, letting the turret twirl. “Five coins says I kill something before you do.”

Pound laughs. “Do I look like I’m made of money? My family disowned me.”

“Fine, you have to make me my favorite dish.”

“And if I kill first?”

“I’ll make breakfast for everyone tomorrow. You sleep in.”

“Hell no. You probably cook worse than Sebastian. I swear, Sebastian’s beans gave me the grease farts something bad.”

Roderick howls with laughter.

“Quiet!” I shout. Focusing on the east exit. A feeling rises in my gut.

“Okay, I’ll restock the kitchen,” Roderick murmurs.

“Deal.”

A long shadow, masked by the foamy water, darkens the east exit.

“There,” I say. “East exit. Go!”

Within seconds we’re ripping through the tunnel. The air blazing in our faces. We shoot through the waterfall and erupt into the sky. Above us, the pod rolls before the clouds. Quiet and peaceful. And they don’t smell us. Don’t know we’re coming.

“Master Gunner,” I whisper into the comm gem.

“Got it.”

The turret clicks as Roderick swivels, aiming the barrel. His brow creases with concentration. He cranks the turret higher, aiming at the twenty-five-foot calf flying inside the pod.

“Fire!”

The harpoon launches, chain tearing after it. I lean forward, willing his aim to be true. Everyone freezes. Within a blink, the harpoon stabs the calf’s underside and lodges itself through the back. White blood sprays.

The calf screeches. And the pod turns on us.

Roderick kicks a lever at his feet, locking the chain. “Move!”

We rocket toward the other island. Toward the dead tunnels. And toward the next phase of our plan. The enraged adults curl their tails, readying to launch after us. The calf thrashes. And the Gladian shudders from its towage.

Eldon’s shouting, arms fully extended against the strings.

We slip into the mine’s narrow tunnel. The calf shakes its ugly head and whips its tail against the walls. Its metal grinds, spraying sparks.

The adults plunge into the tunnel after us, one at a time, silver teeth chomping. Their eyes glow in our rear lights.

Pound shouts like a lunatic at the approaching bull. Once the bull nears the struggling calf, Pound fires his shoulder cannon directly into the beast’s eyes. The explosion reverberates.

“You want some more?” he shouts. “C’mon, you ugly birdshit!”

Eldon navigates us deftly through winding tunnels. Around thick partitions and old, abandoned equipment.

“Duck!” I shout just before we zoom through an old wooden platform. Shattered boards fly across the deck, nearly smacking into Roderick.

The bull keeps coming. His mouth widens, showing the pink folds that flow into his stomach. Pound reloads eagerly, wanting a free shot into the gut. A well-aimed blast would rupture the beast’s insides.

“Roderick,” he says, “you’re about to have to stock the kitchen.”

“NO!” I yell. “His body will block the tunnel.”

Pound grumbles, and stands there, holding the shoulder cannon. Only watching as the bull draws nearer.

“C’mon, Eldon!” Keeton shouts. “Faster!”

Eldon fights the strings. Just before the bull narrows the gap, we sink into the center of Nightwind’s mine. I duck as the bull flies overhead, splashing us with air.

Three other gorgantauns charge after us.

We circle the dome, elevating just as a gorgantaun launches. She smashes into the partition, biting down on it, loosening a tooth. The walls shake. Rocks crumble and fall from above.

“Look out!” Roderick cries.

Eldon guides us away from a sinking boulder. Then he swerves us back toward the pod and thrusts forward.

Two gorgantauns hiss and their heads rear back, threatened by our sudden charge. Pound fires. We arch over a chomping head, and once between the beasts, Roderick detaches the chain, freeing the calf.

“Go, go, go!” Keeton yells.

Suddenly, we can move again. Smoothly and effortlessly. Two gorgantauns stop to inspect the flailing calf, but the other doesn’t.

“She’s coming,” Roderick says. “Move!”

The class-three chases us into the tunnel. She comes near, her bumpy tongue reaching. We fly for the light. For the exit.

“Now!” I shout. “Blow it!”

Roderick and Pound scramble to kick a giant barrel from the stern. Once it’s out in the air, it starts fizzing.

“Shit!” Pound roars. “It’s going early.”

My heart thuds. And before I can blink, a horrible explosion erupts. The tunnel cracks, and a golden plume expands. Blazing fast. Our pursuing gorgantaun gets lost in the fire. She shrieks.

The exit’s so close. My hands squeeze the railing, willing us to go faster. Rocks drop from the ceiling and smack the deck. Dent the metal. Keeton dives before one flattens her.

Another series of eruptions go off. Deeper in the mine, coming from the other barrels we’d left behind earlier.

The fire’s nearly touching our stern. But just before it consumes us, we burst into the sky.

A collective cheer spreads.

Roderick and Keeton hug. We’re all smiles as we pull back to watch the tunnel collapse. Unbelievable—we just outraced an explosion!

“Great flying, Navigator,” I say. “Great—”

Just before the entrance crumbles, the class-three gorgantaun shoots out. Her body aflame, and her eyes filled with rage. She screeches.

“FLY!” I shout. “ELDON, FLY!”

She comes at us. Eldon swerves us back. I nearly tumble, but my belt keeps me upright. As the beast nears, Keeton and Pound launch canisters into her golden face. But nothing slows her. She continues even with her body still burning.

I pause in awe and terror at the sight. For a moment, I’m not sure what to do. I lick my lips, and my brain gets to work. We can’t take her down here, not in the sky.

“Go for Greenspell!” I shout. “Back through the waterfall.”

The Gladian dips, and after another rapid turn, my belt rips from the railing. I fall to the deck and stare in confusion at the frayed belt. Ripped in a perfect line.

We’re only seconds from entering the waterfall. And its waves will be so powerful, they’ll slide me off the deck!

“Eldon, t—”

We fly into the water. It smacks me with horrible ferocity. So powerful that my magboots pull free. The water catches me in a sudden heap and takes me toward the edge. Fortunately, I’m swept directly toward a railing’s net. Except when I hit the net, the bottom bolts are . . . gone!

I shout as I slip into air. Horror fills me. I’m going to fall into darkness. To the bottom of the waterfall. Get smacked into the rocks below, where every bone in me will break. And I’ll be swept away into the river. Never found.

But somehow, just before I sink away, my hands catch the net. It’s held on by just a few remaining bolts. The net tears. I’m yelling. Coughing. The torrent’s relentless, and no one knows I’m here. They’re all too preoccupied with the gorgantaun.

The net cuts to my bone, but I don’t let go. Refuse to let go. To rise in this world, you must not give a damn about your body. So, even though my fingers bleed. Even though my vision sparks. Even though my muscles shout, I do not let go.

And somehow, the net holds.

Once we’re past the waterfall, I start climbing. Seething. Bleeding. A few bolts keep me alive. Finally, I roll onto the deck. My heart’s racing so hard, my head’s thumping. I vomit water and cough. Unknown colors blur my vision.

The crew’s facing the other direction. Keeton cheers and Pound and Roderick stare at her, dumbstruck. Apparently, she fired a shot into the gorgantaun’s mouth, right into its loose tooth, and sent it slicing down the beast’s throat.

The gorgantaun crashes into a wall and becomes a floating mass. Clogging the tunnel. Everyone’s cheering. Roderick rushes to congratulate Keeton.

“That was my kill!” Pound yells.

When they turn to me, they see my eyes. The blood dripping from my fingers. And my fury.

“Conrad,” Keeton says, breathless. “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you what happened.” My breath is heavy, my face hot. “Someone tried to murder me.”




CHAPTER 30

ELDON CROUCHES OVER WHAT’S LEFT OF MY SAFETY BELT. His finger grazes the almost perfectly frayed line before he glances at the loose net flapping in the wind.

“Who did this?” Roderick whirls on the stunned crew. “Who the cuss did this?”

I lean against the railing, completely exhausted. Beaten down by hunting, lack of sleep, and the games of a treacherous crew. My hands are a stinging, red mess.

I want to punch something. Whenever I get a win, there’s something else. Always something. It’s hard enough taking down gorgantauns, but almost impossible while keeping one eye on my back.

Soon Bryce joins us on the deck. For a moment our eyes connect, then she stares at Nightwind’s collapsed mine and the billowing cloud of smoke.

“We did it?” she asks. “We took them down?”

“Someone tried to kill Conrad,” Roderick says bitterly. He’s standing beside me, arms folded. “The question is, who?”

She blinks at the sharp gazes sent her way. “You don’t think I had anything to do with it, do you?”

“Who knows?” Pound says. “Sebastian’s in the brig.”

Keeton joins my side, her hand on my back. Gentle and reassuring.

“I’m no murderer,” Bryce says, meeting Pound’s face. “Besides, you hate Conrad more than anyone else.”

Pound takes a step toward her. “If I wanted Conrad dead, I would’ve done it with our eyes locked. No tricks. I’m no damn lotcher.”

Eldon straightens his black jacket and steps between them. “Perhaps Bryce’s onto something.”

Pound’s eyes narrow.

“Pound,” Eldon says, “you broke Conrad’s rib before his duel with Bryce.”

The deck goes completely silent. All eyes flash to Pound, who spits at Eldon’s feet, then everyone turns to me. Searching for verification. But I needn’t say anything because it’s on my face.

“You attacked my friend,” Roderick yells at Pound, body tense, “before the duel?”

The next instant, everyone’s shouting at one another. Pointing fingers. Keeton and Roderick let Pound have it. Eldon, meanwhile, stands, watching the whole thing. Face completely passive.

I massage my forehead. We just took down four gorgantauns. What we accomplished has never been done before in the Gauntlet, and yet we can’t even cheer.

Just when it looks like Pound will punch Roderick, I stomp forward. Shove between them.

“ENOUGH!”

Pound lowers his fist, and everyone goes quiet.

“Pound and I have a history that none of you will ever understand,” I say. “But he never tried to kill me. If he wanted me dead, I would’ve died years ago in the alleys of Holmstead. And we can stop all this pointless finger-pointing because we know who did this.”

“Who?” Keeton asks.

The name tastes bitter on my tongue. “Sebastian.”

“But he’s in the brig,” Roderick says.

“His support isn’t,” I say.

After my words hang for a moment, Pound, Keeton, Roderick, and I turn to face Eldon and Bryce.

Bryce steps back. “Well, I had nothing to do with this!”

“Not you.” My eyes flick to our Navigator. “Eldon of Bartemius, I must speak with you. Privately. The rest of you, go.”

“But—”

“Go, Roderick.”

Roderick shuts his mouth, annoyed and confused. Soon they’re all headed toward the hatch, grumbling and giving horrible glances to one another. Pound follows last.

And he looks back at me.

He’s done so many awful things to me, but he’s no murderer. And, strangely, despite how disgusting it feels to admit, I’m starting to respect him.

He scowls at Eldon, then slides down the ladder.

Eldon crouches over the frayed belt again. A silent wind travels over the deck. For several long seconds, neither of us speaks.

“We should be celebrating,” I say. “This crew needs a victory.”

“There is no victory for the crew after a successful hunt,” he says. “Only one can be Captain.”

“Everyone on the winning crew gets prize money.”

He stands. “You think I care about prize money? I’m a High, Conrad. Been my whole life. I need no prize money.”

“But you don’t want to be Captain.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because you want Sebastian to be Captain. Why does he have your loyalty, Eldon? What has he done for you?”

He pushes his glasses to the bridge of his nose and folds his arms.

“Eldon,” I say softly, “did you try to murder me?”

“I would never kill.”

And as I search for a hand twitch or averting eyes, I remember this is the boy who wanted Scholar. He’s no murderer.

“I know you don’t like me, Eldon. You don’t have to. But I expect honesty from you. I’m giving you one chance to tell me everything.”

“No,” he says. “You be transparent with me.”

I blink. “What have I hidden from you?”

“Everything.”

He has no right to challenge me, but if this is how I get him to talk, so be it.

“Fine.” I hold my hands out, exposing my palms. “What do you want to know?”

He exhales. “Is Bryce right about you? Would you do anything to win?”

“I would protect those I love with my life.”

“Did you want Patience killed?”

“Why would I? I barely knew her.”

“One less person standing between you and your goals.”

“Well, I didn’t. I rise the right way.”

“The right way?” He folds his arms. “You are Urwin. I don’t care that you were disowned. You are still an Urwin. And your family has darkened the Northern skies for generations.”

“I don’t disagree.”

His brow wrinkles.

“I’m not my father, Eldon. I’m not my uncle. I’m Conrad of Elise. Son of the great Lady of Holmstead. And while my father beat me with his cane and told me it was for love, she taught me compassion. To be better than the world intended.

“My mother is gone, dead because my uncle threw us to Low. But I will rise again, of this there’s no doubt in my mind. And it won’t be through treachery, only through proof that I’m the strongest.”

“You think you’re better than others.”

“I am.”

He laughs. “You are an arrogant ass.”

“Yes, I’m aware. Now, Eldon, I’ve told you who I am. Have been completely open with you. It’s my turn to ask the questions.”

“Not yet. I have more.”

My eye twitches. He’s in no position to keep demanding answers from me, when I was the one who was nearly murdered, but I take a breath and nod.

“Did you try to kill Sebastian?” he asks.

“No.”

“Would you kill him now?”

“Eldon, you owe me answers.”

“You have to earn my answers. Would you kill him, today, if you knew you would get away with it?”

I exhale and lean my hands on my hips. “I—I don’t know.”

Mother would shout at me for this answer. But it’s the truth. What is it about Sebastian that brings out the worst in me?

He blinks. “Surprisingly honest. Sebastian says you are like him. Did he really smile when he paralyzed Samantha?”

“Yes. He planned the whole thing.”

His head lowers and calculations wrinkle his face, the adding up of evidence. I step toward him, so that we’re only inches apart. He looks into my eyes. Discomfort in his posture.

“Eldon, did you help Sebastian try to murder me?”

“I—I do not know.”

“How do you not know?”

There’s silence between us again. Long and steady. When he looks at the blue horizon, he starts talking.

“While you were preparing for the hunt, I stole the brig key from your cabin.”

“You what?”

“I went to keep Sebastian company. He was extremely interested in our plan for this hunt. After I . . . well, I . . . fell asleep,” he says. “When I woke, he was gone—the brig was open. I searched everywhere until I found him dropping from the deck’s ladder. He had a knife and some other tools. He smiled at me but refused to tell me what he did. Told me not to worry. And well, I trusted him, so I didn’t.”

I close my mouth. When I walk to the railing and stand beside him, there’s a pained expression on his face. The look’s familiar. The kind of loyalty Eldon has shown Sebastian is reserved for those you love. And suddenly I understand him. Even the greatest of people do horrible things for love. Sometimes, my love has made me cruel.

“Eldon,” I say, touching his shoulder, “Sebastian’s warped. He doesn’t care about you or anyone else. He just needs his tools.”

My words cut him. Even so, he doesn’t argue.

“And now he’s trying to turn the crew against one another,” I say. “It’s working. Eldon, I have tried with you, but you always pushed me away. I kept making you Navigator because you’re a damn good flier.”

“Not as strong as you.”

“I don’t have your endurance. Not many fliers could have kept going as long as you did today. We’d be dead without you.”

He doesn’t reply.

“And you are not my enemy, Eldon. Never have been. But Sebastian?” I pause. “Not sure what I’ll do with him. Report him and face having our hunt interrupted while Hunter interviews the crew? I don’t know. But I do know this: the crew wants to unite and win the Gauntlet, and we’d love your help.”

He still doesn’t speak. I don’t expect him to, so I leave him standing on the deck, eyes watching the destroyed mine, his face pensive. Perhaps coming to terms with the realization that the boy he loves is not as grand as he once thought.

My heart aches for Eldon. But I just know, unless I do something, he’s not the last person Sebastian will hurt.

✦ ✦ ✦

Master Koko’s angry call interrupts my plans to celebrate in the cafeteria. Instead of eating prime gorgantaun flank and repairing my dismantled crew, I sit at my desk in my cabin, knee bouncing, while she shouts.

“You dropped a mine on three of them, Conrad. Do you know how long it will take us to excavate their bodies?”

“With all due respect, Master, our goal’s to eliminate as many gorgantauns as possible. I’ve done that.”

“WRONG! We aren’t just exterminators. We use everything we kill. Their gas is valuable. It’s used to keep our ships floating. Their flesh is food, their bones and scales are made into hulls.” She pauses. “I’ve never been in this situation before. As it is, I’m strongly considering not awarding you any points for today.”

“But Master—”

“ENOUGH!”

I shut my mouth. Dammit. Dammit. Dammit.

“Master, if you take away the kills, I’ll lose the crew. And they’re already on the brink as it is.”

“No, you will lose the crew because someone else is better suited to lead them.”

I’m losing her. Must change the narrative.

“Master, I promise you if you count these kills, I will win the Gauntlet. I will break your record. And I will do it with kills you can salvage.”

Silence.

“I’m the first, since you, to take down a gorgantaun alone,” I say. “I’m the first, ever, to lead a training crew in taking down a whole pod at once. You know I’m capable. And you know I’m the best to lead. I know why you’re so interested in me. Why you spoke to me at the Academy. You want to retire and find a successor.”

Silence again. My hands shake as I stare at the gem.

“Who had the idea to collapse the mine?” she asks.

“Pound.”

“Of course.” She lets out a long breath. “Will he ever grow out of being a mad bastard?”

“Doubt it.”

She exhales, but with a bit of levity. It gives me hope . . . until she goes quiet again. Too long. I’m up and pacing around. Brain working. Trying to find some other way to convince her. Just as I open to speak, she comes over the comm.

“Okay, Conrad, if you stop hunting like a damn barbarian, I will count these kills. However, the ones crushed will be counted as half kills. Now, listen to me very carefully, son: if any more of your kills, even one, are destroyed beyond retrieval, I will rescind these points. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“Then congratulations.” Relief washes over me, making me breathe normal again. “Check the Gauntlet Board. Keep it up, and you might win this thing. Good luck.”

The leaderboard hanging on the wall above my desk brightens with a silver light, then alternates with a blue one, indicating a new leader:

GLADIAN (4)

CALAMUS (3)

SPICULOUS (2)

ORNATUS (1.5)

TELEMUS (1)

MUCRO (1)

QUIRIS (1)

SICA (1)

CYPLEUS (.5)

PILIUM (0)

SAGGITAN (0)

LAMINAN (0)

JACULUM (0)

ARMUM

SCALPRUS

CUTLUS

We are winning. Finally, we are winning this damn thing. But there’s no time to rest on my laurels, not when the crew is still splintered.




CHAPTER 31

ONCE, I BELIEVED MY ACTIONS ALONE WERE ENOUGH TO lead. But since my crew started pointing fingers at one another, I’ve realized I must do more: I must speak.

So, after sending a ship-wide message with my gem, I stand in the cafeteria. Behind me, several veteran Hunter ships, little beams in the dark sky, work on the collapsed mine around Nightwind island. They’re fast, having already towed away the massive carcass of the class-three we left on Greenspell.

My crew filters in. Tired and grumpy. But even this late, they’re in uniform. A good sign. They may be fighting one another, but they respect me.

I’m seated before a series of canned Eastrim cakes and a bottle of Holmsteadian syrup. While my crew filters around, I tap out a ringed cake onto a small plate and drizzle the shiny, black syrup over its yellow crust. Keeton eyes it hungrily.

Roderick lowers into the seat across from me. Pound, however, steers far off, leaning against the wall, arms folded. The coldness between him and Roderick chills the room.

“We are winning,” I say, sliding the cake to Roderick before preparing another. “Master Koko believes Hunter can excavate the bodies, but due to the difficulty, she’s awarding us half points for the three beasts from the mine.”

Keeton breathes out, a little relieved. That’d been one of her concerns with Pound’s plan. She lowers onto the bench and grins a little as I slide a mini cake before her.

“I’d love to take credit for these kills,” I say, “but what happened today was only possible because of Pound. Only he would demand Keeton find a way to make his insane plan work. Only he would demand we drop a mountain on gorgantauns.”

Roderick stops chewing and stares at me.

“Yes, Pound broke my rib,” I say, sliding a cake to an open seat. An invitation. “And yes, he ruined my chances in the duels, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Roderick blinks, confused.

I nod Pound toward the cake. “If it weren’t for him, none of us would be here together. Ever since my uncle disowned me, and all my friends abandoned me, creating new friendships has been . . . difficult. But now, I’m surrounded by more people that I trust than I have in years. And, even more strange, I’m allied with the one who was raised to challenge me on Holmstead. I’m not sure there are many I respect more than him.”

Pound looks stunned.

“I’m going to tell you all something I never talk about,” I say, prying open another can. “I have a sister. My uncle took her. I haven’t seen Ella in six years. Every morning, when I wake, I see her face. Every time I’m alone, I wonder how she is and worry about the venom my uncle’s spitting into her ear. But if we win, I can be with her again. And maybe I can fix all my broken promises to her.”

We are silent for several moments, and I fear that perhaps I’ve gotten too personal. Maybe I should’ve continued hiding who I am because three cakes wait before empty seats. But then Pound, of all people, joins us at the table. And there’s a quietness in his eyes.

He stares at the cake as he speaks. Not looking up. Almost like he’s drifted off somewhere far away and he’s no longer in his body. “My family abandoned me because I lost a duel.” He lifts the fork and picks at the cake. “I wanted to win back their approval and would’ve stopped at nothing to win the Gauntlet.”

Surprisingly, his lip quivers. His breath shudders. I know the pain he feels. The abandonment. But his is amplified because his family blames him for their circumstances.

His shamed head lowers. “My mistakes got Patience killed. Nearly got Keeton killed. And for that, I’m sorry.”

Silence again, until Keeton reaches across the table. Pound’s head lowers while a single tear trails his cheek. For years I’d craved seeing this boy cry. I’d hoped it’d come due to my fists. But now my stomach twists for him.

Keeton squeezes his big hand, but her fingers can’t fit around his massive club.

“I forgive you,” she says.

At this, the weight in Pound’s shoulders slackens. Like something on his back suddenly leaped off. His eyes meet hers and she grins faintly.

He wipes his nose on his sleeve.

Then we turn as Roderick swallows, exhales, and massages the back of his head. “Pound, I just want to say that even though you’re a cuss for breaking Conrad’s rib, I . . . well, I think you did a great job today.”

Pound smiles.

They’re soon patting each other on the back. Roderick isn’t the type to hold grudges anyway. And well, if I’ve forgiven Pound, that’s good enough for Roderick.

Everyone eats their cake. Everyone but Bryce and Eldon. But they soon join us. Quietly, at the edges of the group. Still part of the crew, but on the periphery.

“First place,” Pound rumbles, reaching for another canned cake to empty on his plate. “After everything!”

We laugh and eat, enjoying our victory.

Suddenly, Pound stands and reenacts Roderick’s wide-eyed expression when the class-three burst from the tunnel, engulfed in flames.

“He pissed himself!” Pound yells.

“The cuss I did!”

Everyone laughs.

And as I sit, eating cakes with friends, a realization sets over me. I’m not relishing in my victories. What happened today was because of us.

Gradually, the crew disperses, whispering excitedly because I’ve ordered everyone to sleep in tomorrow. We’ve earned it. After Pound leaves, tossing his fork and plate into the sink, I’m left alone with the girl with spikey hair.

She has not touched her cake.

There’s sadness in her eyes. This expression is so far removed from the optimistic girl I’d first met. That seems so long ago now.

Bryce walks to the window and watches the excavating skyships. “My people are angry.”

I pause. Unsure how to broach this subject delicately. “Bryce, I checked the map in my cabin, and I can’t find your island of Westray anywhere.”

Her reflection frowns. “You think you were a Low, Conrad. But there are those who have it worse. The sun doesn’t shine for them. Their lands are dead. They’re the true Lows. And they’re tired of looking up and seeing those living High.”

“Bryce?”

She turns and looks at me. And there’s something on her face. Like something’s carving its way through her and she needs to reveal it, or she’ll combust. But then her mouth becomes a thin line.

“I have failed,” she says. “This is your ship. Congratulations.”

She heads for the door at a brisk pace. I consider chasing her, but I don’t because she’s already revealed more than she’s comfortable with. She’s so damn complicated. And how I feel about her makes everything even more confusing. But most of all, I wonder where she comes from.

Who is Bryce of Damon, really?

✦ ✦ ✦

The following morning, after a large breakfast of Pound’s canned eggs and spicy bacon, we sail the skies. Search all day for our next prey. Instead of finding a gorgantaun, though, we spot our closest rival, the Calamus.

Our ships pull alongside each other to trade information and cans of food. We’re not allowed to board one another’s vessels, so we each fill a small crate and use the rope-and-pulley systems to send it over. Sebastian burned half our allotment of beans when he was Cook, but we have plenty of extra applesauce.

“The gorgantauns are moving west,” their Captain, Huifang of Xu, tells us. She watches me, then her gaze hardens toward Roderick, probably remembering when he miraculously knocked her unconscious during their duel. “We are headed that way.”

“Thank you for the tip,” I say.

Not sure I believe a word she’s saying. A cloud of blobons has been moving east—the opposite of where she claims.

The Calamus crew consists of six girls and two boys. Each has the same demeanor as their Captain: serious and rigid.

“Where is the rest of your crew?” Huifang asks. “You are missing two.”

“Dead or in the brig.”

She frowns. “That is unfortunate. Well, thank you for the applesauce.”

“Yes, the beans are appreciated.”

She nods.

After wishing them good luck, and with a stock of twenty more cans of beans, we set sail. First, going west, as she suggested. Then, once we’re out of their sight, we rocket east.

The rest of the day passes uneventfully, but we do find the blobons. When night falls we anchor a chain to a quiet spot, inside the cavern on an unmapped island. Tomorrow we’ll follow the blobon cloud and hopefully run into a gorgantaun or two.

For much of the evening I stay in my cabin, going over Pound’s latest hunt proposals. Each proposal has varied complexity and is designed for a range of scenarios.

When Pound was Keeton’s assistant, it was always easy to tell which plan had his fingerprints. His are far riskier, but Keeton’s are so rational, and she grounded him a little. Yes, hunting gorgantauns is crazy, and yes, it takes a wild plan to take them down, but I think Pound needs a little bit of Keeton’s sensibilities.

After massaging my eyes, I approach my window. There’s not much to see while we’re inside the cavern. Just black, jagged rocks. Part of me wanted us to remain in open sky in case we needed to get hunting quickly, but trailing behind a blobon cloud isn’t exactly the safest place to be in the open.

I sigh. We’re so isolated in this Gauntlet. Only us and our wits. It’s war. We are soldiers. And the monsters we hunt are why Hunter must Select every year. Some Trades, like Explorer, only make picks every few years. Sometimes earlier, when several Explorers vanish while out in the farthest airs. But not like Hunter. Hunter is constantly replenished because it must be. And as I consider that thought, I recall a memory with Mother.

I was standing in the Archduke’s Hall of Urwin Manor, where Father once met guests. His chair was empty, but Mother was with me. When she sat upon her throne, the sunlight shone through her white hair, making it glow. Her hands were folded upon her lap, and she wore a burgundy dress. Her white cane rested on the armrest beside her.

“Come, sit with me,” she said, patting Father’s empty chair.

But I didn’t move because I wasn’t worthy of Father’s seat. He was already gone, and I was too young to inherit his status. That seat was Uncle’s now, simply because he, not Mother, had Urwin blood.

“Sit,” she commanded.

When I lowered into the chair, everything seemed unbelievably large. My feet didn’t touch the floor. I had to stretch my arms to lay my hands on the armrests.

“You are your father’s son,” she said, touching my cheek gently so that our eyes met. Her face was serious. “I fear that, with your father gone, you will be faced with challenges that none could prepare you for. Not even me.”

My brow wrinkled. I didn’t understand her words then. My mind was so simple. Couldn’t envision anything more difficult than facing a prowlon.

“Challenges?” I asked.

She hesitated, then strode toward a painting that filled the western wall. It was a painting of one of the arctic gorgantauns. Smaller than the southern variety, and not quite as scaley, but far meaner. The white beast, striped with icicles, charged after a mangled ship.

“War,” she said.

“War?” I blinked. “Pirates?”

“Worse. I don’t think the Skylands are alone.” She turned to meet my eyes. “The islands, Conrad, how do they float?”

“By their hearts?”

“Yes, but who put them there?”

I stared at her, my mind racing. “But Mother, Scholar teaches that the Skylands have always been.”

“Do you think that’s true? Someday we’re going to find out why the islands are in the sky,” Mother said. “And I don’t believe we are going to like the answer. For now,” Mother said, glancing back at the paintings, “gorgantauns are our great enemy.”

Gorgantauns seemed so far away. Yes, we’d had our drills on Holmstead, and we’d been attacked before, but if there was one thing Father did well, it was keeping the Northern skies gorgantaun-free. His outposts hadn’t failed to alert the island once.

But Mother mentioned something worse than gorgantauns. What could be worse? I considered the rebels. Father once had an assistant who was arrested for being a spy for a rival, but I don’t know for whom. The man was given a traitor’s death. They cut off his arms and tossed him off the side of a ship. So he couldn’t even flap.

Mother faced me.

“So long as you’re strong, Conrad, so long as you’re good here”—she pointed to my heart—“you will rise, regardless of what happens. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said. “I understand, Mother.”

She grinned faintly, touched the dimple on my chin, and pulled her hand away.

For the barest of moments, I nearly feel her hand again and believe she stands beside me. And I feel cold and empty, remembering that I left her to die in her final moments.

This world killed her.

I punch the glass.

For several moments I play over the events that led to her death. What I would have done differently. How I would’ve gotten back to her in time.

After a while I step away. Can’t sleep, not with my thoughts in a flurry. So, with my stomach rumbling, I walk through the quiet corridors and push open the cafeteria door. Unfortunately, the freeze box is empty. I groan. No wonder Pound was eager to make Roderick stock it. We have plenty of food on the lowest level. The only problem is . . . well, he’s got to be asleep right now. I’ll be quiet.

The lowest level bathes in shadow. The cold air chills my skin. No windows here, only a few red crystals on the walls. This level is stocked with strapped-down crates and a lone, dark spot in the center. The brig.

I start walking, until . . .

“Captain,” a voice whispers.

Shut my eyes.

A silhouette leans against the brig’s bars, only his teeth exposed in the faint light. Makes him look nothing more than a suspended, grinning mouth.

“Couldn’t sleep?” he asks.

Part of me wants to rip open that cage and beat him. Bloody that unhinged smile, break it so he’ll never try to kill anyone again.

“Evening, Sebastian.”

“Why the late visit?”

“Not here for you.”

I turn down the aisle of food supplies, walking between a canyon of crates. The crate at the end remains open, wooden lid leaning against the wall.

“Heard the explosions from the hunt yesterday,” Sebastian calls. “Sounded exciting. I take it everything went well? No one tells me anything.”

I swipe some applesauce from behind a can of honeyed ham.

“Are you going to report me to Master Koko, Captain?”

I’d love nothing more than to see him dragged off the ship, ready to face the Hunter Tribunal, but we’re in a tight race with the Calamus, and without hard evidence, an investigation would only delay us and could ruin our chances. And worse, what if Hunter decided Sebastian should be freed?

“Oh c’mon, speak,” Sebastian says. “That spyship of ours will start wondering where I am. What will you do with me?”

I sigh. It’s better to talk to him here, with a stack of crates between us. He won’t see the heat rising in my face, the anger shaking in my fists.

“Haven’t decided.”

“You should,” he says, sighing. “I’m dreadfully bored.”

“And lucky I don’t toss you off the deck.”

“Ah, but you’re no murderer.”

“Not yet.”

He laughs. “Wouldn’t that be interesting if I could turn you into one?”

“I know you, Sebastian. Don’t think you can crawl under my skin.”

“Rude of you, not looking at me as you speak.”

“This is for your sake.”

“I’m sure, but I’d rather see you.” When I step from the aisle, he breaks into a grin. “Ah, there you are. May I have a book to read?”

“No.”

He pushes his dirty, rolled-up sleeves higher. We’d had him stripped of his Hunter gear. I’m annoyed just thinking what it’d be like if he still had his comm gem on his sleeve and he started waking people by song.

“May I use the lavatory upstairs? I clogged this one.”

“No.”

“Pity.” He hops onto the bed. “I really don’t know why you’re so upset. I am a product of Meritocracy. The desire to rise burns inside my heart. As it does in yours. But I’m braver than you are. I am willing to make the sacrifices.”

“You are a liar.”

“As are you. Didn’t you tell Bryce that you would help her become Captain?” My mouth shuts, and he chuckles. “Can you tell me why my dear friend, Eldon, hasn’t come for a visit?”

“I’m sure he’s busy considering what you are,” I say. “But I’ll not speak for him.”

He frowns. “Your list of friends grows. Funny, I remember you being so antisocial, hating everyone. But when you’re after something, I guess it’s easy to pretend to like people.”

“Well, I don’t like you. No need to pretend there.”

He laughs. “Good point.”

I turn to leave.

“How long will you keep me here?” he calls. “By rule, you can’t do more than a week. And I’ve already done four days.”

I start up the stairs.

“Captain! I have special news for you. About Bryce.”

My boots stop on the third stair.

“Ah ha!” he chuckles. “Come along back. We’ll have a little chat. Maybe after, you’ll bring me a book?”

“Why would I listen to you? I trust you as much as I’d trust a ratchlon in my ear.”

“Because this is a matter that affects the Skylands, Captain. A danger to everyone—even beyond the Gauntlet. She’s not who you think she is. She’s our mutual enemy. If you release me,” he says, “I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“Nice try. Good night, Sebastian.”

“Wait—Captain, you really should hear this!”

I’m tired. My knees hurt. And this applesauce begs to be eaten. His voice chases after me but gets lost in the ship’s bowels when I enter the empty cafeteria.

Part of me wants to go back to him. Find out what he knows. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Sebastian, it’s that he’d lie to his own mother. Instead, I eat the tart applesauce in silence, enjoying the view of the stars through the cavern’s exit.

But he is right that I can’t keep him in the brig much longer. And once he’s out, he’ll probably try gnawing a hole in the gas pipes and sink the ship. Unfortunately, hunting can’t be my priority with him on board. He’s our greatest threat. And tonight, I’ll begin devising a way to be rid of him. Forever.




CHAPTER 32

POUND ENTERS THE KITCHEN BEFORE SUNRISE, AS IS CUSTOM for the Cook, but I was up before him, cleaning, because our Swabbie sleeps in the brig.

Pound stops, watching as I scrub spills from the table.

“Don’t you ever sleep, Urwin?”

“Only after I’ve visited your mother.”

For an instant his brow furrows. Then he starts laughing. “You sick bastard.”

I smile and plunge the rag into the bucket while he heats the crystal stove. We work in silence. Once I’m done I approach him.

“We need to talk.”

He splashes purple hot sauce on the giant pile of crispy rice and listens as I tell him my plans to defang Sebastian.

“Oh, he wouldn’t like that,” Pound says, smirking as he lowers the sauce bottle. “But why trust me with this? Why not Roderick?”

“I don’t think Roderick hates Sebastian like you do.”

“True.” Pound chuckles. “I hate Sebastian more than I hate you. And I hate you like I hate lemon juice in paper cuts.”

“Exactly why you’re perfect for this.”

He rubs his chin. “Urwin and Atwood, working together to remove a snake . . .” He looks up, considering, until the stench of smoke carries to him. He yowls and pushes the pan of burning eggs from the heat. “You’re distracting me, Elise.”

“Sorry. So, are you in?”

He rests his huge hands on his hips. Finally, he nods. “Yes. I’ve always wanted to give that turdeater a taste of his own treachery.”

I grin. “Good. Now make me breakfast, Cook.”

“Eat spit. Get out of my cafeteria.”

But as I leave, he’s smiling, too.

After Pound escorts Sebastian to the lavatory above, I search Sebastian’s cell. Behind the toilet, inside the sink’s pipe, and I even stamp around the floor, searching for hollow places.

Sebastian wasn’t lying when he claimed he’d clogged the toilet. Scraps of fabric from his bed float in the bowl. The birdfart.

I finger around the cot’s legs. Something hard at the back of one. Strapped down. My brow furrows.

Long-range comm gem. Illegal in the Gauntlet. Who the hell has he been contacting? It’s not exactly what I’ve been looking for. Still, I stuff it into my jacket, then stand in place, wondering where to look next. I don’t have much time before they’ll return. My eyes fall on the mattress, and I follow the stiches in the fabric. Near the top, my fingers discover a loose flap cut into the foam. My hand dives inside.

“Ouch!”

I yank my hand back. Blood balls near my fingernail. After licking it off, I gently reinsert my hand. And soon, even with the stinging pain, I start smiling because I catch what I’ve been looking for: a small blade.

Between the knife’s crossbar shines an emblem of two vines twisting over a rock. The family emblem of Abel. I’ve seen it on Sebastian’s luggage.

A series of steps boom on the stairs. Muffled voices follow.

I push the mattress back, stuff the knife into my jacket, and duck into the shadows of the crates.

Pound and Sebastian’s silhouettes come toward the brig.

“Thanks, old chap,” Sebastian says. “I’ve been holding that one for days. Feel seven pounds lighter. If someone else saw it, they would’ve claimed it was yours.”

Pound growls.

“So, I’m curious,” Sebastian says, “why do you follow Conrad? If I’m not mistaken, didn’t his great grandfather cheat and kill yours in a duel?”

“Be quiet.”

“What would your family think, knowing you’ve betrayed them? Cooking an Urwin’s meals like a servant. But I suppose they couldn’t be more disappointed in you than they already are.”

They stop outside the cell.

“Get in,” Pound says.

“I don’t think—”

Pound lifts Sebastian by his trousers, wedging them up Sebastian’s crack, and hurls him into the brig. Sebastian smacks the ground. He whirls around just as Pound slams the door.

“Physical violence is not the Hunter way!”

“Right,” Pound says, striding off. “You go tell someone. See if anyone believes your forked tongue.”

Sebastian wipes his pants, and I’m pleased to see he has a rather sour look on his face. But it’ll only get worse for him.

Much worse.

✦ ✦ ✦

The snake’s out.

The whole crew assembles in my cabin, including Sebastian. He stands between us, finding everyone staring at him with their arms folded.

He smiles and raises his hands out in supplication. “Friends, I’ve had a change of heart. I will support your Captain. What must I do to regain your trust?”

When no one answers, he turns to Eldon.

“Come, now, Eldon,” Sebastian says, opening his arms. “I’ve missed you.”

“Don’t talk to him,” I snarl.

Sebastian frowns and turns to me. “I thought you were a democrat, Captain? Giving me orders that I can’t have friends?” He looks at Bryce. “What about you? Care to give me a hug?”

“No.”

“Are you sure? I bet Conrad would like to know that—”

“Enough, Sebastian,” I say. “We all know what you are.”

“And what is that?”

“A Swabbie.”

Then everyone kicks off their boots and tosses them at his feet.

“Now swab,” I say. “Or face the brig again.”

Sebastian glowers and gives me a lethal look. I toss him a can of polish and a rag. Slowly, he lowers onto the floor, and as we watch, starts scrubbing.

“Make sure to get around the ringlets,” Keeton says. “They can be tricky.”

“I’m sure he knows how to do it,” Roderick says.

“I’m just trying to help. He looks like he needs it.”

The room laughs.

Sebastian’s red and shaking. This is the most degrading thing we could do to him. And for once, a silly smile doesn’t mark his face. If there’s one thing Sebastian hates, it’s being treated like a Low.

When he finishes polishing the shoes, Roderick lifts a full bag.

“Have fun,” Roderick says, spilling the boots before Sebastian’s disgusted face. They tumble over Sebastian’s legs and thud against the floor. “You might want to clog your nose when you get to Pound’s. He’s got sweaty feet.”

“I never wear socks,” Pound says.

Keeton chuckles.

Once Sebastian starts on those, the crew leaves me alone with him.

I watch him from my desk. He glowers at me between the gaps of his dark bangs.

“Found your comm gem,” I say.

He acts surprised. “Comm gem?”

“Who have you been contacting?”

He gives me a coy look. “One might wonder what’s going on in the islands right now. I mean, here we are, isolated from everything. You might think that there is news we would want to know. News you would want to know in particular.”

“What are you talking about?”

He grins, seeming excited to know something I don’t. It makes me want to punch him bloody.

“You’ll hear about it soon, I’m sure. Big deal, Conrad. Big, big deal.”

Can’t stand this little turdeater. The room goes cold as I stare at him.

“I’m better at this than you are, Sebastian.”

“What, polishing shoes?”

I come to stand over him. “Rising. It’s in my blood. My ancestors dueled their way to the crown of the mountain. And they’ve kept it for generations.”

He snorts. “All you lifelong Highs are full of that ‘legacy’ birdshit.”

“You think you’re stronger than I am because you’re willing to go to lengths I would not.” My tongue becomes dangerous. “But you underestimate what I’d do to be rid of you.”

He scoffs. “What are you going to do, kill me?”

I don’t answer.

The room becomes cold. His eyes narrow as he looks over how much bigger I am. How much stronger. And, if I attack him, he can’t trick me like he tricked Samantha.

“So,” he says, “I can turn you into a murderer after all.”

“You were right about me, Sebastian. We are a lot alike.”

He watches my hand slip into my jacket. When I pull out his knife, it glints under the light. My reflection mirrors on its glittery surface.

He stares at me. Looking for a tell, but I’m not bluffing. And when he realizes that, he glances at the door, fingers twitching. Ready to run like a pathetic little lotcher.

“I’m no murderer, Sebastian.” I turn the blade’s point toward my torso. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t turn you into one.”

Sebastian’s eyes widen. When he realizes what I’m about to do, he leaps for me. “No, Conrad, don’t!”

I stuff the knife into my shoulder. It sinks deep into my flesh, stinging like wet fire. My teeth gnash. And I shout, “Sebastian, put the knife down! No!”

Sebastian’s yelling, blood on his hands as he tries to stop me. By the time he rips the knife free of my shoulder, the door bursts open, and Pound charges forward like an enraged prowlon.

“Murderer!”

“No, I—”

He tackles Sebastian to the ground. Sebastian wheezes, tries to speak, but Pound throws two ham-sized fists into his face.

“Conrad stabbed hims—”

Pound throws another one, and that one clocks him out cold.

The knife slides to the doorway.

I topple to the ground, gasping, holding my shoulder, trying to stop the spilling red. Pound crouches over me.

“You okay, Elise?”

“Hurts like hell.”

“You’re crazier than I am.”

Soon Roderick, Keeton, and Bryce rush into the room.

“What—oh!”

They crowd me. Bryce panics as she applies pressure against my wound, trying to stop the gushing blood.

Roderick doesn’t know what to do other than nervously pat my leg. “You’ll be okay,” he says. “You’ll be—”

“Roderick, get a towel!” Bryce orders.

Roderick, his face pale, rushes down the hallway.

Bryce looks into my eyes, and there’s fear in hers. I’m a bastard for causing her and the others pain, but this is the only way. Sebastian’s a crab that’ll snatch everyone trying to rise. He’ll drag us to the bottom of the bucket.

Roderick returns with a bundle of towels. Bryce wraps one over my shoulder, but it’s not long until the fabric seeps red.

I feel weak. My skin pales.

“He hit an artery,” Bryce says. “We need meds, now!”

Keeton dashes from the room.

I sink deeper down the wall, wincing as the pain throbs. No one has ever claimed that sucking venom from a snake bite will feel good. Getting Sebastian off my ship, though, sure will.

✦ ✦ ✦

I didn’t have enough evidence when Sebastian tried to kill me, but this time I have the weapon and a witness who found Sebastian on me with blood on his hands.

Resting in the medical bed, and with my shoulder in a sling, I contact the spyship and explain to Travis of Waters our situation. He connects my gem to the long-range, allowing me to speak with Master Koko. Then Pound and I recount what happened, and as we do, Master Koko goes silent.

“Sebastian of Abel,” she says finally, “my assistant’s nephew?”

“Yes.”

“He attacked you? But he’s always been so . . . kind.”

Sebastian has a way of putting a veil over people’s eyes. Even brilliant people like Master Koko.

“My crew doesn’t feel comfortable with him aboard,” I say. “Honestly, I don’t feel comfortable. We want him off.”

She takes a breath. “Off the ship? No, I think not.”

“What?”

“You have a brig.”

“He tried to murder me!”

“This is the Gauntlet, Conrad. Someday you’ll have a crew, and you’ll be hunting acidons in the farthest skies, and there won’t be a spyship there to collect someone from your brig. This is a good learning opportunity.”

“But Master—”

“Keep him in the brig. I’ll decide what to do with him after the Gauntlet.”

I scowl. It seems the venom will linger a little while longer. But at least now, it’ll be restricted to one part of the ship. And I’ll never have to see it. Fine. He’ll stay aboard, but I’ll make sure he’ll rot.

And even though he’s still aboard, I smile. Smile because with Sebastian out of the way, I can focus entirely on winning this thing.




CHAPTER 33

WHILE I’VE BEEN FOCUSED ON SEBASTIAN, THE CALAMUS has been hunting. And they’ve just retaken the lead.

I’m on the deck, preparing to hunt. My shoulder burns like fire. The meds have been at work, but it’ll be at least another day until I’m fully recovered. Probably shouldn’t be on deck, not with my vision foggy and balance unsteady due to blood loss, but I’ll not lose my chance of reuniting with Ella.

A juvenile gorgantaun undulates before the fading sun. A male, just barely a class-one, and at the age when bulls leave their familial pods to find mates.

Keeton, Pound, and Roderick corner me.

“You should be resting, Conrad,” Keeton says. “Look at you! You’re holding the railing for balance.”

“I’m fine.”

Roderick places his hand on my healthy shoulder. “We can make this hunt. Trust us.”

“I’ll not hide in my cabin while you all risk your lives.”

“Conrad . . .” Keeton says.

“I’m Captain,” I say, turning to peer at the gorgantaun from my spyglass. “It’s my decision.”

If we catch this beast now, it’ll be the easiest hunt of the Gauntlet. But if we delay much longer, it’ll be night, and we’ve never hunted at night.

“Your skin is blue, Elise,” Pound says.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Eldon, prepare—”

Then my legs buckle beneath me, and Pound catches me before I smack the deck.

“You’re going below,” he rumbles.

“Do it,” I growl, “and you’re going to the brig.”

“I don’t care.”

He hoists me over his shoulder. For an instant, I roar and feebly punch his back. But my pathetic resistance leaves me gasping for breath.

Roderick and Keeton frown as I go.

“We’ve got this,” Keeton says.

Soon Pound kicks open my cabin. If I had any energy left, I’d squirm free and race back to the deck. But my crew’s right: I’m empty. Pound carries me toward the bed at the back.

“No,” I say, “the window.”

“You need rest.”

“And you think I’ll sleep during a hunt?”

“You will if I strap you down.”

“I’ll demote you to Swabbie!”

He laughs but turns around and drops me into the bolted-down chair near the window. A second later he stomps to my bed and returns with a bundle of blankets and a pillow.

“You’re acting like my mother, Pound.”

“Shut up, Elise.”

He stuffs the pillow behind my head, and I glare at him while he wraps a blanket around my body.

“Anything else, your Highness?” he asks.

“Yeah, eat dump.”

He chuckles and starts toward the door.

“Wait,” I say. “Tap the heatglobe.”

“You’re cold?”

“You aren’t?”

Just before he leaves, a warm, red pulse throbs in the room, spraying me in radiant warmth. Oh, it feels good. Heats me down to my bones. Despite the coming hunt, my eyelids grow heavy. It’s ridiculous to be tired right now. We’re about to attack a gorgantaun. I fight to stay awake until, suddenly, my head lolls to the side and I succumb to an uncomfortable sleep on a hard chair.

✦ ✦ ✦

The ship shudders.

My eyes blink open. There’s darkness outside my window and I can’t see anything other than my pale reflection on the glass. My comm gem’s going off with shouts from the crew.

“On the left!” Pound yells. “No, your other left, idiot!”

“Brace!” Keeton shouts.

The Gladian moans as something crashes into our hull. I rock forward, falling from the chair.

“Bryce, double the engine!” Keeton yells.

“I’m trying!”

“Fire!” Roderick shouts.

Harpoons, like streaking stars under the moonlight, vanish into the darkness. A muffled roar moans. A direct hit. Then we rock again.

“The hell is going on up there?” I shout into my gem.

“Nothing to worry about, Captain,” Keeton yells, breathless. “We—ahh! ELDON, DIVE!”

The ship lurches, and I go sliding toward the window. My hand clamps onto the chair leg. Once the ship straightens, Keeton yells for flak. It erupts outside, sparkling the night. The twinkles illuminate the shiny crest of the bull. And then I realize my horrible, stupid mistake. The heatglobe, giving off just enough light, acts like a beacon. Gorgantauns go for the light. Always the light. That’s why they attacked the Lows on Holmstead. What was I thinking?!

A bellow makes the glass shudder. Then a huge, golden eye blinks in toward me. His pupils zero in. And when our eyes connect, an ancient, primal fear thuds in my chest. The bull’s head rotates, and his great mouth expands.

Shit!

I dash to disable the heatglobe. Before I can, an enormous tooth cracks through the window. Bits of metal and glass fly. Howling wind rushes in through the gap. Books flap open. Papers go everywhere.

“It’s getting into the cabin!” I yell into my gem.

Another eruption of flak sparkles on his head, stinging his eyes. The bull rears back, pulling a chunk of the ship with him. Part of the floor rips away. And I stare, mouth dry, as my exit from the cabin is cut off.

“I’m stuck!” I shout.

“Pound!” Keeton yells. “Get down there. Eldon, swerve us away.”

The ship rockets into darkness. But I can sense the bull somewhere out there. Trailing. Watching.

I tap the metallic button at the base of the heatglobe. The red fades, leaving me in blackness. But it’s not enough. He already knows I’m here.

Despite my shaking muscles, my good arm takes the harpoon launcher mounted on the wall. I brace it against the desk, with the spear pointed toward the sky. Whenever the beast returns, I’ll launch a harpoon through his nostril and pierce his brain. Or I’ll shoot it through the roof of his mouth.

My legs wobble, so I lean a hand on my desk for support.

“Oh hell,” Pound’s voice comes on the comm. “The floor’s gone. The whole corridor is ripped out! I can’t get to Conrad.”

“Hold on, Captain,” Keeton says. “We’re nearly—”

But I don’t hear her because another flash of flak exposes the shadow coming straight for me. His throat a black hole of death.

I aim the harpoon, and just as I squeeze the trigger, the Gladian jerks. My shot goes awry, stabbing into the wall.

The beast appears in the faint light. My body goes numb. Soon I’ll be in his gut. Thrashing in acid. What an idiotic end. Dead, because I fell asleep during a hunt. Dead, because I told Pound to turn on the heatglobe.

But just before the beast makes contact, a sickening thunk fires through his skull. Roderick’s clawgun pierced his thin, class-one scales. Went clean through, and out the other side. The beast dies instantly, but his momentum keeps him careening toward me. I duck behind the desk, shouting as his head shreds the remaining walls. And soon I’m fenced in by rows of teeth. His mouth stinks of rotted death.

Somewhere above, the crew cheers.

“Conrad!” Keeton yells. “Conrad, are you okay?”

The beast’s tongue rolls out, slapping against the desk, dribbling hot saliva onto my shoulder. And I’m so relieved, I start laughing. I laugh out the remainder of my energy and pass out halfway inside the beast’s mouth.

✦ ✦ ✦

Even with the kill, we’re still behind.

CALAMUS (5.5)

GLADIAN (5)

ORNATUS (2.5)

SPICULOUS (2)

TELEMUS (2)

MUCRO (1)

QUIRIS (1)

SICA (1)

PILIUM (1)

CYPLEUS (.5)

SAGGITAN (0)

LAMINAN (0)

JACULUM (0)

ARMUM

SCALPRUS

CUTLUS

And not only are we losing, but Hunter was less than impressed that we left a heatglobe on while attempting a night hunt. They’ll not be doing repairs.

“Idiots,” Master Koko told me over comm. “What were you thinking?”

“Well, I was missing a lot of blood.”

“That much is clear!”

Even worse, the Gladian’s not in hunting shape. Not when a giant hole gapes in the hull’s side and an entire corridor needs to be rebuilt. While we must stop to repair ourselves, the Calamus continues, seeking new prey. And they’re bound to get more.

The wind howls in Roderick’s face as we follow the makeshift planks that give the ruined corridor a narrow but traversable path. We enter my destroyed cabin and find ourselves surrounded by a bright afternoon sky.

“How long will the repairs take?” I ask.

“Well, Bryce and I have been going over everything. I’ve been welding some metal sheets that we’ll use to create a new wall.” He points to the open hole. “It won’t look great, and the cabin won’t be nearly as spacious, but it’ll be stable. At least the ship won’t have a huge weakness in its side.”

“How long will it take, Rod?”

He scratches the back of his hairy neck. “Two days.”

“What?”

“Minimum.”

“You have six hours.”

He laughs. “We’ll fall apart. Look at that.” He jabs a finger toward a mangled beam above us. “Another hit, and the whole starboard side will cave. We’d be on lifeboats.”

I sigh. “Fine. One day.”

“Cuss. I’ll do what I can.”

After he lowers a sheet of metal, I glance around. “Where’s Bryce, anyway?”

“Sent her to munitions to get some tools. But she’s supposed to be back as of like, ten minutes ago.”

I call her on the gem. “Bryce?”

No response.

“She’s spotty on that,” he says. “Doesn’t always answer. I think it annoys her.” He pauses, almost hesitating to tell me more. “Sometimes I think she takes off her gem.”

“What?”

“Maybe she just wants some privacy in the lavatory.”

I tap the comm gem, turning it blue so I can send a ship-wide message. “Anyone seen Bryce?”

A string of responses come, but no one knows where she is.

My brow furrows. We wait a few more minutes, and I help Roderick bolt down another slat, but we need the tools before we can reinforce the overhead beam.

“I’ll go find her,” I say.

Soon I’m wandering the second level. She’s not in her room. Not in munitions. Not in the cafeteria. And she’s not in the lavatory, either. After I descend to the third level, where it’s colder and darker, I check the rec room and engine room. Still nothing.

“Bryce?” I say into the comm again.

No response.

At an intersecting corridor, a noise stops me. A cry. Something about the sound stabs fear into my heart. Worried thoughts flood my mind. Someone got hurt. Sebastian got loose somehow. I start to run but stop myself when I realize there’s another voice. Unfamiliar.

A deep, angry voice.

Who the hell is on my ship?

I slip from my boots and creep into the dark hall. When I round the corner, a weak light from the ajar laundry room door glows on me. A shadow inside hunches over something.

When I peer between the crack, my eyes widen at the distraught figure next to the washtub. Something glows in her hands, illuminating her face. Bryce. Her expression’s twisted with panic and desperation, and she leans forward, looking ready to be sick.

She’s completely alone.

“Please,” she says. “Please.”

“The Council has delayed long enough for the ‘peaceful’ proposition,” the deep voice answers. “Their patience is at an end.”

“We’re better than this.” Her voice shakes. “We’re better than that plan, that massacre. We’re better.”

My cheek presses against the door, making it crack a sliver more. Bryce’s fingers coil around some type of metallic communication device. Never seen its kind before. She holds it close to her neck.

“Your goal was simple, Bryce: Rise. You were to win the Gauntlet and become Koko’s heir. We even paid for your education on that wintry island. Despite this, we haven’t seen results. We’re moving on.”

“But the others?”

“There isn’t enough progress! The Council believes the peaceful proposition proves too great a risk. It could reveal us. As such, we no longer condone it. We’re taking action.”

“But I can still rise. Give me time. Give the others time.”

“You had time. We’ve stood by, waiting, hoping for a sign that your plan was viable. As it is, knowing that you have now lost that ship, that your Captain is now solidified, and that several others have also failed, the Council has decided to pursue alternative methods. Quicker, more effective methods.”

“Commander, millions will die!”

“The Below’s Ascension is nigh. Thank you for your service, but we are moving forward with Downfall.”

Bryce sinks to the floor. Practically melts. And her reaction fills me with fear.

“This will be our last communication, Bryce. If you do become Captain, help us when we arrive. Otherwise, stay out of our way.”

“Please, don’t go!” she stops. “Commander? Commander?”

The metallic square in her hands fades to darkness, and she stares in silence, until it falls from her fingers and clangs on the metal floor.

I’m frozen. Unsure what to do. What to say. For an instant, a pull like gravity urges me to enter the room. But another equally powerful urge tells me to get out of there. To contact Master Koko.

Millions will die. The words echo in my brain.

Maybe Sebastian is right. Maybe she is our mutual enemy.

I watch her a second longer. My heart thuds, but before she can look up, I hurry away.




CHAPTER 34

OVER THE NEXT TWENTY-FOUR HOURS, I STUDY BRYCE.

She seems no different than normal. Eats meals with the crew, performs all her duties, and even does an amazing job helping fix my cabin and the starboard hull in record time with Roderick.

So what am I supposed to do with her?

When it’s late, I return to my cabin and pace the floor, my thoughts in a flurry. What is Downfall? How could it possibly end millions? What Commander was Bryce speaking with? I’m so overwhelmed with everything that I drop into my chair. The ship hums under my feet, and for several minutes I watch the evening clouds.

Father’s words, like a cold blanket, descend upon me. There are no selfless acts. Beware those who do something for you, because in time, they’ll expect something in return.

My eyes shut.

Suddenly, my comm gem flashes with an incoming communication.

I tap the gem. “Yes?”

“Conrad,” Master Koko says, “are you alone?”

My heart stops. “I am . . .”

“Good.” She pauses. “Now I need you to listen very carefully. Everything I ask, you must answer with complete truth. Do you understand?”

My skin tingles. There’s urgency in her voice.

“Yes,” I say.

“Good.” Then, carefully, she starts talking. “Has any of your crew been acting . . . differently?”

“Differently?”

She exhales. “Order found a spy within their training Selections.”

“A spy? For whom?”

She doesn’t answer. “The spy revealed that there were more like him. Several, in fact. And they’ve infiltrated all twelve Trades. Including Hunter.”

I go quiet. “Master, do you know who the spy is?”

“I was hoping you’d have noticed something. Anything.”

I stare at the floor, thinking back to everything Bryce said to me. About her starving people. About why she needed to win the Gauntlet. About a war she was desperately trying to stop.

Tell her, Father says.

But my tongue’s stuck. I shouldn’t have any loyalty to Bryce, but there’s something about her. Something about her sincerity. The honorable choice would be to give her a chance to explain first.

“Conrad are you still there?”

“I don’t know anyone who’s acting differently.”

She sounds disappointed. “You will keep a vigilant watch, yes?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you.” There’s a pause, and I sense more bad news. “Furthermore, due to these unforeseen circumstances, I want you to know there’s a chance the Gauntlet will end prematurely.”

“What?”

“Nothing has been decided yet. Just know, the Gauntlet could end at any time. You’ll want to be leading, always.”

I don’t have much time to absorb this information because she says goodbye. Probably off to contact another Captain with the same questions.

A deep, cold feeling fills my gut. I should have told her. For a moment I reach for the gem to call her back. But I hesitate. After chewing my lip, I pull open my desk drawer and snatch my dueling cane. Then I press the gem.

I wait several seconds before the other side responds. My heart hammers. Have tingles crawling my spine.

Bryce’s groggy voice sounds like she just woke up. “Yes?”

“Meet me in my office.”

Then I sit, my badge reflecting the heatglobe. Father rarely interrogated, but when he did, he always did with his dueling cane in full view. As an act of intimidation. I lower mine onto the desk.

There’s a knock at the door.

“Come.”

Bryce enters, fully dressed in her Hunter uniform despite the ring of tired around her eyes.

“Conrad?” She notices my cane. “What’s this about?”

“Sit.”

She sinks into the chair across from mine.

“Master Koko contacted me,” I say, leaning forward. “Told me something interesting about our Selections this year.”

“Oh? What did she say?”

“That Order caught a spy.”

She stiffens. The air in the room has a noticeable change. It feels heavier and more difficult to breathe.

“A spy?” she asks innocently. “From where?”

“You have one chance to tell me everything.”

“Conrad . . . ?”

I stand and lean against the wall as the red pulses spread from the heatglobe. “The only reason I’m giving you this chance is because you saved my life.”

She doesn’t say anything.

“I don’t know why I care about you,” I say. “You make me angry. You’re tough, and you always seem to get in my way. And you’re always so cryptic.”

We stare at each other for several seconds. Calculations form on her face. Deciding what to do. The Father part of me screams to extend my cane. Beat her down and contact Koko.

But Mother tells me to wait.

Finally, Bryce’s shoulders slacken, almost as if she’s letting go of something.

“How long have you known about me?”

“I’ve suspected something different about you for a while. But a spy? Not since Master Koko contacted me a few minutes ago.”

“Ah, then she knows who I am. I’m a dead girl.”

“She doesn’t know anything yet. You deserve a chance to explain yourself.”

She’s stunned. “You know what I am and still—”

“Bryce, what’s Downfall?”

“How do you—”

“What is Downfall?”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t lie! I’m putting myself at risk here. Give me the truth.”

“That is the truth. All I know is that Downfall will lead to deaths and war.”

“War between whom?”

Her eyes narrow. “So, you don’t even know that much.”

She stands and walks toward the only window remaining in my cabin and peers at the night sky.

“Scholar lied to you, to the Skylands. They’ve always known the truth. But rather than panic the masses, they kept it a secret.” Her gaze lowers, toward the rolling black clouds beneath us. “I asked you once,” she whispers, “what you thought was down there.”

My brow knits.

“Land,” she says, turning back to me. “The land of my people. A place where the true Lows live in tunnels under a blotted-out sun. Where crops barely grow. And where everyone glares at the Skylands above.

“Your Meritocracy,” she says. “It exists to make the Skylanders strong. In case we ever return. But your system gave us an opening to infiltrate. Unfortunately, I failed. Because people like you are impossible to rise over. My people are coming. Soon. And though I’m not sure what Downfall is, I know it’s a plan of death. It is escalation.”

I blink, trying to process this revelation. If the moment weren’t so tense, I’d have to sit and compartmentalize everything.

People . . . below the clouds.

They hate us.

A war.

Still, her words make sense. Mother told me the Skylands weren’t alone. Uncle mentioned that our great enemy still existed. And Father. I stop. Father gave a former assistant a traitor’s death. Father . . . knew something. He knew this. And never told me? Why? To make me strong? Because I was too young?

Bryce stares at me.

On the islands, power fluctuates. Meritocracy keeps the people strong. The best will rise. And even the Lows, with their dueling weapons, are hardened for battle.

“I think you know about Downfall,” I say. “Yesterday, when you spoke to your Commander, you said ‘millions will die.’”

“You were spying on me?”

“You took off your gem, and I went to look for you.” I pause, realizing something. “Sebastian knows about you, too. That’s why you allied with him. You had to.”

“Conrad, I swear, I don’t know anything else about Downfall. I swear on my family.”

“Give me one good reason not to report you.”

Her eyes go downcast. “I came here to stop a war. My goal has always been to save lives.” She turns to the black clouds. “Part of me is glad you found me out because I’m just so tired. Tired of not trusting anyone. Tired of being subversive. And you know what? For all the work I’ve done, the schooling, the duel training, I am inconsequential to my own people.”

“You should’ve told me the truth earlier.”

She scoffs. “I told you a story that my island, that it was starving. I even warned you about a war. You still didn’t care. You’d chase your goals to sky’s end.”

“And you wouldn’t?”

She goes quiet. “Sebastian wanted me to kill you tonight, you know. Threatened to report me tomorrow if I didn’t.” She lifts her pant leg, revealing a small knife strapped to her pale skin. She lowers it onto the table. “Don’t let him out.”

“Bryce, you could have just killed him.”

“Yes, but I try to be better than what the world intends.”

Heat flushes my cheek. That damn saying of Mother’s again.

“Besides, killing him wouldn’t stop anything,” Bryce says. “He had leverage. And his aunt, she’s Master Koko’s assistant. I’m not convinced that that little bastard hasn’t been sending her illegal updates. She might already know.”

But if his aunt knew, then why didn’t she tell Master Koko? Unless she’s just as manipulative as her nephew.

“If I followed what Sebastian wanted, if I killed you? Sebastian would’ve continued using me until I had nothing left to offer, then he’d let me rot.” She pauses. “So, the question is: What will you do with me?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not sure you’re our enemy.”

She stares at me. “Conrad, I’ll die if I stay around much longer. Even if you don’t reveal me, Sebastian will. And if not him, his aunt.”

“What is Downfall?”

“I don’t know.”

“Birdshit!” I storm across the room and stand over her. “If people will die, you have to help us. Help us stop Downfall.”

“How can I stop it when I don’t know what it is?” She looks at my eyes. “You know my people abandoned me. They deserted the peaceful plan and went with another.”

I growl and step back.

“Conrad, I have to leave.”

“I can’t let you.”

“I know.”

Suddenly, she leaps at me. And I don’t have time to reach for my cane. She’s quick as lightning. Her furious fists strike my ribs. Knock me back. I dodge a swing. A couple of them. But she kicks me in the gut.

I fall back. Coughing.

She comes again. But I’ve had enough. I duck and strike her so hard, she flings backward, over the desk and hits the floor. After wiping the blood from my chin, I stomp around the side, ready to apprehend her. But when I get around the desk, she jabs a needle into my thigh.

I swipe it away. A glass vial cracks against the wall. Then, just as I lift her off the floor, my whole mouth goes numb. And something hot surges through my veins, locking my bones in place.

I drop onto one knee.

She breathes quickly. “Conrad, I’m sorry.”

My vision blurs. The ground spins. Can’t stay up. I fall onto all fours until my arms wobble, and I collapse onto my stomach.

What did she put into me? Poison?

I struggle, fight to move. But I can’t even get a finger to twitch, can’t even groan. My lips foam and bubble. Unable to breathe. Throat closed.

She flips me onto my back and stuffs a pillow under my head. It opens my throat. Then she crouches over me.

“I’m sorry,” she says, brushing my hair from my eyes, “I truly am. You are a better person than you realize, Conrad of Elise. I so wish things were different between us. But you and I, we stand on opposite sides of the clouds.”

And just as she rises, darkness begins swallowing my vision, until finally, Bryce of Damon slips away.

Gone.




CHAPTER 35

I WAKE ON MY CABIN FLOOR WITH A NAUSEATING HEADACHE and horrible stinging in my bones. When I roll over, I spit out the pungent, disgusting taste in my mouth and throw the pillow Bryce left under my head.

Then I stumble into the corridor, using the wall to keep me stable, until I clasp the hatch’s ladder.

Once I’m above, I stand beneath the pink morning sky. The whole world’s silent but for the cold wind. A lifeboat is gone. All that remains are the hooks that kept it attached.

I slam my fists against the railing.

As I stand there, staring at the distance of empty sky, I realize I’ll have to tell Master Koko what happened. And she will have questions.

My head lowers. I sink to my knees, head still foggy, while waves of pain continue shooting through me.

Whatever Bryce injected into me is powerful.

A dreadful worry clouds my mind. Sebastian knows all about Bryce, and he has a liar’s tongue. Could accuse me of harboring a spy. Claim I knew more than I did and that I knew earlier than I did. I could suffer a traitor’s death.

Kill him, Father’s voice whispers in my ear. Be done with the serpent. Make it look like an accident.

My jaw clenches.

It’d be so easy to frame it. Perhaps we were careless and left a crate a little too close to the brig. Sebastian used the burlap inside to make a noose. And he, being too cowardly to face the Hunter Tribunal, decided to avoid it altogether.

Believable.

I put you on that island with the prowlon because it was either him or you, Father continues. He will eat you unless you eat him first.

Steel-cold logic. But Mother? She’d tell me that Sebastian is a product of a vicious Meritocracy, where there are only winners and losers. She’d claim Sebastian was not born with evil intentions; the world put them in him.

But Mother’s compassion gave Bryce the chance to escape.

I turn from the sunrise and descend the hatch. Before long I’m back in my cabin, my fingers caressing Father’s black cane, following the cracks of battle throughout the history of Urwin. But soon I’m unzipping my luggage and taking out the cane that’s the other half of me. Her white cane has its share of cracks, too, but far fewer. Violence, in her mind, was a last resort.

I lower my head between my knees. Which voice do I listen to? And as I’m considering, a realization falls over me. Even though Mother and Father are dead, their voices still command me. I’m not able to be myself. At some point I will have to just be Conrad.

This is my life. My ship. My decision.

What should Conrad do?

Without their voices shrouding my mind, pulling me in separate directions, I’m finally able to decide. My priority is not for myself, but the Skylands. They’re in danger. Master Koko must know. The rest? I’ll have to deal with later.

I toss both canes onto the desk. Then, after a deep breath, I raise the gem to my mouth and make the call to Koko.

In the minutes that follow, I order the crew to the deck and quietly inform them of the situation. As I’m speaking, their eyes widen. Aghast. I tell them everything but leave out any mention of Sebastian’s role—it’s better that we don’t have an actual murder on the ship. Finally, once I finish, a great silence comes over us.

Pound, face red, stomps off and squeezes the railing under his iron grip. Perhaps it’s not the existence of the Below that bothers him, or that this secret had been pulled over him, but the betrayal. Pound hates traitors. Meanwhile Eldon says nothing. Just blinks as he processes it all. Still, he’s the discerning one. The one who claims to see through Scholar’s propaganda. Keeton wipes her eyes. And Roderick goes to her.

But they don’t get to mull it over long, as Roderick points at something in the distant sky. Master Koko’s ship, the Archer, appears as a black speck. And as it grows, my stomach tightens.

Soon I stand in my cabin as Master Koko lowers into my seat. My skin is sticky, but my posture remains straight.

“Tell me everything, Conrad.”

I fill my lungs and begin telling her how I heard Bryce communicating on an unknown device.

“And with whom was Bryce speaking?”

“She referred to him as ‘Commander.’”

“Commander? From where?”

I shift my weight. “From the Below.”

The space between her eyes knits together. “You should’ve contacted me immediately. You do realize what you could be accused of here, yes?”

“I wanted to talk to her first. Thought she deserved the chance to explain.”

“A spy, given the chance to explain?”

My mouth shuts.

“I put my faith in you,” Master Koko whispers. “What am I supposed to do with you?”

“I wasn’t going to let her escape, Master. I thought I could handle her.”

“Like you did in the duel?” She comes around the desk and steps before me, craning her neck to meet my face. After a few seconds she sighs and leans against the desk, betraying a little of her age in her weary eyes. “Foolish boy.”

There’s a long, drawn-out silence. Panic rises in my throat. Makes it difficult to breathe. She won’t even need to speak to Sebastian. She’ll accuse me of harboring a spy herself.

“You are driven,” she says. “Almost too independent. And solely focused on your goals. Sometimes you think you can handle everything all by yourself. Sometimes you can. You took a gorgantaun down by yourself. But you need others, Conrad. You should have consulted me, even if you were planning on interrogating her.”

“She saved my life, Master.”

Koko blinks at me.

“Back on Holmstead, she pulled me from a falling wall when gorgantauns attacked. I owed her.”

“Well, you owe her nothing now.”

“Master, are you going to accuse me of being a traitor?”

She searches my eyes. Her dark ones narrowing, until finally, she pats my cheek.

“You’re a fool, but no traitor. No. I’ll not accuse you.”

Relief washes over me. But I try not to show how pleased I am. Instead, I merely nod. “Thank you.”

“I’ve been putting a lot of trust in you, boy. I hope it is worth it.” She moves behind the desk and lowers into my chair, her fingers intertwined on her lap. “Conrad, I’m going to tell you something very few in this world know.” She motions to the chair on the other end of the desk. “Sit.”

Once I do, her face becomes profoundly serious.

“The world is more than the Skylands,” she says. “There really are people that come from beneath the clouds. Scholar, for the sake of peace, kept this from you. From most. And we’ve been at war with the Below for centuries. You’ve been fighting this war every day since the Gauntlet began.”

My thoughts spin, and I consider what I’ve been facing as a Hunter. And then I recall what Eldon said about the gorgantauns not being connected to the evolutionary line. My eyes flick to hers, and I sink deeper into the chair.

“They created the gorgantauns,” I whisper. “The Below created the gorgantauns.”

Master Koko sighs, then nods.

It all makes sense. Gorgantauns are flying battlecruisers with teeth. Nearly impenetrable steel scales. And an insatiable desire for destruction, especially when it comes to humans. They’re weapons on a massive scale. Scholar taught us that it wasn’t strange that they were composed of steel because cats had fur, turtles carapace, and birds feathers. Plus, gorgantauns are not unique; an entire ecosystem of biomechanical beasts—the prowlons, the mashtauns, the ratchlons, and sheltauns—they’re all steel-plated too. These creatures, we were told, were just an offshoot of the evolutionary line.

It’s a lie that was easy to believe.

And Father knew it was a lie! He didn’t tell me any of it. He threw me onto an island to face a prowlon. Maybe not just in preparation for this world, but for this war, too.

“Master, Bryce said something terrible will come. Something called Downfall.”

“Downfall?” she repeats. “What is Downfall?”

“I don’t know. Bryce didn’t either. All I know is she feared ‘millions will die.’”

Master Koko stares at the desk and mutters, “Escalation.” Abruptly, she stands and starts for the door. “I have to go.”

“Master?”

“I must discuss this with the King and the other Masters.”

The next thing I know, I’m following her down the corridor. She’s speaking to her gem, telling her crew to get the Archer ready. And soon I’m standing on the deck beside my perplexed crew, watching the Archer shoot away.

There’s so much in my head it’s hard to focus on anything. Bryce’s betrayal. The Below. The gorgantauns. The threat against the Skylands.

I’d need weeks to process it all, but I don’t have that luxury.

Instead, I focus on the most important thing to me now. I stroke the gold necklace around my neck. Ella must be freed from Uncle’s influence. And I must win the Gauntlet to get her back. The Masters and the King, they can worry about the threat. That’s their job. But me? I’m going to make Uncle beg at my feet. His blood will dribble off the edge of the cane of Urwin.

No one gets between me and my family.




CHAPTER 36

THE CREW ABOUT RIOTS.

Everyone starts shouting or pointing fingers at one another. Wondering who else might be a spy and losing it over whatever the hell Downfall is.

Finally, while Roderick and Pound roar at each other, I leap atop the cafeteria table.

“QUIET!”

They all turn to me.

An irritating headache, like a needle, pokes the back of my left eye. Gives me a meaner glare than normal.

“We’ve got to win the Gauntlet.”

“The hell?” Pound says. “We have to worry about our families. And this Downfall . . . we don’t even know what it is, Elise.”

“Exactly,” I say. “We don’t know what it is. Pointing fingers accomplishes nothing. What are the odds that there’s another infiltrator among us?”

“Sebastian might be one,” Keeton says, folding her arms.

“He’s a birdshit,” Pound rumbles. “But he’s from Holmstead.”

“Bryce lived on Holmstead before, too,” Keeton says.

“Sebastian is not from any ‘Below,’” Eldon says. “I know him better than any of you.”

“Maybe you’re from the Below,” Roderick says. “I remember you spreading all those conspiracy theories at the Academy. You knew what the gorgantauns really are.”

“Everyone,” I say, my face splotching with heat, “the war’s already here.”

They look at me again.

“It was on this ship.” Then I jab a finger toward the window. “It’s in the sky. Those beasts. They are the enemy. And if we don’t stop fighting among ourselves, then we will lose. We have to trust one another.”

They stare at me, their gazes telling me that the Gauntlet doesn’t matter anymore. That no matter what I say, there’s something more important to worry about.

“Our part is killing gorgantauns,” I say. “That’s how we help our families. That’s how we help the Skylands.”

The cafeteria is silent. My crew look at one another.

Finally, Roderick nods. “Okay. Let’s keep fighting.”

I half expect an argument to break out again. But no one voices a dissent. What other choice do we have? This is how we fight the war. We must continue the Gauntlet as normally as possible.

The grumbling crew filters out of the cafeteria, off to resume their duties. Meanwhile I lower onto the bench. Exhausted. This Gauntlet has taken just about everything out of me. But I’m not done yet.

We’re not done yet.

A couple days pass, and nearly everyone has taken on double duty. Keeton’s Quartermaster and Mechanic. Pound’s Strategist and Cook. And I’m the Captain and the Swabbie, but I’ve made it abundantly clear that every person should clean up their own damn messes.

Everyone’s exhausted. Worse, the Calamus increased its lead.

CALAMUS (6.5)

GLADIAN (5)

SPICULOUS (3)

ORNATUS (2.5)

In my cabin I continue reviewing Pound’s latest hunt proposal. It’s crazy, per usual, and dangerous. Just as I flip the page, my gem lights up with a communication from Master Koko. Meant for everyone. A horrible knot twists itself in my stomach.

“Good afternoon, Hunter Trainees, I have unfortunate news.”

I shut my eyes and lean back.

“Due to unforeseen circumstances, the King has issued new orders. As your Captains must have made you aware, there have been developments within the Trades. Infiltration. And the issue has only worsened. As a result, the Gauntlet will end prematurely. You have until the day ends in one week. Once darkness falls, all Hunter Trainees will be redistributed throughout the Hunter fleet in the draft. The winning crew, however, will still be allowed to stay aboard their current ship, if they so choose.”

There’s a flurry of voices all at once. Talking over one another. A few Captains complain about how this decision goes against Meritocracy. That they don’t care that we might have infiltrators because this is their chance to rise.

After a few more people yell, including a newly elected Captain who had hoped to make progress in the final weeks, Master Koko leaves us with a simple message.

“Keep fighting. May the best crew win. Good luck.”

My gem dims, but I tap it again to tell the crew to report to my cabin. Before I can get the message out, my cabin door bursts open and the crew files in. Pound looks ready to hit someone. Roderick’s all sweaty and panicked. He’s still wearing gloves from working with highly volatile explosive powder.

“They can’t end it early!” Keeton shouts.

“And look,” Pound says, stabbing a finger toward the board. “You think the Calamus won’t get another kill? Their lead is nearly insurmountable.”

“We don’t have enough people,” Keeton says.

I sit, watching them. And it’s clear that today’s news isn’t the only thing affecting them. It couldn’t be. We’ve distracted ourselves these past couple days, but Bryce’s betrayal left a fissure in the ship. We’re not the same. How could we be?

And now we have the panic of dealing with the Gauntlet ending early. We know what that means: we’re not being told everything. Master Koko, the King. They know something. Once the room becomes a bitter silence, I jump in.

“We can do this.”

They look at me.

“I know it isn’t easy. But look at what we’ve done. The Calamus didn’t take down an entire pod of gorgantauns. We did. We’ve overcome attempted murder, overcome losing a crewmember on the first day, and even overcome finding out we had a spy. What Bryce did to us, it hurts. I know. I feel it, too. And the Calamus may be organized. Efficient. But us? We are built of gorgantaun steel.”

For several seconds no one replies. Then Pound cracks his knuckles.

“Conrad’s right. No excuses. Let’s win this damn thing.”

And with those simple words, he ignites the flames under my crew. In no time they spread out on the Gladian, off to prepare us for an explosive finale.

Whatever happens, there’s no crew I’d rather be with.

✦ ✦ ✦

Fortunately, our momentum carries us to the next day, when we find a pod. It’s the perfect opportunity to use Roderick’s latest creation: the bull horn.

Its deep, thundering sound attracts two class-one females away from the others. And once they’re separated, we use all we’ve learned. We hammer down the two females with thick harpoons. Drag one around with the clawgun turret. Shoot flak into their eyes. We work like crazed jackals, willing them down until finally, after two hours of intense battle, their soft-scaled carcasses float in the sky.

We cheer. It feels incredible to retake the lead in such a quick time. As a pair of Hunter vessels tow away the fresh kills, for the first time in a few days I enjoy a sense of optimism. We spend the night eating Pound’s famous Holmstead stew.

Then Roderick and Keeton dance. At first it’s a playful thing. They’re laughing like idiots. But somewhere along the way, they get a little closer. A little gentler. And soon they’re completely absorbed in each other.

“C’mon,” I say, ushering Pound and Eldon out of the cafeteria as Keeton and Roderick dance under the gleaming moon.

“Him and her?” Pound says once we’re in the corridor. “Really?”

“You don’t choose love,” Eldon says suddenly. “Love chooses you.”

Pound stares at him. “You say the damn weirdest things, Eldon.”

I laugh. Eldon smiles a little, too.

When I return to my cabin for some well-deserved rest, the Gauntlet Board flashes above my desk with another update. And all the feelings of elation inside me collapse.

CALAMUS (7.5)

GLADIAN (7)

ORNATUS (3.5)

I shove everything off my desk and swear like hell. Can’t believe this. Two ships, in the same training class, both breaking the kill record? Any other year we’d be champions. But only one can win a ship. Only one can become Captain of the Gauntlet.

With disgust swirling inside me, I wake Pound and we enter the command room. There he tells me the latest of his revised plan.

“No,” I tell him. “What else do you have?”

He slams his fists against the table. “It’ll work! You’re just a stubborn ass.”

“It’s a terrible idea.”

“You damn idiot, Urwin! You keep rejecting everything I throw at you.”

“That’s because they’ll all get us killed.”

“Then choose someone else as the Strategist.”

I sigh and lower into the cushioned seat. And as he stands, looking bitterly over hours of work strewn over the table, I imagine the Calamus sailing the skies right now. She has a determined, united crew. Everything organized. No spies. No concerns other than how to become a more effective hunting machine.

But we have grit. Guts. We’ve been tested under fire.

“It will work,” Pound whispers. “Trust me, Conrad.”

“I’ve never trusted an Atwood before.”

“And you think I’ve trusted an Urwin?”

I meet his eyes. A warning grows in my gut, but at this point, I have no other choice.

“Fine,” I say. “We’ll try it your way.”

He grins.

His plan fills me with great unease. And it requires me to go deep in the bowels of my ship to speak with someone I never wanted to see again. Someone I’d be happy to leave rotting.

But we need him.

For live bait.

✦ ✦ ✦

“You brought me a book,” Sebastian says to me, grinning, hands on the bars. “What a wonderful Captain you are.”

I stare at the snake standing in the shadows. The cold, uncirculated air of the lower-level stinks of body odor.

“You smell terrible,” I say.

He smiles, showing tartar as thick as gravy around his teeth, and brushes his greasy hair from his eyes. “Yes, well, when you aren’t allowed to shower and don’t have a toothbrush . . .”

“I feel awful.” I take a step forward, closer to the cool metal, and slide a book through the bars. “Here.”

“What did you bring for me?” He flips the book on its side and squints to read the title. “The Mating Habits of the Hornthrow Blobon.” He stares at me. “Oh, Captain, you shouldn’t have.”

“I planned to bring you something a little more exciting, but then I remembered you tried to kill me.”

“Yes, well, you faked the second attempt, so we’re all square in my mind. By the way, I have a question that’s gnawed at me. Why didn’t Hunter take me away? Was it because they wanted to use me as a lesson for you? Personally, if I were in your boots, I’d murder me and make it look like an accident. May I have a drink of water?”

“No.”

“Pound hasn’t fed me in twenty hours. Hasn’t even come by. He’s never missed a meal before. Pity. I miss his little visits, even if spit always covers my spoon.” He pauses and looks upward. “What’s going on up there? It seems that your ship has become . . . disorganized.”

I never wanted to see this varmint again. Never wanted to speak to him or hear his grating voice. But now that I’m here, maybe I can get a few answers.

“What do you know about Bryce?” I ask.

“She’s brilliant, eh?”

“Tell me.”

“What do you like most about her? Her face, or her—”

I press against the bars and stand so close I can smell his empty stomach on his breath. He steps back, just out of my reach. My teeth grit.

“Temper, temper.” He tsks me. “What happened with you and her? Finally discover she wasn’t interested in your carrot and fuzzy peaches?”

I release the bars. “She’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“She left, Sebastian. Escaped. And guess what, you little shit? I know you knew what she was. A spy.”

He blinks, then whispers. “Prove it.”

“How many knives do you have in that cell?” I flash the knife Bryce had. “This was on her before she escaped. How did she get it?”

“Good question. No idea.”

I move my thumb off the cross bar, exposing an emblem of two vines twisting over a rock. “This the Abel emblem?”

His mouth shuts.

“You’ve known about Bryce for a long while,” I say. “And rather than report it, you used it to your advantage. Do you know what the islands will do to you if they discover you harbored a spy?”

His hair drops over his eyes, obscuring his face. Then finally, he claps as if this were a grand celebration.

“Now you’re an extortionist.”

“Do exactly as I say, when I say it, and no one will ever learn about this.”

We stand in silence. Eyes locked. Hate burning in the air.

“Damn,” he says, “seems I have no choice. What do you want?”

I smile.




CHAPTER 37

SEBASTIAN’S OUT. HE STILL SLEEPS IN THE BRIG AT NIGHT and isn’t allowed to go anywhere without an escort, but he’s free.

The crew ignores him, especially Pound. Anytime Sebastian speaks, Pound looks around and asks, “Did someone fart?”

This only seems to infuriate Sebastian, which may not seem like a great idea, but he’s the least of our worries because even the best hunting plan, which I’m not sure we have, means nothing if we can’t find a gorgantaun. And we’ve flown all week. We’ve searched the clouds around three islands’ peaks, and beneath their shadowy roots. We’ve flown through a school of pishons, our bow parting between them, and even spotted a prowlon, its slender silver body stalking through an island’s trees before it slipped into shadow. But we’ve seen exactly zero gorgantauns.

“Onward,” I say. “They’re out there. Somewhere.”

After we plummet from the clouds, lowering altitude, we spot the Calamus again. And my stomach drops. I scowl and nearly order us to sail another direction, but they shoot right for us. Soon our ships pull alongside, briefly, but we don’t stop.

As we pass, Huifang waves at me with a smug look on her face. Her crew shares the expression. They know as well as we do that the advantage remains theirs. The Gauntlet has thinned the gorgantaun pods. Pushed them back. And now there just aren’t as many as there used to be.

“Six hours left!” one of their crew shouts at us. “We rise. You fall.”

Pound cups his hands over his mouth and shouts, “I hope our applesauce gave you the shits!”

The boy throws us the middle-finger salute.

Roderick loses it. He jumps on the railing, feet braced in the net, and yells, “Eat turds you—you bastard!”

We’re all shocked. Pound’s mouth falls open.

“That’s the first time I’ve heard you swear, Rod,” I say.

Roderick’s face goes pink as he hops off the railing. “Well, he is. He’s a little”—and he lowers his voice, almost as if some authority figure will overhear him—“he’s a little bastard.”

Pound claps his back. “Damn, I’ll miss this crew. We’re all going to be reassigned.”

“It’s not over yet,” I say.

Pound frowns.

We continue flying, shooting around the skies. And as we do, a dark feeling swells in me. I’ve come so far and may lose my chance to reunite with Ella. Even after everything, I may not prove Uncle’s theory that rising is in our blood. Or at least, my blood.

For a few seconds I stare into the distance, then my brow furrows. No. I’ll not lose this chance. There must be a way.

“Slow us, Navigator.”

“Sir?”

“Stop the ship!”

Eldon blinks at me and pulls back on the strings. We hover near the center of the hunting grounds, high up, so we can see two distant islands to the east and west.

The crew watches me, all standing around, each holding spyglasses.

“Why did we stop?” Keeton’s voice echoes in my gem. “I’ve got the engine at two hundred percent. I can’t maintain it if we’re not moving.”

“This is where we stop,” I say.

“What are you on about?” Keeton asks.

“This is where we stop!” I whirl on my crew. “This is where we find a gorgantaun, or we lose. They come to us. Search the sky!”

Spyglass up, I clench one eye shut while the other squints through the magnified image of the orange, cloudy sky. The cool wind nips my neck as the sun begins its final descent. We have maybe an hour left before the Gauntlet’s end.

After a few minutes, a hairy hand rests on my shoulder. Roderick looks at me, his face somber.

“Conrad I . . . I think we need to discuss the possibility of what will happen if we lose.”

“We won’t lose.”

He sighs. “If we lose, we’ll be reassigned, chosen in the Hunter draft. Selected by veteran Captains to serve on their ships for the impending war. And I wouldn’t mind if you were on a crew with me. My father knows some Captains. I . . . I bet I could negotiate a spot for you.”

“As the Swabbie?”

“Maybe the Cook. And maybe Keeton as Mechanic. It wouldn’t be so bad.”

I exhale, thinking of the possibility, until suddenly my eyes widen and my mouth falls open.

Roderick’s still pushing his thoughts, but I’m not hearing him, because I’m seeing something zooming through the puffs of gold that trickle the horizon.

“Just think about it,” Roderick says. “All right?”

“Be quiet.”

“What—”

“GORGANTAUN!” Pound roars, his giant finger stabbing northeast. “Forty degrees north!”

The beast rolls along the horizon, a sliver of a string from this distance. But through the spyglass, it grows. Adrenaline makes my veins tingle. My body becomes tense with determination.

This is no ordinary gorgantaun. It soars for the island to the west, and as it nears the land mass, we’re given a sense of scale for its enormity. And I realize, now, more than ever before, why the Below made these weapons. These beasts, of metal and blood, can grow to unbelievable sizes.

“That can’t be right,” Roderick says, peering through his spyglass. “That’s . . . that’s too big. They never get that big.”

Pound looks ecstatic, like a child given a toy soldier.

“Class-six?” Eldon asks through the gem.

“Bigger,” Pound says.

“This bull’s at least a class-eight,” Roderick says.

The deck fills with silence. My crew all glance at one another, apprehensive.

“Get in position!” I yell. “This is our final hunt.”

Roderick leaps onto the clawgun’s seat while Pound lifts a shoulder cannon. Sebastian races for the lifeboat, face pale. The worm on the hook.

Once the Gladian starts up again, making me feel its tremors, I know that either we’ll rise tonight or we’ll die.

And then with a great push, we rocket toward our fate.

✦ ✦ ✦

“Brace!” Roderick shouts.

Eldon pulls back, and we sideswipe into the gorgantaun’s ribs. The Gladian groans as we scrape against the beast’s scales. Bits of our hull rip free.

“Get us away!” I yell.

We veer off.

My jaw sets. This bull is ancient. Copper-colored rust blankets his scales. And the light in his golden eyes has faded. Still, there’s a reason he’s lived for as long as he has. He’s mean as hell.

“He’s coming back!” Pound yells, aiming his shoulder cannon.

The bull charges at us, snapping. And Eldon shoves us downward. We dip beneath the bull’s jaws and fly under his rolling body.

“No!” I shout. “Above. Ab—”

His tail whips toward us. Eldon pushes hard, and our heads snap back from the sudden speed. The tail whooshes past. Just inches from the bow.

“You maniac!” Pound yells.

The bull bellows, making my body shake. Meanwhile Roderick fires harpoons from his modified clawgun turret. It has a built-in repeater he created himself. Can launch thirty-six harpoons in just under a minute.

Where the hell was this turret when we were facing down that class-five and I had to run the length of its back? Roderick’s grown so much from the Academy. His freedom in the munitions room has turned him into a crazy, creative bastard.

Still, his turret’s not enough for this monster.

The harpoons whistle. Firing one after another. Clanging against the beast. Denting the scales and making some of them wiggle. If we can keep up a sustained attack, we might be able to pierce through.

“I’m running low!” Roderick yells.

Pound rushes toward the munitions platform, where piles of harpoons are strapped down. He lifts a thick load and lugs them toward the turret.

Eldon takes us higher, and the bull trails us.

“Loaded!” Pound yells, slamming the capsule shut.

Roderick rotates the turret and squeezes the triggers. Thunk thunk thunk! The harpoons keep going. Even so, the bull’s mouth comes closer. His jaws open, and a hungry tongue reaches for us.

Pound runs for the stern. He reaches into his jacket and pulls out several tiny explosive barrels.

“C’mon, you damn snake!” He roars, standing in the fumes of the beast’s breath.

Then he hurls the explosive barrels into the bull’s mouth. The little detonations explode chunks off its tongue. Pound keeps hurling them. Laughing.

I race for the stern and kick open the gate. And just as the bull’s bloodied mouth opens again, Pound and I shoulder out a barrel. It bobs in the air right before the beast. Everyone stops. If this works, we won’t have to worry about Sebastian and his lifeboat.

Instead, the barrel bounces off the bull’s teeth and rolls off the side of his face. It fizzes angrily in the air.

Eldon shoves forward to get away, but it’s not enough.

“Get down!” I shout.

Pound tries hurling more explosives, but I tackle him to the deck. And just as he shouts at me, the sky erupts in a brilliant flash. Scalding heat nears us. Begins to burn our backs. Our skin. We scream in pain. Before the golden plumes swallow us, Eldon rockets us deeper into the beast’s many loops.

I stand over Pound, pat the fire from my shoulder, and use both hands to help him up. Then together we stare, our bodies smoking, as the gorgantaun roars. The explosion seared forty or fifty feet of his right side. Nearly all the scales glow red.

The bull snorts in pain.

His tail stabs at us and cuts Roderick’s turret in half. Fortunately, Roderick leaps before it cuts him, too.

“The turret!” Pound shouts.

Eldon’s nimble fingers navigate us through the beast’s many loops. Concentration wrinkles his forehead. Delicately he weaves us through the coils, dodging the twisting beast. An opening into the sky clears on the right, and Eldon shoves for it. But just as we accelerate, his face falls as another coil suddenly rises to block our path.

“No!” I cry.

The bull continues to shriek from the fire. Hundreds of burning scales jettison from his side, shooting into the air, firing at us like giant, sizzling blades. They stab our hull. Cut into the deck.

Pound shoves me over before one lops off my head.

“Eldon,” he shouts, “take us away!”

Our Navigator nods, sweat trickling his brow and exhaustion in his eyes. We’ve been pushing him to his limit today. He’s making mistakes. Missing things.

Once we’re at a distance from the bull, I rise and glimpse the damage along his side. Great patches of exposed skin show angry blisters on his white flesh.

The bull turns, flying at us. Eyes full of rage.

Roderick lifts a shoulder cannon. As his blasts pop, I consider the part of the plan I didn’t want to use. The whole reason I rejected Pound’s idea. But we’re running out of options. It’s time for that little manipulative birdshit to pay up. I raise the gem to my mouth.

“You’re up, Sebastian.”

In the distance, hidden above the island, Sebastian waits in the lifeboat. Can’t see him well from here, but he seems to be lounging. Relaxing, his hands behind his neck as he looks at the clouds.

“Sebastian!” I say.

No response.

Hot anger rises in me. That little snake will be my death, I swear.

“SEBASTIAN!”

We rock after the gorgantaun grazes us. My head smacks the deck. While the world spins around me, Pound lifts me with one hand.

“Up, Captain,” he says.

“Sebastian won’t—”

“Ready when you are, Captain,” Sebastian calls back through the gem. Can almost hear the smile in his voice. “It is my duty to serve.”

My body shakes with fury. I’m battling a class-eight gorgantaun, but all I want to do is mangle that bastard’s neck.

Sebastian raises the lifeboat’s sails. A second later a strong wind carries him toward the beast. And the bull notices instantly. He screeches and breaks away from us, taking the bait.

“Follow him,” I yell. “After the bull.”

With the beast distracted, we zoom for his scaleless flesh. And as we pull alongside, we get a clear view of his tender, melted skin.

“Fire!” I shout.

Shoulder cannon blasts and harpoons fill the sky. Projectiles slide into him like needles into milk. The blasts blow juicy chunks into the air. And the bull twitches in pain as we create enormous craters on his side. We dig deeper. Keep firing, even as he writhes and his coils curl to protect himself.

“C’mon!” I shout. “Nearly there!”

But we get too greedy, thinking the next shot will be the one that reaches the heart. While we’re firing, the bull’s head sinks beneath us. When he surges upward, his snout pushes us straight up. Rocking us like hell. The whole ship tremors and Pound’s magboots lose grip, but he snatches the railing just as the Gladian starts spinning.

Roderick locks onto the railing, too. My boots hold me for only a few seconds before I roll into a net.

Eldon brings us to a stop. And as we do, the bull levels with us. Mouth ready to swallow us whole.

“Push!” Roderick cries.

But it’s too late. The bull’s going to suck us into his horrible gut.

Just before he can, a black shape flies over our heads. The lifeboat! And attached to its bow is a cracked board.

Sebastian leaps and slams onto our deck. Just as he lands, the lifeboat spears into the bull’s eye and white blood geysers.

The bull lets out a horrible roar. We fall to our knees, hands over our ears.

This gives Eldon a second chance, and he launches us. The wind’s in our face again. But we’re only seconds into our flight when the Gladian putters. Starts to jerk. And finally, it resists his commands entirely. The ship groans, and we glide to a stop a few hundred feet from the bull.

“Captain!” Keeton cries. “The engine . . . she’s smashed.”

“What?”

The gorgantaun’s bellows fill the air. His head shakes, trashing the lifeboat’s wooden boards.

“Can you fix it?” I ask.

She’s quiet a moment. Her voice comes in, sullen. “It’s beyond repair, Conrad.”

My eyes shut, and tingling horror climbs my back. For several seconds I’m completely still. Everyone looks at me. I’m the one with all the plans, but now I have none.

“Whatever power that remains in the strings is all we’ve got left,” Keeton says.

“How much is that?” Pound asks.

“Enough to travel full speed for a few hundred feet, maybe, then we can coast.”

The bull shakes the boat free. His sunken eye bleeds profusely. He turns toward us. Starting slow. Perhaps sensing we’re stuck.

“We should go for the island,” Pound says, pointing. “We can escape into the trees.”

“Too far,” Eldon says. “We’ll never make it.”

“Even if we do, these islands are teeming with prowlons,” Roderick says.

The bull snarls, and then his tail starts coiling for a death launch. It makes a horrible, grinding sound. Old metal grates as the tail twists tighter and tighter.

My thoughts fly. In the stories of heroes, those who rose above all others, there are many who’d rather die standing than live fleeing. But as I look at the faces of those around me, all those I care for, I can’t send them to that heroic fate.

“Take us to the island, Eldon.”

“No!” Roderick cries. “Let the beast swallow us whole.”

I stare at him. No one says a word. Even Pound thinks it’s too crazy.

“Turn us to face the beast, Eldon,” Roderick says. “Trust me.”

After a tremendous bellow, the bull launches. His open mouth exposes the dark path to his gut. We’ve only seconds to decide.

“Conrad!” Roderick yells.

I grit my teeth. Don’t have time to overthink things. Just place my trust in the people I believe in. “Face the damn bull! Lock down. Hug the railings.”

Everyone freezes. Shocked. And Eldon hesitates at first, but finally, he positions us to coast directly into the bull’s throat.

We dive to catch the railings. My blood pulses cold. Roderick had better know what he’s doing. And then my breath stops as the teeth fly over us. We float into pure darkness. The jaws shut behind us with a clanging finality.

I cough. The air reeks of rotted flesh and corroded metal. My eyes water. I try breathing through my sleeve, but the odor still stings.

The throat’s walls come together, tightening around us like a hug. Suctioning against the hull. It strokes us with gooey liquid as we’re pulled deeper.

“Now what?” Pound groans.

The air bites my skin. Burns my lungs. Already warming my whole body, and it’ll only get worse as we near the stomach acid.

“We’re almost there,” Roderick says.

I can’t stop itching my arms. My skin can’t take much more of this before it starts slowly melting away. This is the horror Madeline de Beaumont warned us about. The terror of being eaten alive.

But unbelievably, as we continue, a glimmer of light appears, cutting through the side of the beast. Where we’d been carving into it earlier. The light exposes the pink folds of the bull’s esophagus.

“The sunset,” Roderick says.

And my eyes widen as I realize Roderick’s plan. That beautiful, hairy boy! Now we hear the thump of the bull’s heart. As we get closer, the ship rattles with each pulse.

“Wait for it,” Roderick says.

Once we reach the fading sun’s light, we glimpse a massive complex of organs. There are ribs, spongy lungs, and . . .

“Now, Eldon!” Roderick cries. “Through the heart!”

Eldon’s brow furrows, and we roll into the railing nets. Then, with the twitch of Eldon’s fingers, the Gladian awakes. Angrily.

“Do it!” I yell.

His body tenses, and he shouts as he pushes.

We spear into the gooey, thick flesh of organs. Our bow slices through the throat like a cleaver. The bull thrashes, but we keep pushing. Shooting through flesh and tubes.

I clench my eyes shut. Then, with a disgusting pop, we stab into the heart. Warm liquid splashes on us like a waterfall. Shoots into my ears. But we keep pushing. Pushing until finally, we shred completely through the heart. And once we’re free, we erupt from the broken ribs, emerging through the hole we’d made in the flesh. Now we float into the calm sky.

White blood streaks off my face as we slow to a stop. I roll out of the net and cough on all fours until my lungs suck in the sweet, gentle air.

Behind us, the bull’s bellowing weakens. His body starts convulsing and after a final roar, he goes quiet. And the great beast, as massive as ever recorded, glides silently into the sunset.

Even though Pound’s a glob of liquid, even though Roderick can’t stand, and even though I’m still coughing gorgantaun blood, a great cheer fills the deck.

Keeton bursts from the hatch and screams as blood rushes over her.

Soon we’re all laughing and hugging. Slipping around into one another’s arms. And then in the distance, against the backdrop of dusk and the first stars, our blue spyship hovers. Watching us. No doubt its Captain is reporting what we’ve just won with only seconds to spare.

After hugging Keeton and Roderick, I wipe the blood from my gem. It’s flashing with a light.

A call from Master Koko.

My crew huddles around me. I smile. This is one communication from Master Koko that I’ll happily take with my allies.

My friends.

My family.




CHAPTER 38

THE CELEBRATION BEGINS.

Master Koko, some Hunter vets, and the Gladian crew gather around me at the cafeteria table. Laid out before me are the papers that will make the ship mine for at least a year, mutiny free.

“C’mon, you cuss,” Roderick says. “Sign it already!”

As I lower the pen onto the paper, part of me can’t believe that simply stroking some letters will be so transformative. That with a few scribbles, I’ll become part of an elite class of Selected Hunters. A Captain of the Gauntlet.

I sign my name.

Conrad of Elise.

Maybe I should have signed Urwin, as I’m sure Uncle would want, but while Father forged me in the fires of Meritocracy, Mother taught me love and compassion. Without her voice, I’d have fallen, like so many others, under the selfish delusion that everyone’s my enemy.

The room breaks out in applause. An instant later the door bursts open, and wonderful food rolls in. Spicy, pepper-smoked dishes from Venator. Savory, creamy sauces over scoops of rice, and golden gorgantaun and mushroom stew.

Most surprising is the vino. One of the richest drinks in the world. Comes from Dandun, Scholar’s home island. That’s not all. We even get music. A small group of musicians carries percussions and guitars into the cafeteria.

The room fills. It’s hot and muggy. But no one seems bothered.

Pound, with a whole bottle of vino, lowers onto the bench beside me. The table wobbles, and he thumps my back.

“Glad you didn’t sign as Urwin.” He takes a swig. “Not sure we could have remained allies.”

I laugh.

Across the room, Master Koko raises a glass to me. And I smile a little, thinking that I’m officially a Hunter Captain. Free to choose my crew. Free to take hunting contracts. If I didn’t have other plans, I’d be tempted to return to Venator immediately to start hunting and fill some bags with coins.

After a few minutes of drinking, Pound suddenly leaps on the table and starts singing “The Northshire Stroker.” The musicians strum along to his slurred words. It’s a quirky pub song with lyrics entirely inappropriate for children, yet everyone knows it anyway because it’s fun to sing.

We all sing the chorus with smiling faces.

Once Pound starts the solo, the table buckles beneath him, and he tumbles to the ground. The whole room bursts with laughter. Pound doesn’t bother getting up. He raises the bottle and swigs some more.

Roderick and Keeton dance. He does a little jig, but freezes when Keeton performs the Littleton Stomp, her boots thumping in a wildly orchestrated rhythm.

When Pound stands again, he dances with his bottle. Eldon, however, watches from the corner. Finally, he straightens his jacket and approaches one of Master Koko’s attendants. A young man with blond hair and dark eyes.

Once they’re dancing, I realize I’m one of the few who isn’t. My smile fades, and my eyes turn to the starlit evening. The peaceful night sky brings me back to all those times I shared with Bryce. She loves the stars. Perhaps she visited me not just to get me on her side, but because she wanted to see the heavens. But while she was looking at them, I was looking at her. Always at her.

As I sit, I can almost hear her voice, gently in my ear. Telling me that we stand on two sides of the clouds. Separated by war.

There’s no way we can ever be anything.

I shouldn’t miss her, especially since she lied to me, drugged me, and fled when I tried to help her. But I can’t forget her humanity. Believing the best in people, even in this world, where betrayal is more common than loyalty.

Master Koko appears and sits down across from me. She watches me for several seconds.

“You are a surprise, Conrad,” she says finally. “There are many I Select for their limitless potential, but they rarely manage to get out of their own way. They fall because they can’t rely on others. But you—you’ve changed.”

I say nothing.

She leans forward, ensuring no one listens. The music drowns our conversation. “This world is evolving. There are dangers coming. Much has happened on Ironside since you entered the Gauntlet.”

“On Ironside? The capital?”

She nods. “There are things I’d love to tell you but I’ve been ordered not to reveal. You will, however, discover them when you meet the King. All winners of the Gauntlet meet him,” she says. “That’s where we’re headed next.”

“But I need to go to Holmstead.”

Master Koko smiles. “You have your goals, I understand, but after you meet with the King, I suggest you return to Venator immediately. Take on some contracts. Try to buy off this incredible ship. And if you do, it’s yours. You’ll even be safe from a mutiny then. Owning your own ship is a great status among Hunters.”

My mouth shuts.

“If you manage to pay off your ship,” she says, “then maybe you’ll be what I think you can be.”

“And what’s that?”

“Master material,” she says, before rapping her knuckles on the table and standing. “Mull it over.”

Me? Master of Hunter. For so long, I’ve yearned to return to the crown of the mountain at Holmstead. Rescue my sister. Become the Archduke, like my father and the whole Urwin lineage. But Master? It’s a rank just below King or Queen. And while Kings and Queens can be challenged in a duel, Masters cannot.

Before I think on it long, Keeton drags me from my seat.

“C’mon, Conrad. Let’s dance.”

“Keeton, no, I hate dancing.”

She laughs and forces me anyway. Roderick watches, hollering, as I clumsily trip over my feet when I try the Littleton Stomp.

How does she move her feet so fast?

When the party ends, and Pound’s snoozing in the corridor, clutching the vino, I enter my cabin. Father’s dueling cane rests on the chair near the heatglobe’s radiance. My fingers follow the cracks in the cane’s surface. And I remember the stories of my family’s rise. How this cane brought them from the gutters to the Highs.

This cane is legend, but I was able to rise without it. I proved I was the one meant to lead. My crew followed me because they wanted to, not because I forced them. Just the way Mother intended.

Will I ever need the cane again? Perhaps. But for now, it’s going in the drawer beside Mother’s.

✦ ✦ ✦

The next morning Master Koko returns to the Gladian. Her business is not yet complete, as there’s still one who doesn’t belong among us, despite his contributions during the final hunt.

I can barely stand to look at him, but I’ll not be his murderer. So, when Koko and a trio of Hunters enter my cabin and record my testimony of his attempt on my life, I tell the lead adjudicator in the Hunter Tribunal that I do not recommend a Hunter’s death.

The tall man in a silver robe studies me, his lips a straight line. Then, softly, he nods and marks something on his notepad.

“I never want him on my ship again,” I say.

Despite my recommendation for mercy, I wonder if it’s enough. They think Sebastian broke the Hunter code in the worst way possible. Still, he does have a powerful aunt, Master Koko’s assistant.

And I’m almost positive he illegally communicated with her during the Gauntlet.

After the Hunter Tribunal members get the answers they need and head back to their ship, I release Sebastian from the brig and walk with him through the corridors toward the deck for the final time.

“I suppose I owe you a debt,” he says. “Although I’d rather stay aboard. You and I were just starting to get close.”

“Right.”

We reach the ladder, but before he starts climbing, Sebastian stops, one boot on the bar. “I’ve decided that I don’t want to murder you.”

“That’s thoughtful.” I pause. “Who were you contacting with your long-range gem?”

He just smiles.

Oh, I hate him.

“Well, they couldn’t help you win, Sebastian.”

“But they might save my life.” He pats my cheek. “Don’t you worry about me, dear Captain. You’re the man of the hour. The risen Urwin. The heir to all that your uncle holds.”

Before he goes, I stop him. “You didn’t have to help us in that hunt. You could’ve let us all die, then no one would be left to expose what you knew about Bryce.”

He smiles, and for a moment I think he’ll not answer. Then his words come out slow.

“We’re now connected, Captain. Each has something on the other. But what does this matter, anymore? The Gauntlet is done. Bryce is gone. As you know, the punishment for harboring a spy, being a traitor, is far worse than attempted murder. We could drag each other down. But, in all that time I spent in the cell hating you, I realized something.” He cracks a yellow grin. “I could never, ever let a gorgantaun take you. Because someday our paths will cross again. And then I’ll be the one to ruin you. It will be the joy of my life.”

I shake my head. “Goodbye, Sebastian.”

“Until next time, Captain.”

Then, as he ascends, on his way to meet the Hunters who will take him to the Tribunal, I get the sense that maybe our paths will cross again. But no living person in this world has ruined me yet, and I doubt that Sebastian, a person who isn’t worth the shit beneath my heels, will be the one to do it.




CHAPTER 39

IRONSIDE’S SKYSCRAPERS FORM A HORIZON OF STEEL. EACH massive building makes the hundreds of nearby ships seem like bees zooming around a hive. Even the Order battlecruisers appear minuscule by comparison.

As we sail with our fresh new engine, accompanied by Master Koko’s ship, I squint through the spyglass at the busy streets of Ironside. This is the one island, in the whole world, where every person has either Select or High status. The Lows and Middles of Ironside live on smaller, neighboring islands. And they’re only permitted to enter Ironside upon invitation, or to clean High homes, or when they’ve challenged a High for status.

Everything on Ironside is pristine. The streets are without blemish. Golden carriages hover around the base levels while above, domed elevators zip to the highest floors.

It’s been years since I’ve been here. Not since I was eight and my parents brought me to the famous Ironside Theater House. We saw a comedy about a Low pickler who somehow dueled her way to Queen. I thought it was hilarious.

Father called it improbable birdshit.

He didn’t like much else about Ironside, either. He said their Highs were lotchers. They had the money, but they weren’t tested by grit because they had a line of Order battlecruisers to protect them. No gorgantaun has been within ten miles of Ironside in fifty years. This also inflated the cost of Ironside apartments so much that many Highs on other islands, despite owning mansions on their own island, can’t even afford a single bedroom here. Unless they want a ground floor.

And few want a ground floor.

“Look at them all,” Pound says as we pass between skyscrapers. “They look like rich turds.”

Crowds of Highs follow the steel walkways that connect the various buildings. The men wear suits, and it seems the newest High fashion trend is red vests with black bowties.

“You’d rather have top hats?” I ask.

“Holmstead knows fashion,” Pound says.

Keeton laughs. “Right. Top hats. Very fashionable.”

The Ironside women wear slim, tight-fitting dresses and carry their dueling staves as if they were umbrellas. This place seems another world compared to Venator and Holmstead. Big-city life. The best technology. The best food. The best arts.

And the most pretentious lot, too.

Above the skyline, one building looms over the rest. It gleams under the sunlight in golden glory. Steel balconies surround each floor, and enormous windows reflect the clouds. That’s our target. The King’s Tower.

The heart of Meritocracy.

We follow the Archer through the gaps between the buildings, rocket by windows, and pass a line of hovering one-person fighters called sparrows. When we reach the King’s Dock, Pound engages our gangway, and it plops onto the dock.

It’s a special privilege to come here. The King is very private. I’ve only seen King Ferdinand once, at the Theater House, but I didn’t meet him in person like Father did on routine. The one thing I know about Ferdinand is that he’s well known for being a world-class dueler. He has been challenged twenty-two times in his life, and even in his sixties, he continues to defeat every challenge personally. For this reason Father held him in the highest respect, and that may be why Father never challenged him. The other reason could be that Urwins are not Ironsiders. We’re Holmsteaders through and through.

Once we start descending the gangway, six Order guards approach us. They wear white uniforms and carry auto-muskets. Without a word they direct us toward the doors. Master Koko joins us, dressed in Hunter robes. Then we’re led into the marbled hall. Everything is golden or silver. Even the floors. Suddenly, I become conscious of my boots and whether I’m tracking anything around.

“This floor is worth more than my life,” Roderick mutters.

“Rod, you’re worth more than this whole tower,” I say.

He laughs. “Right.”

Rows of Order guards watch us. As I walk, I can’t help but notice several eyes on me. I’m the Captain of the Gauntlet. Son of Allred of Urwin.

Paintings line the shiny hall, each depicting a former Queen or King. At the end of the line, just before we step onto an elevator, we come upon King Ferdinand’s portrait. Seems recently hung. He has a thin mustache and a bald head.

Strange . . .

Once we’re all inside the spacious elevator, the Order guard pulls the lever, and we shoot upward. My stomach rises.

When the elevator opens to a luxurious waiting room, the Throne Room doors immediately burst open. And out comes Admiral Goerner, the Master of Order, followed by a young woman in a white uniform.

Master Koko and Goerner shake hands.

“Ah,” Koko says, glancing at the young woman. “You must be Alona of Mizrahi. Order’s new prized pupil.”

“Yes,” Admiral Goerner says, standing proudly. “She won Skywar this year. I’ve not seen such brilliant strategies in years.”

“Since you were Selected,” Master Koko says, “I’m sure.”

Admiral Goerner smiles.

The young woman glances my way. Her face is serious, and her hair is dark brown.

“This is Hunter’s winner?” she speaks in a thick, western-isle accent. “I thought he’d have broader shoulders.”

“Down, Alona,” Admiral Goerner says.

Once Goerner and Alona step onto the elevator, Roderick nudges me. “She seems sweet.”

Soon he and the rest of my crew go to meet the King. They’re to be given their prize money. But I will get a private meeting with the King when it’s my turn.

I lean back against the wall, arms folded. For some reason, meeting the King makes my stomach twist.

“Nervous?” Master Koko asks from her seat in the corner.

“Yes.”

She smirks. “You don’t need to be. This will be a great occasion for you.”

Outside the window a pair of sparrow fighters zoom by, curving through the air. Each one-manned fighter has a sharp snout and long, thin wings. Just one can take down massive pirate ships, if helmed by a capable pilot.

Order might not be the experts on taking down gorgantauns, but they know how to handle human warfare.

Master Koko’s voice grows serious. “Once every six months, Hunter has a Trade-wide draft. Every Hunter’s allowed to resign and enter the draft if they find their position on a ship untenable. I know you’re close to your crew, Conrad, but with the upcoming draft, you might want to consider releasing them from the Gladian. Because if you don’t, they might resign anyway.”

“Release them?”

“Staff the Gladian with tested veterans. There’s a huge draft coming up. Plenty of capable veterans that will have no problem making riches while working under you. With them, you can bring in enough money to buy your ship from Hunter. That’s what I did.”

“You turned away your Gauntlet crew?”

She shrugs. “They understood. It was business, after all. For those with whom I made friendships, well, it was a little tougher. But friends have a way of finding one another again. Years later many of them expressed gratitude that I cut the cord so early. It gave them the chance to become Captains on their own ships.” A youthful fire shows itself on her expression. “They knew there was no way they would’ve become Captain on mine.”

I grin a little.

But inside I feel cut up. Let my friends go? Yes, they’d have an opportunity to rise on other ships; however, I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did without them. I’d have to start over. This is the problem with Meritocracy. You can’t have loyalty, or friendship. Everyone just chases what they want, and they’ll leave you, eventually, because not everyone can hold the crown at once.

Still, it’d be selfish to force them to stay on. And a good way to break a friendship, too.

The door into the Throne Room cracks open, and my crew exits. Each of them lugs a sack of gold over their shoulders, but there is an unexpected expression on Pound’s face. One of complete disgust.

Roderick glances at me. And something about meeting the King seems to have left him in stunned silence.

Keeton seems about to speak when a woman in an impeccable jacket appears behind her. The woman stands erect, eyes straight ahead.

“Captain Conrad of Elise,” she says. “Your presence is requested by His Most High.”

After a heavy breath, I glance at all my friends. They’re frowning. And a second later, I enter the Throne Room.

Once the great doors close with a boom behind me, I realize why my crew had such strange looks. Because at the end of the long rug sits the man I’ve hated for six years. The man who stole everything from me and left me to drown in snow.

The new King.




CHAPTER 40

MY FISTS CLENCH SO TIGHTLY, THE LEATHER ON MY GLOVES threatens to split.

I march the golden hall, my steps echoing past black pillars and up to the shimmering chandeliers. Beside each pillar stands a guard in white. Overhead, the sky looks in through the windows of the vaulted ceiling. Sunbeams, specked with dust, fall on the figure sitting on a platinum chair atop the marble stairs.

Uncle watches me approach, silent, his ringed fingers curled near the dueling cane propped against the armrest.

Once I stop at the base of the stairs, only a dozen feet separate us.

“Uncle,” I say.

“King,” he says, before flashing the barest of smiles and standing. “Rising is in my blood.” He comes down a stair, closer to me. “And in yours, too, it seems.”

Seeing the respect on his face makes bile rise in my throat.

“You look strong,” he says, eyes trailing over me. “Different than before. Remember, all those months ago, when your ribs poked through your tattered clothes? But now, you’re fit to lead. You have risen, nephew.”

“When did you become King?”

He pauses. “Not long after the Gauntlet began, I came here to personally deliver the challenge myself. So many Highs don’t have respect for the title, and they send an impersonal note. But I looked him in the eye and demanded it.”

Uncle believes he’s so honorable, but I remember how he led in Holmstead. He weakened the island. Made any families that might be a threat, like the Atwoods, fall to Low.

“Challenging Ferdinand was a risk,” he says, “as a King’s duel is to the death. And he was quite popular. You should’ve seen how many people attended his funeral. Anyway, he was a seasoned dueler, but he became no test in the end. I killed him in seven seconds in the arena.”

He stops on the stair just above me, so that I’m still looking up at him. He’s royal in his red jacket and tall, leather boots. Handsome with a new, trim beard. And for the first time in years, there’s happiness in his eyes when he looks upon me.

“But,” he says, “I’m not the only one here with grand stories. We Urwins are the talk of the Skylands. News has spread about what you did in the Gauntlet. You took down a class-five. The same day I became King! And you did this by yourself.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t believe the rumor at first, but Master Koko confirmed it. Tell me how you did it.”

“I did it with the help of others.”

He stares at me, quiet, before nodding. “Yes, of course. Utilizing the tools around you, that’s one of the first steps to maintaining power. You are learning.”

Tools? That’s what Sebastian would say. It takes all I have to not scowl.

“Where is your cane?” he asks.

“On my ship.”

His eyes narrow and his voice becomes cold. “Never leave your cane.”

“I’m a Hunter.”

“You are an Urwin,” he says. “Power must be on display at all times. And even Hunters duel. Not for status, but for honor.”

“I’m not an Urwin.”

He turns away, walking up the stairs. “Not yet.”

My teeth grind. “I’ve proven your theory. Rising is in my blood.”

“Our blood,” he corrects.

“Where’s Ella?”

He pauses. “There are more important things to discuss than—”

“We made a deal!”

His eye twitches at my interruption. No one interrupts the King. I could be thrown into a cell just for the disrespect. But I know Uncle. He needs me. For all the women he’s thrown away in his life, none have sired him an heir.

He meets my gaze, irritated. “Conrad, you will be reunited with your sister, but first, we have something important to discuss.” His eyes flick to the guards. “Leave us.”

Once they file from the room, he lowers onto his throne. As he does, I suddenly recognize exhaustion in his posture. It’s strangely humanizing. And I become frustrated with myself for feeling any sympathy for him.

“There are few I can trust. Not even my guards. There are people here on Ironside who wish me dead.”

“For usurping King Ferdinand?”

“No. They wanted him dead, too. Conrad, a war is here. And the next phase will soon begin.”

I feel a little cold. In the Gauntlet it was easy to focus on the hunt. Now it’s time to face the reality of the situation.

“Uncle, do you know what Downfall is?”

“I’ve been informed and sought answers regarding it, but no, I do not.” He meets my eyes. “You may hate me, nephew, and I suppose it would be justified, but I am not your enemy.” He pauses. “Our Selection system has been infiltrated in record numbers. Enemy soldiers have flooded the Trades. This has been going on for years. The Below has been trying to take us over from within—through our Meritocracy—but the Skylands are stronger than they’d thought. And our enemy is getting frustrated. My gut says their next attack will be far more direct. You have first-hand experience with one of their infiltrators. What did Bryce of Damon tell you?”

“I’ve told Master Koko all I know.”

He sighs. “That’s unfortunate.” He stands again. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”

“What is it?”

“A secret normally reserved for Kings, Queens, and Masters.”

Soon, Uncle stuffs his cane under his arm and leads us to a locked door behind the throne. With a twist of the key, the door yawns open, revealing a room of complete darkness.

I follow inside.

The air smells of old paper and ink. When the door clicks shut behind us, crystals activate, lighting a massive library. My mouth drops. Stunned. The library climbs to the roof. I gaze around in amazement. Bookcases and small elevators encircle us.

“These books are the last remains of an ancient world,” he says. “Of our world, before the Ascension.”

We rise through an elevator to the second level. The platform thumps beneath us as we pass frayed book bindings. My eyes narrow, trying to ascertain the strange letters and signs covering the books.

We stop near a shiny bookcase, and he takes a blue book from the shelf. It has no title. He spreads it open, revealing a silver square glued to the pages.

“This is a memory chip,” he says. “The only one that remains. Technology from before.”

He delicately lifts it free from the pages, snaps the book shut, and leads us to another bookcase, where he slides out a thin device hidden between two books. It’s a square of glass, about a quarter-inch thick. The glass dully reflects the light, but when his fingers touch it, the glass lights up, displaying the words THE EAGLE EMPIRE.

He presses the memory chip into a slot on the side of the glass and hands me the device. “Look.”

I raise an eyebrow.

Suddenly, flashes of a different world appear on the glass display. Moving pictures. I stop. Almost can’t believe what I’m seeing. This technology goes beyond anything we have. Moving pictures trapped inside a window.

The images display a world with giant, churning waters. Happy children run around with colorful buckets and shovels on a beach. Laughing. Beyond the white sand, strange boxes of metal with wheels roll on the black streets.

Just then, everyone on the beach stops. Above them a mass of flying machines approaches. Their strange propellers carry them toward something in the distance.

The people flee. Panic. Fathers lifting daughters. Mothers carrying sons. And then I gasp as an explosion mushrooms over the waters. Its fiery shockwaves, golden plumes of death, approach the beach. And the people begin exploding in bursts of ash.

The image fades.

My skin is sticky. Heart is thumping.

Another set of images appear. These ones show a darker world. One of men and women wearing dirty facecloths and goggles while they brave desert winds. And among this desolate landscape, the cities, with their massive skyscrapers, become bright beacons.

The men and women watch the cities. Anger in their eyes.

They climb ropes up the sides of enormous beasts to ride on their backs. Thirty feet high. These creatures have a familiar crest around their heads, like gorgantauns, but four-legged. Their thick scales like a class-one.

Whatever these beasts are, they might be the predecessors to mashtauns.

Soon this army of horrible monstrosities charges the city. The men and women yell. Raise sparking, electric spears above their heads as they stampede toward war. But just before the beasts can enter the city, the earth around the city cracks. A great fissure spreads. Dozens of beasts fall into the chasm. And abruptly, the sparkling city rises above the earth.

“The Ascension,” Uncle whispers.

The city floats higher and higher. On the horizon, other cities rise. All the angry people below stare, faces full of fury.

Once the moving images stop, and the glass screen goes blank, my hands tremor. My mouth opens, then shuts. And opens again.

“Our enemies tried to follow us here with their own flying monstrosities,” Uncle says, carefully taking and hiding the glass device between the books again. “But we fought back. So they sent their creations: the gorgantauns, the prowlons, the mashtauns, and everything else. Our ancestors, fearing they’d send more, created the black clouds. Built as a wall to separate our civilizations. It was supposed to be impenetrable. Nothing organic could pass through. At least, that was the hope.”

Uncle touches my shoulder. His grip firm, like Father’s. And I’m so focused on these revelations that I don’t push him away.

“You and I are blood, Conrad. Blood. I need someone strong beside me. Someone I can trust.”

I meet his eyes. For years, I’ve dreamed of beating this man in a duel. Dreamed of watching his broken body bleed out under my boots. And perhaps if I hadn’t learned the lessons of the Gauntlet, that no man is an island, I would still dream of that now. But with a war, and a terrible enemy among us, how can I only think of my hatred for Uncle? It would be completely selfish to focus on my own goals when millions are at risk. Still, my fingers massage Ella’s necklace. I’ll not forget.

“What do you need me to do, King?”

He smiles. “We have captured someone you know. And she’s been requesting to speak with you. I believe she has information that may aid us.”

I stop breathing.

“I understand you were close to her, nephew,” he says. “Will you meet her again?”




CHAPTER 41

THE KING’S OFFICE IS LUXURIOUS. A PILE OF GRAPES RESTS on a platter beside buttery rolls and expensive liquors. Uncle’s back faces me, his hand on the windowsill as he gazes over Ironside. A painting of Holmstead, with its ice-capped peak and its misty fogs, hangs above the conference table.

To our left sits the team who will listen to my conversation with Bryce. They include several of the King’s highest advisers, and Admiral Goerner at the head of the table. His prized pupil, Alona, does not join us.

The Admiral’s dreadlocks drape over his shoulders, and his eyes narrow on me with suspicion. Goerner’s a powerful man. It’s a little surprising Uncle made a move on Ferdinand before he did. But then again, from what I’ve heard, Goerner isn’t a fierce dueler. That’s why he rose through Selection.

“She will not talk to Conrad.” His deep voice carries a faint accent. “She has not spoken in days.”

“If she doesn’t talk,” Uncle says, “we’ll throw her to the clouds.”

“If she does talk,” I say, “we free her.”

The room falls silent. Everyone turns to look at me. I don’t care who they are, though. They need me.

“She is the enemy,” Uncle says. “We won’t free her.”

“You want me to talk to her?” I say. “Those are my conditions.”

Uncle’s eye twitches. He’s the King. His word is law, earned that right by rising to the Highest High. He glances at the men and women around the table. Doesn’t want to seem weak around them.

I need to use logic.

“Otherwise, she won’t talk,” I say. “If I felt like I had nothing to gain, I wouldn’t talk, either.”

Uncle massages his brow. For several seconds, he’s quiet. Everyone watches him decide. Finally, he meets my eyes and nods.

Admiral Goerner shakes his head, clearly displeased. “Bryce is a traitor.”

“Keep your gem active the entire time,” Uncle says to me.

“Understood,” I say.

And soon, a pair of guards leads me down an elevator, all the way to the base of the tower, where finally, we arrive at a steel door.

“Go in alone,” Uncle says through the gem. “Keep your sleeve covered. She may assume we’re listening, but don’t remind her.”

The guard hoists open the steel door and ushers me toward the stairs. I take a breath, then plunge into darkness.

Immediately, I’m blasted with freezing air. The door slams shut behind me and, once I descend the stairs, a long row of empty cells waits before me. The only light comes from a lonely crystal above and the chillglobe pulsing icy rays.

My steps echo as I walk a corridor between cells. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. Finally, I stand before the only occupied cell. Bryce sits, head down, at the back. When her head rises, her face betrays a bit of surprise.

Purple bruises ring her eyes, and dried blood reddens her hair. A gash stripes her lower lip.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

She laughs.

“Sorry. Stupid question,” I say, zipping up my jacket to stay warm.

Tears cover her Hunter uniform, exposing parts of her undershirt. A missing sleeve. The Trade insignia ripped away from her chest.

“It’s freezing in here,” I say.

She doesn’t speak. And I don’t really expect her to, not yet. But then her mouth cracks open. “They think if I’m uncomfortable enough, I’ll talk.”

“That won’t make you talk.”

Her eyes narrow.

I walk around the cell, to the left where the chillglobe pulses. Once I kick the metal button at the base, the globe turns red, radiating heat. Each swell of warmth cuts into the bitter chill a little more.

I lower into the chair outside her cell. For several long seconds, we say nothing. But she’s no longer shivering. No longer wrapped up like a ball.

“Thank you,” she says, quietly.

“Are you hungry?”

She nods.

“I’ll have food brought in. After we talk.”

Her voice lowers. “They’re listening, aren’t they?”

“Yes.”

“Thought you would’ve lied about that.”

“My mother told me that lying was beneath us.”

She smirks. “You’ve lied to me several times. Your mother would be furious.”

I laugh.

“You know,” she says, “I was wrong about you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. You do have compassion. You’re not just a selfish bastard. The last time we saw each other, I stuck a needle in your thigh. But here you are, worried about me being cold and hungry.” She pauses. “You think it’ll make me give you more information. Maybe you were right. There are no selfless acts.”

“You’re right that I want information. But I also want you treated with dignity.”

“Glad you like me more than you like Sebastian.”

I smile.

She coughs. “You’re going to ask about Downfall, but you already know that I know nothing. I was abandoned by my own people.” She stops. “Congratulations on winning the Gauntlet, by the way. I saw that final hunt through a spyglass. I was hiding on the island.”

“The island with the prowlons?”

She frowns and exposes cuts along her left arm. “Not the best place to hide, but it was safer than . . . here. Unfortunately, Order noticed my fire later that night.” She meets my eyes again. “There are hundreds of us, Conrad. Some in positions you’d never expect.”

“What positions?”

“I’m only alive because of you. Your uncle would have thrown me to the black clouds already, but apparently, he thinks you can get me to talk.”

“I can.”

She laughs. “Arrogant as ever.”

“You’re still talking.”

She leans back. “I suppose this means we’re even now. I saved your life. You’ve saved mine. Or rather, delayed the eventuality.”

“You aren’t dying, Bryce. But you must tell me something. What is Downfall?”

“I’m a peon, Conrad. If I won the Gauntlet, I would’ve been briefed, but I didn’t. Besides, even if I knew something, I’m no traitor.”

“Your people abandoned you. They betrayed you. And I may not know everything about you, Bryce, but I know you care about people and don’t want the next phase of this war to come.”

“It’s inevitable, Conrad.” She pauses. “All these empty cells around us? They weren’t so empty a few days ago.”

“Did any of them talk to you?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Bryce, I can get him to spare you, but you need to give me something.”

“Are you the Prince now?”

“I am Conrad of Elise.”

“You’re going to turn your uncle down? He’s going to offer it to you, you know. This was your bargain.” She stares at me. “Why are you even here? Do you think there’s something between us?”

“Help me stop Downfall.”

She stares at me, lips hesitating. Gingerly, she lifts herself and limps toward me. She glances down the dark hall of empty cells, on toward the crystal light above the stairs.

Our eyes meet.

“I don’t know Downfall,” she whispers, “but I do know one thing: something I discovered when they were interrogating me.”

My heart starts to thud. I lean forward, eager for the information.

“You’re right that my people abandoned me. That I am, as you say in your world, an islandless drifter.”

She stops. There’s something else on her lips she wants to say, but she’s caught between two worlds. She just needs a little push.

“You still have allies,” I say. “I was abandoned once, too. Lost all my family. But I have a new one now.”

“Roderick, Keeton, and Pound?”

“You could have a place there as well.”

She snorts. “You guys are a mess. Roderick doesn’t even want to rise. Pound has no family, and he’s crazy. Keeton . . . well, she’s all right.”

“You’re a mess, too, Bryce,” I say, stepping close enough that only the bars separate us. “I can save your life. What did you discover during interrogation?”

She nibbles her lip. Her pulse throbs. Face flushes. I reach into the cell and touch her hand. She looks down at my fingers before meeting my eyes.

“Your allegiance is to saving lives,” I say. “And telling me will help make that happen.”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“I can try.”

She takes a breath and pulls away. Her back turns. And for several long seconds, I stand, my heart thumping, realizing she won’t tell me anything. That Uncle will throw her into the clouds.

But then she starts talking.

“You’d never notice it, because you’re an islander,” she says quietly. “But one of my frequent visitors this last week, he has an accent.”

I stop.

“It’s subtle. He’s been on the islands for twenty years. He’s one of the first of my people to rise through the Selection.”

I already know what she’s going to say, and instinctively, my head starts to shake. A horrible fear gnaws at my heart. And, as her mouth opens to speak, I remember the gem on my sleeve. Active so Uncle and his advisers could listen in. Including the one person she’s about to reveal.

“Conrad,” she says, eyes dead serious, “Admiral Goerner is not from the islands.”

I pull back from her, and then I run.

✦ ✦ ✦

Fully revealed, Goerner will be forced to act. But why the hell should I care what happens to Uncle? Now would be an ideal time to abandon him. Like he abandoned me.

But love him or not, he is the King. And without him, the Meritocracy will be thrown into chaos. Ella’s too young to inherit the throne. And Uncle knows where she is. If they’re after Uncle, they’ll be after her.

I burst from the elevator and race down the hall toward Uncle’s office.

I can already hear shouting. Auto-muskets blasting.

I’ve nothing on me. Not even my cane. Dammit! Uncle was right. I should never be without it.

A pair of the King’s guards lie in pools of blood outside the office. More shouting comes from inside. Then all goes quiet.

The door’s handle is locked.

“Uncle?”

No response.

I slam my shoulder into the door again and again until finally, it snaps open. I tumble forward, hitting the ground. And as I scramble to my feet, Goerner, holding a musket, shoves Uncle into a secret passageway behind the desk.

Before I can charge, the secret passage closes.

And Uncle vanishes.




CHAPTER 42

THE KING’S TOWER BREAKS OUT IN CHAOS.

Outside the King’s office, musket pellets thunder into the walls. People shout. But I’ve barricaded the door with several chairs. My heart hammers. Brain searches for ideas, a plan, but I just don’t know this tower.

The fighting in the hall intensifies. The infiltration of Order has gone far beyond just their Master.

What about my friends?

I try contacting them on the gem, but there’s no response. Are they blocking the comms? Did my friends get out? Did Master Koko?

Splinters hit the ground as the door cracks. Only seconds before they enter. And I doubt they’ll stop to ask questions.

My eyes flash to the window. No, that’s crazy.

The door cracks further, hinges threatening to tear free.

My fingers fly around the hidden door. Barely visible among the slats of redwood. But I’ve nothing to grip. Where’s the button?

The window waits. I exhale. Just a thousand-foot drop if I slip. That’s all. Fear constricts my throat.

After snatching Uncle’s cane from his desk, I push open the window. Beneath me, a glass ceiling exposes the library and the floor below. The glass ceiling, a series of windows, tilts at an angle, forming a downward slope that marks the tower’s edge.

A burst of wind strikes me. More shouting from behind me.

Dammit. I stick the cane in my mouth, climb out, and hang from the windowsill.

The intense wind tries to rip me free.

I’m going to die.

Just as I consider taking my chances with the guards, my fingers slip. My body hits the slope of windows, and I slide furiously down the glass. I shout. Going to fly right off. But I press my gloves against the windows. My gloves squeak and whine. And I slow enough that just before the end, I stop.

Almost laugh, but there’s no time to be relieved.

Uncle’s office door breaks down, and soon a guard peers out the window. He gazes at the city a moment. Looks like he’ll move on. Then, as he turns, his eyes fall on me.

“The heir!” he shouts.

Oh hell, I’m not the heir yet!

The next instant, he raises his auto-musket. But I’m already striking the glass with Uncle’s cane. A long crack spreads. And with my weight on it, the whole thing crashes.

My stomach lurches as I plummet.

In an instant, I land on my back inside another room. The air’s struck from me. But it was only a ten-foot drop.

Got to breathe. No time to recover.

I’m in a dark room—the King’s library. Books everywhere. The guards will come after me, but at least I know where I am. Know where the Throne Room is, and the elevator that’ll take me to the King’s Dock.

“Goerner is an infiltrator,” I say into my gem, hoping my crew will hear it. “Get to the Gladian. I’ll be there soon.”

Then I start across the upper level of the library, jogging quietly along an overlook. A pair of voices echo from below. I lean over the railing. And, among the aisles of bookshelves, Uncle walks with his hands in the air. Followed by Admiral Goerner. They step from the secret tunnel’s exit and head toward the Throne Room.

“Perhaps we can make some type of arrangement,” Uncle says.

Goerner smacks the back of Uncle’s head, making him stumble. Uncle whirls on him, ready to punch, but Goerner fires a shot at his feet.

“I don’t negotiate with tyrants,” he says. “Move!”

He shoves Uncle toward the Throne Room. Once they’re gone, I enter one of the small elevators and descend to the lowest level of the library.

This is stupid. I hate my uncle. But I’ve no choice. Without Uncle, there’s no Ella, and there’s chaos everywhere.

I grip the cane, making the wood creak. I get ready to charge into the Throne Room. I’ll hurl the cane into Admiral Goerner’s head. Knock him out. And then Uncle and I will get out on my ship. We’ll regroup. Find where the loyal parties are.

I burst through the door, surprising several Order personnel. Alona of Mizrahi looks at me, smiles, then stuffs the butt of her musket into my face.

Cuts my forehead. Blurs my vision.

But I sweep out her legs and extend Uncle’s cane. I’m ready to take on them all. Until I’m smacked again and I hit the ground, dribbling blood. Darkness invades the corner of my vision.

I can’t die here. Won’t die here, not for this stupid war I didn’t even know existed until days ago. Alona strikes me again. Can’t fight my fading consciousness. And as darkness swallows me, the guards lower to drag my limp body.

✦ ✦ ✦

I’m tossed onto the floor of the vast hangar of Order’s flagship, the Golias. Itchy rope cuts into my wrists. A horrible headache pulses in my skull.

To my left and right stand rows of sparrow fighters, each sleek skyship held in place by bars. The glass domes over their cockpits reflect crystals hanging from platforms above.

Five guards surround me. Murder glows in their eyes.

“You think you’ve had struggle?” Alona stuffs a boot into my gut. “You think you know who the true Lows are?”

I cough and struggle to fill my lungs.

She grips me by the hair, lifts me so I meet her green eyes. “You don’t know suffering.”

Her fist slams my cheek. I hit the deck, trying to breathe. Trying to keep my vision steady.

“My family below starves,” Alona says. “Up here, the Lows have homes. Warmth. Families. Below, I have nothing.”

She kicks me. Again and again. When she finally stops, she returns to the ring of people surrounding me.

I spit out blood. “You killed my mother.”

Her eyes narrow.

“Your beasts,” I say. “Attacked my island. Destroyed my entire street.”

The hangar goes silent. Alona stomps forward. Ready to step on my face. But the door at the top of the hangar cracks open. And there, face beaten purple, stands Uncle. For a moment, I think he’s alone. That he’s come to rescue me. But then Admiral Goerner and several guards step in after him.

Goerner pushes Uncle down the stairs. He tumbles to the base and smacks the floor. But, even with blood trickling down his forehead and anguish in his expression, he rises off the ground. And when I see him, I see Father again—the most powerful man of all the Northern Isles. Yet all his power and status can’t help him now.

He’s soon pushed beside me.

Admiral Goerner steps forward, straightening his white jacket. Well, it used to be white, but now it’s striped in red.

“The heir and the King,” he says. “Where is the third?”

“The girl? Ella?” a man asks. “We’re working on discovering her location, Admiral.”

Rage overwhelms me. Despite being bound. Despite having darkened vision in one eye, I lift myself by pushing my feet under me. Then I charge, shoulder-first, into the Admiral.

He smacks the floor.

“Stay away from my sister!”

I’m tackled. And Goerner, laughing, wipes the blood from his lips and rises to stand over us.

“Alona,” he says. “The cane.”

She unclips Uncle’s cane from her belt and tosses it to Goerner. Uncle stares, silent, as Goerner inspects the wood, the cracks, and the Urwin eagle at the end.

“The story of your rise,” Goerner says.

My heart climbs into my throat. He’s going to beat us down with Uncle’s cane as some sort of poetic end to the Urwins.

“Let me make some new cracks in this cane. The story of your fall.”

He slams the eagle against the ground. Snapping it off. And keeps striking the cane against the floor until it splinters. Then he kicks the broken cane until it rolls beyond the sparrows.

Uncle scowls at the Admiral. And there’s fury in his shaking body.

Goerner straightens his jacket. “Ella can wait. These two, the heir and the King . . . they need to be disposed of. Now.”

“Conrad is not yet my heir,” Uncle says through gritted teeth. “Killing him will satisfy none of your ends.”

I glance at Uncle, and for once, find nobility in him.

Goerner laughs. “Ulrich, I’m no fool. I know you sent him into Selection.” His eyes flash to me. “And I know he rose to your expectations.”

Uncle’s mouth shuts.

“Just kill us,” I say. “If you’re going to do it, get it over with!”

Goerner meets my gaze, and his eyes go wild. “A shot to the skull is too easy. They deserve a traitor’s death.”

“We betrayed nothing,” Uncle spits.

“You and your people betrayed humanity,” Goerner says. “You left everyone below the clouds to rot. And your Kings and your Queens, and your Scholar Trade, they all knew about us. And did nothing!”

The Admiral moves away, deeper between the two rows of sparrows. When he reaches the hangar’s outside wall, he presses a red button. A reverberating crack follows. Gradually, with a mechanical buzz, the hangar doors spread to reveal an open sky of falling rain.

The skyscrapers of Ironside glint in the far-off distance. And we’re surrounded by three of Order’s black battlecruisers.

My gut sinks as I realize just how much support Admiral Goerner has. He’s been leading Order for over a decade. He has put the right people in place for years. Planning this.

He returns, frowning as he stands over Uncle and me.

“Leave my sister alone,” I say. “She didn’t do anything.”

“Nothing?” Goerner says, shaking his head. “She’s twelve now. Raised by your dear uncle—a vicious man who personally sent my kin to suffer traitor’s deaths. She is filled with venom, just like him!”

“You lie!”

“Tell him, Ulrich,” he says. “Tell him what challenges you’ve put her through to make her strong. If I let her live, she’ll grow to be the worst of all the Urwins.”

Fury fills me. I struggle against the bindings, veins bulging on my face. Goerner and Alona watch me struggle. Then laugh.

“Luckily for you, you will not see who Ella has become,” Goerner says. “You are going to die, Conrad. But I am not cruel, and I know you’d rather not die with your horrible uncle. You deserve to die with someone better.”

Steps approach from the corridor inside the Golias. A familiar voice spits and yells. The noises intensify as they near, a struggle of boots scraping against grated paths. Finally, a guard appears in the doorway, holding Bryce’s bound hands.

“You’ll kill one of your own?” I shout. “She—”

“She betrayed us,” Goerner says.

Bryce gets dragged by her collar until she’s tossed beside me. She hits the ground, groaning, trying to breathe.

“It’s my fault,” I say. “I coerced her.”

“She deserves a traitor’s death more than anyone here,” Goerner says. He snaps his fingers, and a guard tosses him a dull, black knife. Rusty and sticky with blood as if never cleaned. “Hold her down. This bird will never fly again.”

Bryce kicks at the two guards approaching her.

I sit up, but Alona strikes the back of my skull and I sag forward.

While Bryce thrashes and tries to bite, the guards loosen her bindings. They shove her to the ground. Stretch her arms away from her sides. Another guard pins down her feet.

With Bryce restrained, Goerner crouches over her. He touches the knife against her lips, flaking its crust. “To keep my identity hidden,” he says, “I had to give others like us this same fate. You’re lucky their blood will touch yours.”

I’m shouting, yelling as he presses the knife’s point against where her shoulder meets her arm. And then he puts his weight into the blade. Pushes it in slow.

She trembles before releasing a gasp.

“Let her go, you bastard!” I shout. “Do it to me. To me first.”

Goerner pauses and glances at his troops. “What is it they say up here? There are no selfless acts?”

The guards don’t respond.

“Seems I’ve found one!” He stands. “Okay, Conrad. I’ll honor that. It’s unfortunate you were born on the wrong side of the clouds. You have courage.”

In seconds the guards pin me down on my back, my arms outstretched.

Uncle stares at the ceiling, silent. Who or what is he thinking about in these last moments? Does he have regrets? Does he miss his brother? Is he worried for me, or my sister?

Bryce, shivering, pales as Goerner kneels beside me. The Admiral grips the disgusting knife, cuts through my Hunter jacket, and rips off my shirt. He trails the knife over my stomach, over my rising ribs, and stops at my shoulder.

I shut my eyes. Take myself to a different place. The willow where I hid as a child when I wanted to be free of Father. I’d curl under its gnarled branches, invisible behind a sheet of leaves. And it would always be Mother who found me.

She would hug me. Make everything better.

And together, holding hands, we’d walk the massive Urwin grounds.

The knife’s tip punctures my skin. When Goerner presses deeper, my eyes shoot open. I seethe, but do not cry. Do not beg.

“Let him go!” Bryce cries.

Goerner leans his weight into it. The blade slides into me, carving into muscle. My body shivers. Cold sweat dots my skin. Hot fire sears into me.

And I crack. The unbelievable pain forces me to shout.

The Admiral relents a moment, then comes again, ready to put his full weight behind the dull knife and separate the joint. But suddenly, the ship shakes. Goerner falls back. A series of explosions thunder against the hull, and the Golias tilts to the side. As it does, Bryce, Uncle, and I slide down the hangar toward the open doors. Bryce clutches onto me while the guards tumble around us.

“What the hell is going on?” Goerner shouts, grasping a sparrow’s cockpit ladder.

The ship rights and we stop sliding, but the shakes become more violent and closer together.

“STATUS?!” Goerner yells into his gem. “What’s our status?!”

“We’re under attack!” a voice replies through the gem.

“What? By whom?”

Another explosion sends ripples along the hull. With my good hand, I grab an anchor ring bolted to the floor where a sparrow’s normally tethered. I try to pull Bryce closer, but the Golias swerves to dodge something, and my sliced shoulder fails. She slides sideways behind the row of sparrows.

“Bryce!”

“Battle stations!” Goerner cries through the gem. “Pilots on sparrows now!”

Within seconds dozens of tiny fighters zoom from the hull of the neighboring battlecruisers. And then something appears in the sky. Something that makes my eyes widen. A sleek, silver ship fires through the clouds. I can’t believe it. I burst out laughing because not even sparrows can keep up with it.

“Conrad?” a voice echoes in the gem on my sleeve. “Conrad, where are you? Can you get out?”

“Roderick?”

“We need you to get off the ship.” There’s shouting in the background of his gem. “Hurry.”

Blasts of light scream after the Gladian’s path. Battlecruiser fire.

The Golias straightens. I sit up and gasp, realizing the knife’s still stuck in me. I shut my eyes, hold my breath, and slide it out.

HOLY HELL!

Alona charges. “You’re not going anywhere, Prince!”

“Get away from him!”

Bryce dashes from behind the docked sparrows. And in a flash, she throws a pair of elbows into Alona. After pivoting around her, she steals Alona’s musket, smacks her unconscious, and in four quick shots, incapacitates every guard in the hangar.

Bryce whirls on Goerner, but he dives behind a sparrow. Her shot twangs off the hull.

“You bastard!” Bryce yells. “Murderer! You’re going to kill millions.”

“We’re not done yet. It will only get worse!”

She fires again, and he ducks.

Then she catches my good hand and hoists me up. Her shoulder bleeds. “Is that the Gladian out there?”

I nod.

Uncle rises, standing beside us. He looks at her, quiet. Eyes calculating.

“Hold still,” I say while I cut his bindings with the crusty dagger.

“So, what’s the plan?” Bryce asks. “Are they pulling alongside?”

I hold my stinging shoulder, stemming the blood. “There is no plan.”

“What?”

“We’ll have to jump.”

“That’s insane.”

“It’s our best chance.”

“Can you still run, old man?” she asks Uncle.

“King,” he says.

“Not my King,” she answers.

Several pilots pour into the hangar, discover the scene before them, and reach for their auto-muskets.

“Get them!” Goerner shouts.

“Run!” Uncle yells.

The air fills with the zips of pellets. They shoot past my head, nearly striking my ear. My adrenaline surges. I run harder than I ran on the gorgantaun’s back.

Bryce fires blindly over her shoulder until a pellet strikes her thigh. She trips, but I catch her.

“We can’t stop!” I yell.

A pilot storms after us. Fast as birdshit. Eyes crazy.

“C’mon, Bryce!”

She grunts through the pain. The open sky awaits. Three battlecruisers, dark behemoths, have moved into position. Their tiny sparrow fighters continue launching from their hangar bays. Swarms of them trail after the Gladian into the clouds.

The pellets stop as the crazed pilot gains on us. Bryce clenches her teeth. Pushes through the pain. The pilot nears, aiming his musket at her spine. Just before he can fire, Bryce shoots over her shoulder, right into his knee.

Once we reach the edge, Bryce and I look at each other and lock hands. Then we take a deep breath and dive into the stormy sky.

The wet wind whips my hair and blurs my vision. Bryce falls beside me, shouting . . . and laughing? Something approaches through a break in the clouds. Uncle, sinking beside us, points.

And then my beautiful ship appears, swerving around blasts. Roderick launches harpoons into crowds of sparrows. Pound laughs while firing bits of sparkly flak into the air. And Eldon, at the strings, swerves to intercept us.

Once the Gladian comes directly beneath us, it lowers to match our descent.

Uncle lands in Pound’s arms. Pound looks absolutely disgusted that he just caught an Urwin. And Bryce falls in Roderick’s surprised arms. He’s totally shocked to see her.

But I sink into Keeton’s open arms. She can’t manage my weight, and we both tumble to the deck. The wind nearly rips me free, but she clings onto me. Eldon pushes hard, shooting the ship away.

“Now we’re even, Conrad!” Keeton yells.

In any other circumstance, I would’ve laughed. But now we have more than thirty sparrows in pursuit and three full-sized battlecruisers arming their death cannons.

Eldon pushes us toward the open sky as blasts stripe the deck in charred streaks. Another squadron appears before us, making us dip beneath them. Their guns cut away at our hull. Burn through the metal like fire through wax.

“Come back for more!” Pound shouts, lifting a shoulder cannon. “C’mon!”

The sparrows suddenly pull away and head toward their ships.

“Where the cuss are they going?” Roderick asks.

Bryce points behind us.

Something approaches in the distance. Fast. A tingle climbs my spine. Hope burns in my chest.

My gem lights with a communication. It’s Master Koko. She’s brought a whole Hunter fleet with her. And her voice has the fury of all the winds combined.

“TO WAR!” she cries.

The Hunter ships launch. And for the first time in over two centuries, the two most powerful Trades face off in aerial combat.




CHAPTER 43

THE VETERAN HUNTER SHIPS FIGHT WITH COLLABORATIVE choreography. Like birds flocking together at outrageous speeds and in intricate formations. And we’re too fast for the slow-moving turrets atop the battlecruiser’s deck.

“Funnel formation!” Koko cries.

The Archer goes first, blasts of light blazing around it. Hunter ships spiral around the Order cruiser like a cyclone. Above her. Below her. Peppering her with harpoons and shoulder cannons. And while the harpoons take out the soldiers, the shoulder cannons explode gaps in the hull.

Eldon’s forehead perspires. Trying to keep up with veteran movements. He’s incredible. Once, I was the superior flier, but that’s not true anymore.

An Order soldier screams as a harpoon rips him from the deck. He falls, and I can’t look away. These aren’t gorgantauns we’re fighting.

Uncle glances over at me. We’re at the bow. “There must be no mercy, Conrad.”

Pound, on the other hand, laughs as he kicks out an explosive barrel onto the battlecruiser’s deck. The troops below flee. And suddenly, the explosion rocks, creating a massive crater of black metal.

Retaliatory fire blazes across our hull. Nearly takes off my head, but Uncle shoves me down.

Uncle’s right. It’s kill or be killed.

In the distance a trio of Titanium-class Hunter vessels arch their omega cannons. These giant Hunter ships aren’t built for gorgantauns. Too slow. They hunt acidons and destroy prowlon-infested islands.

They’re the best weapon Hunter has against Order’s cruisers.

A ray of light fills the sky as the omega ray strikes the battlecruiser’s command tower. A massive explosion turns the world gold.

Then, with a groan, the battlecruiser starts sinking.

A cheer spreads.

Our celebration is short-lived, as sparrow fighters divebomb us from the clouds. They hiss, almost silently. Their blasters shred through two Hunter vessels, sending them smoking and careening toward the black clouds.

Roderick leans the turret back and stripes the sky with harpoons. Other ships do the same. Wave after wave of sparrows come, taking more Hunter ships down. Pound dives just as a blast scorches off the stern’s railing.

“You bastard!” he shouts, lifting a shoulder cannon and firing after the attacker that flew just inches from our ship. His wild shot, shockingly, cracks the sparrow in two.

Roderick spins the repaired repeater turret, following enemy fighters. Launching harpoons like mad. The rods fly through cockpits. Meanwhile flak fired from other Hunter ships creates a wall of golden sparkles. A few unfortunate sparrows fly through it and ignite.

I lift a mobile launcher to my bleeding shoulder and wince. Still, I peer through the reticule and launch a harpoon. It darts through the cockpit of a sparrow, and the ship flies out of control and strikes the one beside it.

We push off the attack. And once we do, the two remaining battlecruisers turn. Heading away from us, their sparrow fighters covering the retreat.

Pound laughs. “This is it? This is all they’ve got?”

In just a few minutes of battle, these Order ships have been thoroughly outmatched. A hundred of us fly, and only two of them remain. While I’m swelling with elation, Bryce tenses. Her shoulders tighten, and all my excitement falters. Whatever Downfall is, we haven’t seen it yet.

Koko orders us on a pursuit course. Eldon shoves us forward. We rocket with other Predator-class vessels flanking us. Great whoops fill in the air. The call of the Hunters chasing wounded prey. Men and women of the roughest kind. Tough as gorgantaun steel.

Just as we pepper the Golias, carving away chunks, Bryce raises a finger.

Something appears in the distance.

Roderick stops firing. “Oh . . . cuss!”

Among the storm clouds on the horizon loom seven dark shadows. Behemoths of the sky. The most powerful of humankind’s weapons.

Order carriers.

They’re twice the length of a battlecruiser, with triple the number of sparrows, and one incredible cannon across the bow that can fire accurate shots up to ten miles away.

“Pull back,” Koko cries in the gem. “Get out of their range. Wall formation. Let their sparrows come. We’ll cut them to dust!”

My heart throbs. Body numb.

Not even sure we can take on one carrier, let alone seven. We’re Hunters. We’re built to battle metallic beasts, not other ships.

Once we’re back in formation, there’s a great pause among my crew. Even Pound recognizes the futility of our situation. Just as we zoom into position, our turrets preparing to engage what will soon be a sky full of sparrows, a mass communication comes to our gems.

The garbled words make my brow wrinkle. The message comes again, clearer.

“We repeat, we are here to assist. We are loyal to King Urwin.”

A great cheer rises from every ship in Hunter. Pound lifts his shoulder cannon and laughs. Roderick launches a celebratory harpoon.

From the Order carriers, hundreds of sparrows zoom for the Golias and the other traitor ship.

“Look at ’em go!” Pound roars. “Tear those bastards up!”

Soon the sparrows cut through the Golias’s defense and begin shredding it. Taking out the deck. Catching the command tower on fire.

Uncle stares at the action quietly, the lights of battle on his face. But there’s no victory in his eyes. He lifts his sleeve, exposing a strange, metallic gem. The all-gem. Only one exists, and it can tap into any communication device within fifteen miles of its location.

When he touches it, it turns white, and we hear Admiral Goerner.

“Get away,” he shouts to the other traitor battlecruiser. “It’s time we bring the island eater. The Council has ordered that Project Downfall commence.”

Uncle freezes. I do, too. And just as Goerner relays his orders, two strange vessels, blue cylinders, drop from the bottom hangar of the Golias. Every remaining traitor sparrow encircles these blue ships.

“Stop them!” Bryce yells. “Conrad! We have to stop them.”

“Eldon,” I shout. “The blue ships! Go!”

Eldon’s eyes narrow, then after a breath, we launch after them.

The blue cylinders descend toward the black clouds. As we approach, the traitorous sparrows break off from their protective bubble and engage us.

“Duck!” I shout.

I drop as blasts of light zoom over my head, but Uncle remains standing. Eyes narrowed. He really thinks he’s destined to lead. That he’s invincible and nothing will strike him.

Bryce aims with her shoulder cannon and blasts down sparrows. Roderick sends one spiraling after a harpoon stabs a wing. I launch another harpoon.

We surge through the line of sparrows. But the blue cylinders plummet downward.

“What the hell are they doing?” Pound asks. “Nothing can get through the black clouds.”

The blue cylinders pull up just above the clouds.

“Take them down!” Bryce shouts, eyes widening. “Now!”

Eldon leans forward, exerting all his strength into the strings. We’re too far away. The blue cylinders freeze. Stuck in air. And then their hulls begin to glow white.

“Keeton!” I yell into the gem. “We need more from the engine!”

“I’m trying!”

Eldon shouts as he pushes. Arms shaking. The wind intensifies. I grip the railing. My hair flaps. Just as we near, launching harpoons desperately, the blue ships begin zooming in a circular formation. And their speed increases so much, they become a blur of light. Indistinguishable.

Roderick fires the repeater into them. But they all shoot harmlessly through the light.

“I can’t hit them,” he yells, frustrated.

A terrible feeling tickles my back. “Pull back!”

“No!” Pound yells. “We can take them down.”

“Pull back!” I shout again.

Eldon brings his hands to his hips, and we stop. The traitor sparrows fly for us, but we have time.

“What are they doing?” I ask, staring at the circle of light. “What technology is this?”

“It’s how we get through the clouds,” Bryce says, staring at the ships in dismay.

My mouth shuts. What will they bring through?

The cylinders spin until suddenly, the black clouds spiral into the vortex. An enormous opening grows, giving a glimpse of the desert landscape beneath. A barren wasteland of craggy rocks and long canyons.

“We have to go,” Bryce says.

Somewhere deep below, a roar bellows. So loud, the Gladian trembles. Feel it buzz in my legs. It stabs horror into my heart.

“Rise, gigataun!” Goerner yells through Uncle’s all-gem. “Rise, island eater!”

And then, to my absolute shock, the crest of the most enormous gorgantaun in history rises from the opening in the black clouds. Can’t even guess the size. At least a class-fifty. Or more? Maybe even a mile long.

The whole deck freezes.

Every Hunter ship has stopped. The world seems to have become frozen in place. Then the beast roars again, and the air itself quakes. The gigataun’s scales are red, like fire. Its eyes are bright blue.

It keeps rising. On and on. As big as a small island. A regular gorgantaun would be a fly compared to this thing.

Eldon pulls us back. We curl around, and soon we’re maneuvering through the attacking sparrows. Once we’re beyond them, we race for the Hunter fleet.

The gigataun keeps rising. Will it ever end? The Golias and the other traitor battlecruiser turn away. Off toward open skies. Their sparrows follow to dock in their open hangars. But neither the Hunter fleet nor the Order carriers pursue them.

Before long the Order carriers fire their cannons directly into the face of the gigataun. These blasts of light have been known to explode chunks off entire islands. But when they hit the cranium, they merely make the beast’s head glow with rage. We might as well have flashed a mirror in its face.

Once the gigataun pulls its entire mass above the black clouds, it turns. Eyes focusing on the island in the distance.

Ironside.

Chills tickle my neck as the beast lets out a hungry bellow. And then, ignoring all the ships around it, the gigataun heads directly for the capital.




CHAPTER 44

THE GIGATAUN’S TAIL SLASHES THROUGH THREE ORDER carriers in one swipe. Metal shreds and debris falls. Tables, furniture, and fire. Worse, hundreds of people rain from the sky. Their screams echoing.

Pound stumbles back.

“Save the fallen!” Koko cries.

We, along with other Hunter vessels, weave through plunging wreckage. A woman comes spinning toward us.

“Eldon!” Pound says, pointing.

“I see her.” Eldon’s eyes narrow in concentration. “C’mon. C’mon.”

We curve in a tight turn. My weight shifts to one side, hand grasps the railing. Debris smacks the deck. Pound leaps atop the railing on the port side, hands only feet from the woman. Just a little more. A little more.

Eldon shouts as he extends the strings. Tightens the turn. Pound’s fingertips touch the woman. He’s about to pull her in when the carrier above us explodes. The shockwave shoves us back and the woman spins wildly. Pound tumbles across the deck and rolls into a net.

“No!” he shouts.

Eldon twists the strings, fighting the current. Sweat around his goggles. Arms shaking to force us back on pace with the woman’s descent.

Bryce rolls away from falling fire.

“Leave the woman,” Uncle says, “we need—”

“No!” I push him aside.

When I reach the starboard, I realize she’s sailing just past me and I climb atop the railing. My injuries be damned.

“Get down!” Uncle shouts.

The woman spins toward me. And my hands reach, ready to pull her to safety when Bryce’s arms curl around my waist. I’m yanked back and dropped on the deck.

Debris crashes into the railing where I’d been. Mangling it. The woman spins on past us.

Bryce pants. Skin pale. “We can’t save them all, Conrad.” She reaches a finger in the sky. “That’s where we need to go. The beast.”

No. It’s not right, abandoning all these people to their deaths. But the enormous shadow of the gigataun looms. Its roar tremors the very air itself. And it continues for Ironside, despite the frantic Order cannons pummeling its flanks.

“We’re Hunters,” she says. “It’s time to hunt.”

The gigataun bursts through the wall of Order ships. Roaring. The four remaining carriers reverse engines, gliding away. Only sparrows and a handful of brave Hunter ships stand in the beast’s path.

Uncle shouts orders to Ironside with his gem. “Get everyone out!”

Few on Ironside waited for an evacuation edict. Hundreds of civilian ships shoot away from the island. But not everyone has ships.

Eldon rockets us toward the gigataun. As we come alongside the beast, with each of its scales thirty feet in diameter, a fear chills me, telling me there’s nothing we can do.

“Take it down!” Koko orders.

Our harpoons smack harmlessly off the scales. Our flak cannon sparkles around the beast’s eyes, but it merely blinks. And our shoulder cannon blasts act like fireworks against a mountain. Other Hunter ships have their own varied weaponry; one launches a thick chain around the beast, trying to constrict it.

The chain snaps after a lazy undulation.

As we near the beast, even its movement sends gusts into us.

Uncle shouts into his gem, commanding more Order ships in the area to engage. And some do. A few battlecruisers arrive. They launch their sparrows. Shoot their cannons. The sky peppers with all manner of weaponry.

But nothing slows this monstrosity.

The gigataun swallows a trio of Hunter ships that come too close. Entire crews gone in an instant.

In the distance Titanium-class vessels fire omega blasts into the gigataun’s side. A solitary scale turns white hot, and the gigataun bellows in pain. It flaps the scale to cool its cooked skin.

“It can control individual scales!” I shout.

“There’s an opening,” Master Koko cries. “FIRE EVERYTHING!”

As the scale moves, we attack the white flesh beneath. Shoulder cannons. Handheld explosive barrels. Harpoons. All we’ve got. Chunks of muscle explode.

Hot omega blasts continue striking the gigataun. Making other scales flap.

The fleet swarms around the beast. Firing. Even the reluctant Hunter ships return to the fray. Sparrows dig in. Battlecruisers fire their cannons.

Giant chunks of flesh continue falling.

Still, the gigataun’s huge. With all our firepower, we’ve given it a scraped knee.

Suddenly, one Predator-class Hunter ship zooms past us. It crashes its sharp bow into the flesh. Digs in a little, too. But then the scale comes down, crushing the ship’s deck, and the mangled ship sinks.

My eyes shut. There must be a way to take this beast down. Something. Anything.

“Eldon,” I say, “the gas sac.”

He doesn’t need to hear anything else. We rise above the beast’s undulations, weave between rushing sparrows, and launch toward the head.

The sparrows are like enraged bees attacking a monstrous bear. They blast its eyes. Nostrils. Everything. But the gigataun doesn’t even react.

Once we reach the crest, my heart falls. No strip of skin behind the crest. No visible access to the gas sac.

“Where is it?” Pound asks.

Bryce stops beside me. “The design flaw has been fixed. This is the perfect killing machine.”

“There has to be a way to stop it!” I yell.

She bites her lip, uncertain.

Now Ironside draws near. The island’s anti-G cannons pellet the gigataun. Peppering the sky full of blue explosions. But the gigataun keeps rolling.

“Take us closer to the beast,” I shout.

“Conrad,” Roderick says, “it’s too danger—”

“TAKE US CLOSE!”

Eldon glances at Roderick and, after a breath, swerves us nearer. Once we climb over the crest, we’re directly above its massive head. And a snout that goes on and on. Teeth over a hundred feet long.

Its blue eyes coldly glance at us. Pupils larger than our deck.

“Harpoon the eyes!” I shout.

Roderick squeezes the trigger, rocketing harpoon after harpoon at the eyes. But the harpoons clang away.

“Its eyes are shielded by some type of protective film,” Pound yells, dismayed.

“Shoulder cannons!” I cry.

No effect.

“Explosive barrels!” I shout.

Nothing.

My heart’s beating hollow. And Master Koko’s voice shakes with worry. A desperate sparrow dives straight into the eyeball. The brave pilot and the ship erupt in golden fury.

The gigataun merely blinks.

Ironside grows nearer. The skyscrapers tower. I can almost hear the screaming.

My crew doesn’t know what to do. One Order carrier, after shooting away most of its crew on lifeboats, goes on a suicide run. It smashes into the beast’s side. Sending off a huge explosion. This makes a dozen scales sear the beast’s skin, and the gigataun bellows. It lifts its scales. Gives us a place to attack.

But these are just nicks in a beast this size.

We don’t give up, even as the gigataun, coming under the shadowy roots of Ironside, slams its face into the rock.

“What is it doing?” Pound asks. “It’s attacking the rock? I thought it’d go after the city.”

“It wants the whole island,” Eldon says, almost whispering.

As the beast burrows into the island, like a giant worm carving into apple, a deep, cold feeling drowns me. This beast is beyond us. We have nothing to fight against it.

“It’s going after the island’s heart,” Uncle shouts into the gem. “If it eats it, the island will fall!”

The whole fleet doubles its attack. We zoom around the gigantaun, even as chunks of earth drop around us. The beast starts sliding inside the island. Metal grinds as it shreds through solid rock. Munches away at the island’s exterior. Goes deeper and deeper.

Omega blasts continue making scales flap. We attack exposed flesh, but the gigataun doesn’t slow.

More and more civilian ships escape Ironside. The violent quakes from the gigataun’s burrowing cause skyscrapers to crumble. They crash with a great thunder. Plumes of dust cloud the air.

We dodge falling stones, and after one nearly ruptures the deck, we pull away. For several seconds, my crew stops, staring in absolute futility. Hands on our hips. Exhausted. Ready to pass out.

Anguish in our gut.

Pound’s the only one still firing. Emptying every shoulder cannon he can. Tears welling in his eyes. He tosses one and grabs another. Even throws harpoons by hand. Becoming more and more manic.

But the rest of us have frozen.

The gigataun goes deeper. Its whole face gone. Body wriggling.

And for the first time I can remember, Uncle’s voice shakes when he raises the gem to his mouth. He sends a fleetwide message.

“All ships, collect as many civilians as you can.”

“We can still fight this!” Pound yells, now hurling handheld-explosives. “You dumb birdshit, Urwin!”

Uncle doesn’t react.

Pound glances at me. “Don’t listen to him, Elise!”

I turn away. Not wanting to meet his eyes.

“Elise!” he roars.

“Eldon,” I say, breathing hard, “take us to the closest dock.”

Pound roars and charges toward me. “No!”

Bryce and Roderick leap onto him. And he falls to the ground, crying. Screaming.

My heart hurts. Everything stings.

As the gigataun slides further into Ironside, we swerve toward a dock. And there, a mass of desperate, screaming people wait to be picked up.

We can’t take them all. Not even close.

Other Hunter ships come. Before long, the Gladian fills with terrified people. One woman yells about her toddler having slipped away from her. An elderly couple give up their place aboard for three small children. The children, dazed, hug their two fathers. Bryce stands beside the kids.

“Take my spot,” Pound shouts. “That little boy there. Give him my spot.”

But the island starts to shake. And the most spine-tingling shout fills the dock. Panicked people rush for the Gladian. We pull back. Some people trip over the side. Some leap and cling to the rails, slip, and plunge into the sky.

I feel cold.

Little children, on the shoulders of parents, reach out to us. But we’re zooming away. Other ships leave, too. And thousands, packing the streets of Ironside, plead for us to come back.

Uncle rests a hand on my shoulder, and I’m too stunned by the scene to pull away.

After a low, satisfied groan, the gigataun slides out of Ironside. Something pulses with light in its giant mouth: the island’s heart.

The island shudders. For a few seconds, it hangs. We can do nothing but clutch the railing. Our lips tremble as the great capital of islands, the beacon of our strength, drops from the sky.

A horrible cry fills the air, thousands of voices at once . . . and then there’s nothing but the silent wind.




CHAPTER 45

MINUTES LATER, THE GIGATAUN, EYES SLEEPY, SINKS BENEATH the clouds through the spiraling vortex and as if compelled by some unknown force.

We should go after it. Follow it beneath. But we’ve got a packed ship. Besides, it’d be suicide. The rest of the fleet agrees. Once the beast’s tail vanishes, the blue cylinders explode, and the black clouds splash together, filling the gap.

Rage and pain pump through me as I glare at the black clouds. That creature was created for one purpose. It’ll come back. Again and again until we surrender. I’ll not let that happen. Somehow, I’ll bring that beast down.

Somber refugees fill the deck. Some stand on edge, and with tensions so high a few fights break out. Among the shouting, Pound stands over everyone, face streaked with tears. And in his deepest voice, he begins singing.

His voice cracks, making the words indistinguishable at first. The shouting stops. Everyone turns as he stomps to the bow and stops at the railing.

Roderick and I push to stand beside him. And as we stare at the place where Ironside once was, we sing “The Song of Falling.” Other voices join us. The whole deck, full of cracking, terrified song, honor those who experienced the fall that will one day be ours.

No matter how High we rise in life, in the end, we all fall.

After the last chords of the song fade away, the deck silences. No more fights. Just sad people clutching onto meager possessions or loved ones who were fortunate enough to make it.

“Take us to Midland,” Uncle says to me. “I’m going below to contact the Masters.”

Soon we’re flying silently through the blue sky. Keeton insists that Bryce and I get our shoulders wrapped. Now that the adrenaline has worn off, my wound stings fiercely. And I’ve got dried blood all down my arm and side.

Bryce and I enter the medical room and inject meds and wrap our shoulders. Then we turn away from each other while we dress in fresh uniforms.

We’re quiet as we work, not sure what to say, if there even is anything to say. Before I leave, she grabs me, pulls me into a tight hug, and clutches my back. It’s the warmest thing I’ve felt all day, and I break. A great shudder flows through me until her fingers gently wipe her tears and mine.

“We need to be strong . . . for everyone,” I say.

“We are strong, Conrad.”

Once we return to the deck, Midland grows in the distance.

Ironside’s Middles live here, and from what I’ve heard, even Highs don’t mind visiting. We soon lower to dock at the beautiful island’s busy port. Apparently, many others thought to come here, too. Skyships fill the sky, lining up to wait their turn. But we’ve got the King aboard, so we get to cut ahead.

Our gangway smacks the dock.

Midland’s packed full of quaint, brick buildings and stone pathways. Though it has hovering carriages and other technological comforts like heatglobes, it’s a world apart from Ironside. No skyscrapers. No air-traffic maneuvering between a bustling town center.

It’s a quiet place. And, for now, safe enough to deliver the refugees. As people unload on the dock, several people shout, panicked about what happened to Ironside. A High woman runs around, checking ships, asking if anyone’s seen her husband.

Bryce marches over to me, four children hiding behind her legs.

“These children need a place now,” she says. “We aren’t just dropping them off and expecting everything will be okay, are we? Because they’re not okay, Conrad. They’re not okay.”

Her voice shakes. She leans a hand on her hip. One little girl, no more than four, holds Bryce’s leg.

I stare at her and the little children. Uncle won’t want us here long. But as their little faces look up at me, I don’t care what Uncle thinks. And he won’t leave port without me.

With the sunset at our backs, Bryce and I step off the ship, holding hands with the children and walking the streets of Midland. Everyone on the island rushes about. Buying extra food. The grocer’s shelves lay empty and picked over. Some Mids take all their coins to buy a ship in case they need to make a quick escape. Whispers of war and the attack are everywhere.

Will the children be safe here, so close to the gigataun attack? Impossible to know. But why would the gigataun return to destroy an island of Mids? It has little value. The Below sent the beast after Ironside for a reason. Whenever it comes back, it will probably go after another strong island, like Venator, or Dandun, home of the Scholars.

Maybe even Holmstead. I push away that thought.

Bryce speaks happily with the children. This, despite the bruises on her body, her wounded shoulder, and the horrors of today. She points out interesting things—like a small fishing stream that glows under the lights of the crystal lamps

At one point the littlest girl starts crying, and Bryce hugs her.

Before long we find an orphanage. It’s a tall building with spires that point to the darkening sky and a trio of pink flowering trees that shade a little stream flowing around a garden. We click open the gate and follow the steps up to the door.

The administrator comes out, greeting us. Happy to take children. But she’s also a businesswoman. You can’t feed children without money.

So I give her a portion of my prize winnings.

The woman speaks kindly to the children, and once they’re ushered inside for something warm and sweet to drink, Bryce and I turn back toward the Gladian.

“Compassion,” Bryce says, pulling the gate closed, “and not cruelty, is what will win this war.” She looks at me and smiles. “There are selfless acts even in the worst times.”

And suddenly, as the first stars appear, her hand slips in mine. My breath catches. It’s strange that such a simple thing makes my skin feel hot. For a few seconds, everything seems perfect in the world, even though it’s not even close to that.

I don’t speak, and neither does she.

When we get back to the ship, Uncle waits on the deck, his fingers drumming impatiently. He glimpses Bryce’s hand in mine before she pulls away. His eyes narrow. It wasn’t long ago that he planned to give her a traitor’s death. She glances at me, scowls at Uncle, then goes belowdecks.

Once Eldon shoots us away from Midland and into the night sky, Uncle pulls me aside.

“You’re getting too comfortable with that girl.”

“That’s not your concern.”

His brow knits, surprised at my pushback. Perhaps he’s about to give me an order to stay away from her, but his voice comes out in a more measured tone.

“Can we trust her?”

“She’s saved my life multiple times now,” I say. “And her people betrayed her. My ship is her only home.”

“You know the saying,” his says quietly. “Once a traitor, always a traitor.”

“People are more than labels, Uncle. And she’s our best chance at understanding the Below.”

Uncle considers it. It’s utterly bizarre that when I look at him, I see Father contemplating a difficult decision. Father wouldn’t care that Bryce saved my life. He’d have her thrown overboard because the risk would be too great.

“I leave her under your watch, then,” Uncle says.

“You trust me that much?”

“We share blood. If I can’t trust you, then who else?” He glances around, ensuring none stand nearby. “Conrad, this war has exposed weaknesses in Meritocracy. If I had been killed, Ella would’ve been too young to inherit the throne. The Masters would have to decide a new King or Queen.” He pauses. “And what if there’s another infiltrator among the Masters? What if the Masters had chosen that person as Highest High?”

A chill climbs my back.

Uncle touches my shoulder to face him. “The islands need you, Conrad. Put aside your hatred of me. I know you harbor desires of vengeance. This war, however, is bigger than all of us.”

“Tell me where Ella is.”

“Accept my offer,” he says. “And I’ll tell you.”

I lick my teeth bitterly. “I get the sense, Uncle, you’ll keep withholding this information. Making me do what you want forever.”

“I’ve placed my trust in you,” he says. “You’ll have to place yours in me.” He pauses, glancing over the lights of a passing island. Lowland. “I’ve been communicating with Scholar. And they believe the gigataun, due to its sheer size, must rest for long periods after an attack. We may have time before it returns. But when it does, the islands will have to rely on one another.

“Meritocracy made us strong, but it could make us weak. We all need to work together to win. Earlier, I said you learned how to use your people as tools. And that’s true; you have learned to use them. But your crew risked everything to save us from the Golias when they could have easily taken their winnings and left. That kind of loyalty is rare. To win this war, we can’t be worried about who is High and who is Low. We have to fight the enemy as one.”

This is easy for him to say, as King. But I’m positive that if he were a Low, he’d not be happy with his standing. Even during a war.

“You have earned the right to be Urwin again,” he says. “The islands are only as strong as their Highest High. And I believe, outside of myself, there is only one who could lead should something happen to me.”

He touches my shoulder again, faintly, and turns to leave. Letting me stand on the deck under the cool wind, thinking about the powers I’d have as Prince.

As heir.

✦ ✦ ✦

The next morning Pound finds me resting in the command room. My shoulder remains wrapped, but the meds have made steady progress. Just this morning the wound had nearly sealed. Still tingles, though.

“Lost the Captain’s cabin to that Urwin turd, huh?” Pound lowers into the other cushioned chair and crosses his huge feet. “After you took down that class-five, I thought you’d never lose that room. You’d be Captain for as long as you wanted.”

“It’s still mine.”

“Right. And I’m a dainty schoolgirl.”

I snort. “We’re taking him to the Dreadnought.”

“The King’s ship? Heard they had a coup.”

“Who said that?”

“One of the refugees. The Dreadnought didn’t leave Ironside’s port until just before the island fell. The traitors were tossed overboard.”

“We could’ve used the Dreadnought against the island eater.”

Pound frowns. “I’m not sure it would’ve helped.”

We go quiet. A gloomy feeling slices into the room. As it has since the battle. Helplessness. Last night I stirred, trying to sleep, but I’d been unable to break the visions of all those falling people.

And I almost can’t believe it happened. Almost can’t believe that I’m still breathing. That life still happens. That the sun still rises and falls. The wind still blows. As if nothing horrible had ever happened.

“Miss home?” he asks.

I shut my eyes. “I miss my mother. She was my home.”

“I miss my mother, too . . .”

Never did I think I’d feel anything but hatred for any Atwood. But he, like me, was abandoned. And perhaps there’s outrage in him. Hatred toward certain members of his family who convinced his mother they were better off without him.

“You and I are the same,” he says, meeting my eyes. “We both want our families back, even if our families only want us if we can give them something in return.” He pauses. “You’re going to accept your uncle’s offer, aren’t you?”

“It’s the only way I’ll get my sister.”

He pauses and meets my eyes. “My family will never have me back if I serve with an Urwin.”

“I’m an Elise.”

“Not for long.”

We go quiet. Realizing that this bond we’ve worked so hard to forge will have to break due to a family rivalry. We are heirs to a generational feud. And it doesn’t matter how we feel about it because the rivalry looms bigger than either of us.

“Pound,” I whisper, “I understand that you’ll need to leave, but I’d really like you to stay. You’ve earned my trust, and there are few I’d rather fight a war with.”

He laughs. “Don’t tell me you think we are friends?”

“We are friends.”

He stops.

“It’s selfish asking you to stay,” I say, “knowing what your family will think. But my ship needs you.”

He frowns. And for several long seconds, neither of us speak. The only sound comes from the ship’s subtle vibrations.

“This is harder than I ever expected,” he says, scratching the back of his bald head. Then he extends an envelope to me. “My resignation.”

My mouth opens.

“Don’t say anything, Urwin. You know you can’t stop my resignation when there’s an upcoming draft.”

“I wasn’t going to force you to stay.”

He stops. “Oh.”

Despite everything, I feel cut. I stare at the letter, then him.

“Well then.” He thumps my shoulder and stands. “You are the bravest bastard I’ve ever met. I’ve known it all along. Even back in Holmstead’s alleys. You fought like a starving prowlon. Just know that whatever our future holds, you will always have my respect.”

Just before he opens the door, I call to him. “What will you do next?”

“What else, Elise? Enter the Hunter draft. And rise.”

✦ ✦ ✦

Once we’re in open air, away from the islands, a great gathering of vessels occurs. Hunter ships. Scholar ships. A small Explorer ship. And even Disposal’s lead ship, the Tunkard. Beyond them, Order ships blanket the sky. Two dozen carriers, fifty battlecruisers, and more than two hundred swifters. Not to mention more sparrows than there are stars.

The King’s ship, the Dreadnought, hovers in the center of the fleet. Several ships, including mine, approach the giant vessel.

“You are free to dock,” a voice speaks through my gem, coming from the Dreadnought. “Hangar A.”

I stare in amazement as we pull around the black Dreadnought. Larger than even the biggest carrier, its guns could easily rupture a battlecruiser with a single broadside. But my awe tempers when I remember that even the Dreadnought would appear a robin compared to the gigataun.

Every Master’s ship, except for Explorer’s, which scours uncharted airs, has arrived at the King’s ship. Today the Masters and the King will select a new head of Order.

With my dueling cane tucked beneath my arm, I follow Uncle down the Gladian’s gangway and onto the hangar platform. This dark hangar stretches farther than the Middle dock on Holmstead. It goes on and on, a great pit full of hanging pathways.

People cram the space. Mechanics working on sparrows. Goods being unloaded. Weapons being supplied.

The Captain of the Dreadnought greets us. She’s short with stocky shoulders and has a discerning gaze.

“King,” she says, bowing. “Let me lead you to the Council Room.”

As we’re walking, Order guards flanking us, a series of advisers provide intelligence to the King. Even though I’ve not yet accepted Uncle’s offer, I’m given the privilege of listening in.

Admiral Goerner, it seems, had enough influence to steal a few more Order ships, but according to the latest intel, his Order fleet’s no larger than six battlecruisers, ten swifters, and one carrier. In addition to this, there was some minor noise in Hunter. A few spies were discovered, and someone bombed a Predator-class vessel.

“Spies everywhere,” an adviser says, reading from a notepad as we exit the hangar and start down a corridor. “Even in Art.”

“Art?” Uncle says.

“We think they intended to push propaganda through subversive media. We’ve also discovered the Archduchess of Eastrim is not from the islands. She’d planned to challenge you to a duel in two months, but, well . . .”

“Execute her,” Uncle says.

“Would—would you like us to interrogate her first?”

Uncle’s eye twitches. “Of course. Don’t ask stupid questions.”

The adviser’s face reddens, and she backs away. The Captain stops outside the conference chamber. Uncle sweeps past the security measures at the door. Everyone but him endures a thorough pat-down before gaining admittance. Once we enter, Uncle climbs to his seat above, behind the pulpit on the top platform. He does not invite me to sit beside him.

I lower into a seat in the upper corner, away from everyone.

As Masters from across the world arrive, Uncle sits alone, fingers playing with his new cane. He scowls as he feels the smoothness of the wood. A cane without cracks, without a story. The Masters glance up at him, whispering. This is the first experience some of them have with Ulrich of Urwin. He’s only been the King for a few weeks.

Master Koko enters next, followed by the Master of Disposal. Then comes the Master of Politics—and oh does her smile annoy me. Clearly, she has a practiced grin as she shakes hands with other Masters.

The Master of Art, a frizzy-haired woman, comes in next. A sketchbook rests in the front pocket of her blue robes. While she bares a smile at those around her, I detect a hint of manipulation behind her gaze. She’s a woman who has entertained the masses for years. Can shift the winds of approval for Kings and Queens through the creation of art or story. The power of her Trade has often been underestimated.

The Master of Mercantile enters, too, wearing splendid golden robes. Several gem-covered rings shine on his long, dark fingers. He glances around, perhaps calculating how much everything in this room costs.

Master Koko steps before me, and my eyes widen a bit when she pulls me in for a gentle hug. She pushes me back and looks up at me.

“I suppose you’ll no longer want to be my successor?” She peers at Uncle above. “Not when you have a bigger offer.”

“I’m undecided.”

She studies me. “You’re a strange one, Conrad. I’d have thought you’d have leaped at his offer.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Apparently so. Well, no matter, I’m proud of your growth. Once, I thought you were a rash person. Isolated. But you’re becoming stronger. Just know, whatever you decide, I will not hold anything against you.”

“Master, I’d like Bryce of Damon reinstated within Hunter.”

She blinks and goes quiet. “I’ve heard she helped us during the battle.”

“I need her on my crew.”

Master Koko massages her chin. “It is your ship, of course. I’ll reinstate her, but only for your ship. She is ineligible for the draft. Not that it would be a good idea for her to join it . . . Vengeance, you see.”

She turns away, heading toward her seat, then glances back. “Regardless of whether you are the heir, you are still a Hunter. For life. And I expect to see you back on Venator for the draft. You will be short on crewmembers, but I’m sure you’ll have a lot to choose from to fill the spaces.”

My heart falls a little, remembering that Pound must be replaced. Maybe I’ll lose Keeton, too. She fulfilled her life debt to me, and she’s expressed her desire to lead a ship. If she goes, would Roderick follow?

I could be leading a mostly new crew during a war where Hunter will be expected to have a major role.

The last Master sweeps in with pink robes and an emblem of a pen and hammer on his chest. The Master of Architect. A thick man with broad shoulders. He lowers onto a chair, discovers a wobble, and disdainfully finds a different seat.

The great door shuts behind us, and everyone goes silent as Uncle rises to stand at the pulpit. We look up, waiting to see how this new King handles himself.

“Good afternoon,” Uncle says. “For the time being, this will be the last meeting of the Masters.”

A flurry of angry responses fills the air. The Master of Agriculture stands abruptly. Her green sleeve falls to her elbow as she raises an angry fist. The Master of Mercantile shouts. Apparently he frequently makes big, explosive deals with other Masters. Sets up suppliers for the different Trades.

“It’s too dangerous to have us all in one location,” Uncle says. “What if we’re attacked? What would happen to the islands then? Who would lead?”

The room quiets.

“Furthermore,” he says, “I’m not sure we can all trust one another. I think it prudent to keep contact from afar. Any disagreements?”

None argue. The Master of Law and the Master of Politics glance at each other. I’ve heard they’re close. And this might the first time they’ve viewed one another as potential enemies.

“The next item of business,” Uncle says, “is the new Admiral of Order.”

And for the next two hours, we hear names. It’s boring with long, political bickering. At one point, the Master of Disposal sips on his flask, props up his feet, and naps. But the Master of Scholar, Cheng of Lee, rises and takes command. His red robes flow to his feet as he paces before us. An open book is emblazoned on his chest.

He tells us the truth of our situation—how illogical it’d be to assume we could trust anyone among us. How the infiltration is probably even deeper than our worst imagination.

But as I watch him, I can’t hide the scowl growing on my face. This man’s Trade purposely misled the entire Skylands regarding the Below and the gorgantauns. I understand why it was necessary. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.

His words quiet the room for only a moment before the arguing continues.

Normally, Order would choose its own successor, but seeing as how damaged Order currently is, it cannot be allowed. These Masters are among the most powerful people in the world, and none of them know what happened to Order’s Vice Admiral. Uncle speculates she was tossed off her ship when Admiral Goerner was revealed.

Finally, the Masters make a decision.

Addeline of Lewcrose from Venator is chosen to be the new Admiral and Master of Order. Her upbringing beneath Hunter’s ideals, being the daughter of Master Koko’s predecessor, and having a highly accomplished Select status in Order, makes her a prime candidate.

“The invitation will be given tonight,” Uncle says.

The room claps, though a few Masters aren’t thrilled their friends weren’t chosen. The Master of Mercantile, apparently, feels like he just lost a major business transaction. But the Master of Scholar seems pleased, owing to Addeline’s history with both Order and Hunter.

“That brings us to our final announcement.” Uncle pauses and his eyes flicker to me. “I’d like to introduce everyone to my nephew.”

Soon every eye focuses on me.

“He just finished the Hunter Gauntlet,” Uncle says. “Led a Hunter crew through a harrowing, record-breaking Gauntlet. Death became his companion, as on the first day, a brave soul perished on the deck right before him. But he persevered. He even leapt onto the back of a class-five gorgantaun and single-handedly took the beast down.”

“Wait,” the Master of Agriculture says. “This is the boy we’ve been hearing about? I didn’t realize you were related.”

“He took on his mother’s name for a time,” Uncle says. “But with the threat of the gigataun, we’ll need people like him to win this war. People who’ll stop at nothing to rise.”

My throat becomes dry. I hate all these eyes on me.

“Conrad of Urwin,” Uncle says, “is my heir. Please, nephew, rise. Climb the platform to take your seat beside me.”

My skin burns with rage. How dare he make this decision for me, in front of all these people?! Part of me wants to spit on the floor and storm out. But Uncle knows I cannot do that. Not when the islands need to be united more than ever. Not when I’m so close to knowing where Ella is. I swallow my pride and force my legs to carry me up the stairs.

And when Uncle leans to hug me, he whispers, “I reward loyalty, Conrad,” he says. “For accepting this offer, I will fulfill my end of the bargain.” And then my heart squeezes as he gives me what I’ve wanted for six years. “Your first task, Prince, is to retrieve Princess Ella.”




CHAPTER 46

WITH THE RECITATION OF A FEW CEREMONIAL WORDS AND the wax seal of the Master of Law, I’m Conrad of Urwin again. And one of the most powerful persons on the Skylands.

As Uncle’s office empties from the coronation, I move to the wide windows of the Dreadnought and lower onto a rich couch. Conrad of Urwin. Again. But how can I be an Urwin when Mother was so much of what made me into who I am?

I’m dressed in an ornate outfit and find myself missing the simplicity of the Hunter uniform. Outside, the fleet grows. More of Scholar’s ships have arrived, coming all the way from the desert islands of Dandun, and they’ve brought their brightest to devise a way to strike back at the Below.

More of Hunter has arrived, too, including hardened veterans who’ve just finished thinning out the pods of arctic gorgantauns in the far north. Their task now is to consider how to take down the gigataun. But while the fleet grows, and more of the Trades arrive every day, Order’s portion shrinks. Their responsibility is to spread out and protect the major islands.

As several lines of sparrows practice trial runs, I try coming to terms with my new name, my new status. My position is even higher than any Father held. Despite my mixed feelings about him, the midnight duels, being thrown to the prowlon, and all his brutal teachings, I would not be here without him. May not have even survived the Gauntlet.

Mother, on the other hand, would be proud I rose the right way. Built friendships. Used compassion. She’d be thrilled to know I didn’t trample those around me; rather, I proved that I was meant to lead. That I deserved their loyalty.

My heart pangs a little, wishing they’d both lived to see me now.

Once the room empties, Uncle steps before me, hands clasped behind his back as he approaches the window.

“Strange, isn’t it?” he asks.

“What?”

“Having so much power and realizing that not much has changed. You are still the same person you were before. But others, they will deify you.”

I hadn’t considered it. But yes; once I thought of Kings and Queens as transcendent people. Now I’m one of those people.

We go quiet for several seconds. He watches the fleet with me. And I can tell what he’s thinking. Yes, the islands are strong, but whatever the Below has, it’s probably more than a gigataun. Perhaps they have an army full of dangerous biomechanical beasts. Things we’ve never seen before and far worse.

Uncle looks at me. “As Prince, you have immense importance to the Skylands.”

I say nothing. It’s strange that despite all my desires to rise, I never wanted Prince. Taking this role was simply a side effect of getting my sister back. Before Mother died, I dreamed of rising to Archduke and taking her back to Urwin Manor. That was when I thought it was my home. But over the last few months, I’ve discovered a new one.

“The Gladian is a fine ship,” Uncle says, “but it is beneath your status.” His arm raises toward an Order carrier among the fleet. “I offer this to you. It’ll be the Prince’s ship.”

That black carrier filled with hangars and cannons is a massive monster of death. I’d have hundreds of crewmembers. Wouldn’t have to worry about recrewing it during the Hunter draft. And as Prince, I’d have no threat of mutiny because it’d be my ship.

“You will have every manner of comfort,” Uncle says. “Advisers. Countless sparrows. Weapons. Everything you need for protection. Everything you need to fight a war.”

Father would want me to have the carrier. And I think, if I were anyone else, the decision would be an easy one. But when I close my eyes and imagine home, my mind brings me to the deck of the Gladian. And when I think of family, I picture Roderick, Keeton, and Pound.

“I’d like to take you on a tour of it,” Uncle says. “Come.”

He starts toward the door. When I don’t follow, he glances back at me, raising an eyebrow.

“King, while I appreciate your offer, I must remain on the Gladian.”

Everything goes quiet. His face wrinkles with displeasure. Apparently, it wasn’t supposed to be a choice, but I made one anyway.

“You wanted me to rise,” I explain. “I became Selected and rose through Hunter. But I am a Hunter for life. I can’t shirk my duties. And not even you, King, can break the law of Meritocracy.”

His voice goes quiet. “Not yet.”

My mouth shuts. I hate that I’m under this man. Hate that this war has brought me to the point where he’s become a necessity. If he can find a way to solidify his position as King, a way to ensure none can ever challenge him, he will. He’ll preach the benefits of Meritocracy only so long as it supports his aims.

“Your infatuation with your crew will cause you pain, Conrad. They won’t even remain aboard your ship. Once you return to Venator, you’ll have to assemble a new crew. Your ship will be filled with people you don’t know and can’t trust. And worse, the Gladian won’t even be yours. You’ll still have to pay it off with Hunter contracts. I already asked Master Koko, and she confirmed that Hunter does not accept outside money. I can’t help you earn that ship.”

“I know.”

He pauses. “Your new crew may mutiny against you, Conrad. They’d drop you to Low. A Prince of the Skylands, and a Low of Hunter.” He scoffs. “No heir of mine will ever be the damn Swabbie!”

“I was the Swabbie! I still am.”

His eyes narrow. “What?”

“As my crew shrank, I took on extra responsibilities.”

He stares at me. For a moment, I think he’ll yell. As if I just besmirched the Urwin name. But I wasn’t an Urwin then, and I’m not sure I really am one now.

He exhales. “I suppose what you have done is admirable. You’d have done anything to rise. Chased it to sky’s end.”

“I’m not like you, Uncle. I’m no stranger to being a Low. I’m not concerned about getting my hands dirty.”

He squints. And maybe he considers ordering me to take the carrier. But perhaps he’s realized that I’m not so easily controlled. He shakes his head. “You are making a mistake. I won’t make this offer a second time.”

“I understand.”

“Very well, Conrad. Keep your little ship. But just know that once you return to Venator, your ‘friends’ will abandon you. And when you’re surrounded by strangers, you’ll find yourself wishing you’d taken my offer.”

“I’ll take the risk.”

Once silence falls over us again, he waves an annoyed hand, dismissing me. As I’m leaving, he calls out.

“Conrad, everyone wants to rise,” he says. “Loyalty runs thin. Even among friends. Be careful.”

✦ ✦ ✦

Back on the Gladian, with the open air breezing against my skin, I feel free again.

And for the first time in days, I forget about the gigataun. Once we’re on our way to the coordinates to get Ella, my crew gathers in the cafeteria.

“Your Majesty,” Roderick says with a sarcastic bow as I enter the room. “I live to serve.”

“Shut your damn mouth,” I say.

Roderick laughs. But it’s clear, the rest of the crew isn’t sure how to respond. I’m not just a Captain anymore, I’m royalty.

“If any of you call me ‘Majesty,’” I say, “or ‘Prince,’ or ‘Highness,’ I’ll make you clean the lavatory with your tongue.”

And at this statement, the room laughs. It seems to cut through the tension. Then I discuss the ship Uncle had offered me.

Keeton’s mouth falls. “You didn’t take it? Why?”

“Because I’m loyal to my family,” I say. “And this is my home.”

The whole room goes silent again. Pound shifts a little uncomfortably, and suddenly I realize that I may have just made a horrible mistake. They’re all going to resign.

Eldon steps before me and pulls an envelope from his pocket. “Captain,” he says. “Serving under you has been unique, to say the least. And I will fly you to get your sister, but once we return to Venator, I am submitting my resignation.”

My gut squeezes.

Pound and Eldon gone.

The only person on this crew who has no choice but to stay behind is Bryce. And the only reason she will is because I’m not sure it’s safe for her to be anywhere else.

Eldon touches my shoulder and smiles faintly. “I will return to the deck and continue our path toward the Princess.”

As he leaves I sink to a bench.

The Meritocracy makes it impossible to have friends. Everyone has their own desires. Their own paths. And I suspect that by becoming close to my crew, I’ve lost sight of what Meritocracy is. This crew can’t be my family. They aren’t blood.

Bryce lowers beside me, and I’m grateful that at least, whatever happens on Venator, I’ll have her with me.

Keeton steps before me and pulls a letter from her pocket. “I, uh, actually had a conversation with another Hunter Captain when we docked on the Dreadnought. He offered me a position as Strategist. Said he’d take me during the draft if I was available. And uh . . .” She glances at Roderick. “He offered to take Rod, too.”

This revelation cuts deep. It feels like my heart has been clutched by a cold hand.

Roderick joins her side. “Master Koko warned us that you might release us from the Gladian. That she encouraged it. We told the Captain of the Talize we’d accept if we were available in the draft. But,” he says, glancing at Keeton, “it sounds like you don’t want us to be available in the draft.”

I look up. And there’s a little smile on his face.

“We’d love to stay aboard, Conrad,” Keeton says. “If you’ll have us.”

“We’re kind of a package deal,” Roderick adds, throwing an arm over her shoulder. “That is, until I fall madly in love with another gorgeous woman.”

She elbows his ribs.

I smile. And we make it official by tearing up their resignation letters. Months ago I’d lost almost all my family. Now I have a new one.

“And what about you, Pound?” Roderick asks. “You still going to try to win back your family?”

He’s the only one in the cafeteria who hasn’t spoken. He sits, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. For a moment I consider his mind has shifted. That he’s realized he wants to be here. That the Atwoods don’t deserve him. Then his eyes harden.

“I will not serve under an Urwin.”

And he leaves.

✦ ✦ ✦

We arrive at Ella’s coordinates. As soon as the island breaks through the clouds, horrible fear snags my heart. Uncle didn’t tell me it was this island! That rat bastard! Always putting us through tests, making us prove we’re strong.

“What is this place?” Bryce asks, looking over the jungled hills.

“This,” I say through clenched teeth, “is where I ate prowlon.”

Her mouth falls.

I turn to Eldon. “Take us to the island! Now!”

We rocket past a small boat, a twinkling star in the night. It’s occupied by a sleeping man. Probably the person Uncle left in charge of watching Ella and returning her once she proved herself.

Soon I’m hopping off the roped ladder and landing on the squishy earth of the dark jungle.

My crew watches from above. Some begged to come, but I wouldn’t risk any of them. Not for one of the ridiculous Urwin rites of passage. The only things that come with me are a cane and an auto-musket.

This is my path.

I set off.

My heart thuds at the sight of the black jungle. Insects attack my skin. As I march through undergrowth, I remember how loud this jungle is. Chattering animals. Chirping insects. Swaying branches in the wind.

The only light comes from my auto-musket. A crystal, attached at the end of the barrel, glows white.

I penetrate the shadows of the trees and enter the jungle’s curtains.

The darkness, like a living thing, curls around me. It’s pervasive. The hair on my neck rises. Around every corner, I fear seeing those golden eyes again. Fear hearing the thundering breaths coming from a prowlon’s massive lungs.

Daytime might be humankind’s domain, but nighttime belongs to the prowlon.

My crystal illuminates enough of my path that I don’t stumble into boulders. Many sensations try to divert my eyes from the jungle, but I refuse to look down. Won’t be distracted because something about this island makes me feel weak. Like a child again. Somewhere on this miserable, unforgiving place, I lost my innocence.

A sudden image of my sister getting mauled sears into my mind. It feels so real, her screams send chills up my back.

I start running. And I don’t stop until my boot tromps on something wet. Long stripes of liquid mark the ground.

Blood.

My heart becomes frost. I raise my musket, exposing more of the surrounding area. Nearby, a row of prints crushes the vegetation, and a clump of hair rests where a great struggle occurred.

My stomach churns.

I follow the trail where evidently something had been dragged and pursue it through a pair of trees. My moist palms squeeze the musket. Sweat pools on my brow.

She can’t be dead. Can’t. Not after all this time. I promised her I’d protect her. Would never let anything happen to her! But as I climb a ridge and look over the edge, something golden glows beyond the craggy rocks. A fire? Hope springs inside me as smoke scents the air. Yes, fire!

I descend the hill and once I push a branch from my face, a campsite appears.

A bed of leaves and sticks rests beneath a shelter made of branches. The ground near the fire is free of debris. A row of tools, crafted from sharp stones, lays carefully arranged atop a frond.

A figure sits beside the fire. A young girl, barefoot, with bloody hands and grease dribbling from her chin. Her white hair is all curls, and her eyes are dark green. She cracks a bone against a rock and digs for the soft marrow inside.

Behind her a silver carcass dangles from a tree.

When I survived the prowlon, I was emaciated. But this girl, she doesn’t have sallow cheeks or sunken eyes. Her skin isn’t caked in dirt either. She’s made the jungle her home in a way that I never did.

A twig snaps under my foot. Ella looks up and instinctively reaches for one of the sharp stones. Her eyes say she’s going to hurl it at my skull. That Uncle’s venom has reached her core. Turned her into a beast.

But a wrinkle of recognition grows on her brow. And soon she’s grinning.

✦ ✦ ✦

Ella is quiet.

Once we return to the Gladian and she climbs the rope to the deck, we sit together under the stars. Mother lives in her dimples and her white hair. Her appearance leaves me twisted with nostalgic heartache.

“I am Urwin again,” I say.

She pauses, her green eyes calculating. And for a moment, I see Uncle in her, as she may have just realized she’s no longer first in line. We sit, a little uncomfortably, gazing at each other. Unsure what to do or say. But I can’t let her worry about her status, not when we’ve just been reunited. And I know that Uncle’s venom has been filtering through her. How could it not? She was only six when Uncle stole her.

“This,” I say, unclipping the white cane I’d brought with me on the island, “was Mother’s. And I think she meant for you to have it.”

I toss it to her. She snatches it easily from the air. Spins it. And her fingers tenderly follow the cracks in the smooth surface. She’s practiced with the cane. Uncle would’ve been training her himself.

Her eyes stop on the black stag at the end of the cane. Then her voice comes out, soft and slow. “Uncle didn’t tell me Mother had a dueling cane.”

“Do you remember when Mother and Father would train in the Urwin Square?”

She bites her lip, then shakes her head. It was half her life ago.

I have so many questions. Did she try to contact me? Did she miss me? What does she remember of Mother? Father? But I’d rather not overwhelm her now.

She stuffs the cane into my hands. “I’m an Urwin. This is not for me.”

I nudge it back toward her. “You’re part of Mother, too, Ella.”

She stares at the cane again. And as she stares, an eagerness lines her expression. When I’d broken into Urwin Manor and slipped into her room, her wall had been covered in practice canes. Uncle hasn’t given her a real cane yet. She hasn’t “earned” one yet.

“Uncle would not approve,” she says.

Oh, how I want to tell her everything about Uncle. But I can almost hear Mother inside me, begging me to be patient. Because if I push too hard now, Ella might lock up.

“Then it will be our secret,” I say.

She looks away, inspecting my ship for a moment. Perhaps having questions of her own. How I was able to rise. Maybe, judging by the lack of a gem on her sleeve, she doesn’t even know that Uncle is King.

I hold the cane out. She has to take it. Has to show me that there’s still hope. That Uncle’s poison hasn’t ruined her.

Finally, she bites her lip and snatches the cane. As she touches the cracks, the story of Mother, my heart swells.

There’s hope.

There’s hope.

“Also,” I say, unhooking the necklace from my neck and reaching it out to her, “this is yours. I took it . . . when I was trying to get you out of Urwin Manor.”

She glimpses the gold, then her eyes meet mine. A second later she takes it, too. And as she hangs it over her neck, for the first time in a long time, I feel whole again.

Like everything is right.

I’ll not break a promise to her again.

My crew comes to meet her, everyone but Pound, but that’s probably a good thing because if there is anyone Ella would immediately hate, I’d wager it’d be an Atwood.

Roderick laughs, looking at her. “She’s the little-girl version of Conrad!”

Ella scowls.

“No,” Bryce says. “She looks tougher to me.”

This makes Ella smile.

It’s strange because I always visualized my reunion with Ella to be a private affair. Something entirely between family. But my family has grown. Bryce, Keeton, Roderick, and Ella are the most important people in my life. Mother often told me that even when we were Lows, I was enough for her. I didn’t understand it then, but now I do. And with what lies ahead, with the vicious war that will only intensify, I’ll need them more than ever.

Once Ella falls asleep against my shoulder, I lift her. Like when she was little. She’s heavier now. I bring her to my cabin and tuck her in my bed. After brushing her white hair from her eyes, I sit beside her like I sat beside Mother when her fever burned so harsh, I didn’t think she’d make it through the night.

Whoever Ella has become, I’ll defend her with my life.

She will not leave my side again.

✦ ✦ ✦

We find Venator encircled by more protective Hunter ships than ever before. I’m the first to reach the deck, except for Eldon. It’s a cold morning, and the sun gleams over the edges of the horizon.

Golden lights pack the jungle island. A fresh set of Selections, chosen after the King and Masters commanded that all Trades replenish their ranks, disembark passenger vessels, heading toward the firepits. Soon they’ll be off to compete in a new Gauntlet. Their Gauntlet will be different, though, because it’ll also be preparing them for war.

As Hunter veterans, we get the special privilege of flying directly to the Academy docks. Once I kick the lever to lower the gangway, Eldon comes beside me, his luggage gripped in hand.

“Thank you,” he says. “You never took my strings away.”

When he reaches the dock, he looks up at me. “I hope our paths cross again, Conrad of Urwin. If they do, perhaps we will both be Captains. And we will hunt together.”

I smile. “Good luck, Eldon of Bartemius.”

He nods, and then he turns, walking the dock as a Hunter veteran. The best flier I know.

Next, my heart beats hollow as the biggest birdshit I’ve ever met rises from the hatch. This is a goodbye I didn’t think would ever hurt. He stomps toward me and leans his massive body against the railing. Casual.

It’s not until he starts talking that I realize he’s not holding any luggage.

“I have some conditions,” Pound says.

“Conditions?”

“One: You draft a new damn Cook. I’m sick of cooking for your lazy ass every morning.”

“Wait, are you staying?”

“Two: I am the Strategist. And, if I plan something you think is crazy, you don’t get to override me. I have complete autonomy.”

“Do I really have to get a new Cook? You’re so good at it!”

“Shut your noise hole, Urwin. Three: You will bow every time I enter the room.”

I laugh. “To hell with that!”

He smiles, too.

Almost can’t believe he had a change of heart. I’m so excited that I wake the rest of the crew with my gem. And soon they’re all on the deck, laughing. Hunter veterans, walking past us, heading into the Academy, give us strange looks. We’re probably the only Hunter crew where everyone hugs.

“What made you change your mind?” Roderick asks him.

Pound leans his hands on his hips. “While we were with the fleet, I heard some news from Holmstead. My family rose again. All the way back to High. They didn’t need me. And I realized something.”

“What’s that?”

“They’re all assholes.”

We’re all quiet, until I snort a laugh.

“I mean, sure, some of them are great,” he says. “I love my sister. But . . . it was because of them that I beat little kids in the alleys. Because of them, I was a bastard who broke Conrad’s ribs before the duel. Worse than all that, they abandoned me. Why the hell would I fight for their approval when I already gave them all I had? I was embarrassed before the entire island of my birth. And when I needed them most, they told me I wasn’t good enough.”

“Well, you’re not good enough for us, either,” Roderick says.

Pound punches his arm, a little too hard, and Roderick stops smiling. But Bryce, Keeton, and I don’t.

Before long we’re walking back into the Academy, my sister and my friends close beside me.

Normally, the draft process would be reserved for the Captain alone. But, as with all families, big decisions must be made together. I don’t know what my future holds or what will happen when the Below people return. But I’ve settled on fighting with this crew. We are Hunters. And we’re tasked with bringing down the largest prey known.

Together we will rise, or together we will fall.
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