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To Makayla, my own “Cass.”


Though she be but little, she is fierce.

—Shakespeare
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Time went by, minute after minute, until finally a deathly silence consumed the streets outside and darkness filled the dingy window. Cass was alone now, with nothing but the locket her mother had given her and her life.

She slowly opened the cupboard doors. Shock raced along her limbs in an attempt to overtake her body, but she couldn’t let that happen. The bluecoats would be coming again soon to make sure the slums were empty. She would need to be gone by then.

Cool air brushed against her sweaty face as she focused on the room. She could barely see in the darkness, but she knew where everything was without looking. Her father’s pack hung by the door on an old nail. The hard biscuits her mother made that morning were on top of the cupboard. Clothes were stored in the chest at the foot of the sleeping mat her parents used.

For a moment, she felt dizzy as she stared at the empty mat, remembering last evening how the moonlight streamed through the window and across them on the shabby quilt they shared. “Mama, Papa . . .” she whispered, tears prickling her eyes.

Cass stood and made her way around the room, letting her fingers be her eyes as she collected what she needed. She wasn’t sure how long it would be before the bluecoats made their way back for a second inspection, so she gave herself only a minute to grab her things and leave.

After placing the locket inside the pack, she dumped in the handful of biscuits, grabbed her father’s oversized coat and hat, then left the tiny flat. She was detached, her mind hovering over a storm of emotions. All it would take was one anguishing thought, and she would plunge into endless grief. She clenched her hand around the strap and made her way along the narrow streets that connected with countless others like a dirt maze within the slums.

Far off, where the slums ended and the Mist began, a fiery wall burned to keep newly Turned away at the border. The bright orange light flickered off decrepit buildings, providing a dim glow until even that was swallowed up in darkness. Then shadows filled the void. Not even the moon shone, or the stars, for the smoke from the fire hid everything and filled the air with its acrid smell.

Cass knew very little of Belhold, other than it was the largest mountaintop city on the eastern side of the world, and the one where she and her parents had moved to months ago. Which meant plenty of places to hide, as long as she avoided going up the mountain. Her kind was not allowed along the upper peaks of Belhold. If she was caught, a fate worse than the Mist waited for her—

A shadow moved on her right.

Cass clutched the pack to her chest and held her breath. A bluecoat? A lucky survivor like herself? Or were scavengers already descending on this part of Belhold, hoping to collect what little the Purge left behind?

She watched the shadow move along the building opposite her, a shade darker than the night. No, not a bluecoat. There would be no reason for a bluecoat to use the shadows. The figure reminded her of a rat, stopping every few feet to sniff the air and check its surroundings. She shrunk inside her father’s coat, the barest hint of his smell still lingering in the faded fabric.

Papa.

Cass blinked back tears as she waited. The figure never noticed her as it made its way toward the border. Probably a scavenger. Once it was a block away, Cass continued in the opposite direction, not sure exactly where she was going, only that she needed to get as far away as she could.

For now, she had food and clothes. And when those ran out, she would find more.
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Three years later, and the fires burned again.

Cass watched from the rooftop of a two-story tenement, the orange flames a contrast to the black sky above. She wrapped her arms around her knees and laid her head down, her eyes still on the blaze. The locket around her neck dangled across her knee, warmed by her skin.

It was a cold night, but she had no wish to be closer to that kind of fire. Anyone who lived along the edge of the mountaintop knew what burned within those flames: the bodies of those who hadn’t escaped the latest Purge by the House of Lords.

A crescent moon rose above the fiery wall, pale in comparison. Her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten in two days, and the apple she had found cast down an alleyway had been shriveled and full of worms.

A cricket began to chirp, the only sound besides the constant snap and crackle of the fire. Yesterday, the night air had been filled with voices: laughter, fighting, an off-key song. It was rarely quiet here along the border, no matter which part of Belhold she found herself in. Too many people boxed in on the mountaintop, eking out a living between the upper ring of the elite and the deadly Mist that spread across the valleys below.

But now everyone was gone again. No more voices, no more people. Just like three years ago when the Purge took her parents. All that remained was the smell of decay mixed with the scent of burning flesh, filling the empty streets with a depressing smell. Death.

A light appeared two blocks away between the dilapidated houses.

“It was about time the rats were taken care of,” said a gruff voice. “It was getting too crowded around here.”

“Yeah, but don’t we create another problem when we push people into the Mist?” came the response. “No matter how many fires we burn along the border, the House of Lords still creates more monsters with each Purge.”

“Does it matter? As long as we don’t leave the mountains and enter the Mist, the Turned can’t touch us. And the fires dispose of the bodies that come too close.”

Cass sat as still as possible as the two men came into view past the last row of houses with torches in hand and a blue light emitting from their batons. They were dressed in the dark uniforms of the bluecoats that patrolled the border.

Usually she scurried away at the sight of them, but tonight the fires drew her attention like a moth, and she remained, unmoving.

“Still, with each Purge, more and more Turned are being created,” a young, smooth-faced man said. “What if someday the Mist surges, or they find a way to survive beyond the border?”

The gruff voice answered. “It won’t happen. For years the Mist has stayed in the valleys. So do the dead.”

“But what if—”

The bearded bluecoat rounded on his comrade with his torch in hand. “Do you think you’re smarter than the House of Lords? Or the Alchemy Society? It’s our job to patrol the borders and keep the fires burning. They’re the ones with the brains. They’re always watching the Mist. Besides, we would be the first ones to know if something changed, since we maintain the borders.”

The younger man scratched his cheek. “I don’t kno—”

“Then keep your thoughts to yourself. Keep your head down, and do your duty. It’s not our job to think. We do what we’re told. Do that, and you’ll be fine.”

The two bluecoats continued their patrol between the houses and the wall of flames. Cass crouched down even lower along the rooftop. She was small enough and high enough that she doubted they would see her, and she knew this area like the back of her hand. She hadn’t been caught by bluecoats in the last three years, and she wouldn’t be caught tonight.

“But,” the younger man said, “don’t the Turned scare you?”

Cass waited with bated breath as the men walked by below.

“Yeah,” the gruff one finally answered as they went past. “Only a fool wouldn’t be scared of the Turned. Now would you stop talking about them? It’s creepy already.”

The younger bluecoat glanced at the fires burning thirty feet away. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Their voices faded away. Cass remained where she was, every muscle tight, ready to jump and run, but minutes later, the bluecoats disappeared.

She took in a deep breath and let it out in one long sigh. The fires caught her attention again, and the younger man’s words played in her mind. She stared past the flames at the forest that lay beyond.

Was it possible her parents might be there, living some half life as one of the Turned in the Mist, shambling through the ruins and overgrown cities from the past, before the Plague Wars?

She closed her eyes tight and clenched the locket that hung across her chest. No, I won’t think about that. They’re gone. That’s all that matters.

As she opened her eyes, something moved beyond the fires. Her heart did a double beat. Was it an animal? Or a Turned?

After minute, her heart slowed, but adrenaline still raced through her veins. Between the bluecoats and shadows, she no longer had a desire to stay.

She turned around and quietly scrambled across the roof and down the side of the tenement. Scavengers would be here soon, like they always were, to pick clean what was left after a Purge. She needed to hurry and go through the flats first and find what she could carry, then make her way up Belhold. The thought of heading up the mountain after years of avoiding the upper echelon made her stomach tighten, but scavengers were becoming more violent. Last week she barely escaped a roving gang, and a bluecoat had died in the conflict. The only place safe was up, at least for now.

The moon and fires beyond lit the area around her, letting her see her way through streets. Every time her thoughts would wander toward those who had been herded into the Mist an hour earlier, she slammed her mind shut. Such ponderings and feelings of grief only muddled her mind. If she wanted to live, she had to think about herself.

In the first flat, she found a clean but faded shirt and trousers near enough to her size hanging from a hook on the drab wall. Orange light spilled in through the grimy windows, lighting the area while the door creaked behind her. The clothes probably belonged to a boy who once lived in the home.

She pulled off her own ripped and stained tunic, then pulled on the new one, followed by the trousers. Men’s clothes gave her the freedom she needed to move, and when she pulled her curls up into her father’s old cap and tugged on his oversized coat, she was usually mistaken for a boy.

Early on, one of the girls she met on the streets gave her some advice. Stay out of sight. Know every exit. Never trust a man.

Cass grabbed a knapsack next to the sleeping mat, then rummaged through the nearby cabinet. Two hard biscuits. She stuffed them into the knapsack, then went to the flat next door. A wedge of cheese. In the flat upstairs, she found three potatoes.

Just as the sun began to rise, Cass cinched the knapsack shut and tossed it over her shoulder while biting one of the biscuits. She had enough food to last her a couple of days if she rationed it out. By then, hopefully she would be able to descend the mountain again to find more.

Cass stole away from the empty homes along the dirt street. Smoke hung in the air, painting the rising sun in brilliant red. She could hear the pitter-patter of footsteps one street over. The scavengers were here. The faster she got away, the better.

After all, even rats fought over crumbs.
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The upper rings of Belhold were nothing like Cass had ever seen. The further up the mountain she went, the more clean and beautiful the city became. Small valleys within the mountaintop were filled with whitewashed homes, cobblestone streets, shops with signs displaying their wares, and trees nestled anywhere a spot of soil could be found. Some of the grander homes even had small yards tucked in between alleys and along rooftops, filled with a variety of fruit trees and tiered vegetable gardens. No space was wasted, not even for the uppers. Anywhere food could be grown or people could live, that space was used. However, when space ran out, Purges took place.

Such a difference compared the slums she had left behind hours ago. But never did it escape her mind that she didn’t belong here, and one false step, one glimpse by the inhabitants, would send the bluecoats coming. Still, it was safer than the borders at the moment.

She traveled all day, taking care to stay in the alleys, moving from one street to the next until night came. She found a small balcony in the back of a long line of narrow houses, sheltered by an oversized tree. A perfect place to hide and sleep for the night.

She made her way over the stone wall, then quietly jumped to the balcony. A window was built over the slim enclosure, but there were no lights or movement within.

Cass sat down and reached into her pack for a potato.

The moon came out, red from the smoke that hung along the horizon. Soft music filled the back alley as someone played a piano. Slowly, little by little, she relaxed. Was she safe? No. But it was as close as she had come in a long time.

Cass swallowed her last bite and stared at the stone wall and the homes peeking over the edge. What would it be like to live here? Warm, safe, with food and shelter? How did one ascend to this life?

She snorted. There was no ascending. A wall higher than the one before her divided the classes.

Belly somewhat full, Cass lay down on her side and curled under her father’s coat. It was ragged now, and threadbare, and she should have thrown it out ages ago, but she couldn’t let go. Not until it came apart at the seams, and even then she’d probably try to hang on to it. Her father’s scent had greatly diminished, but if she imagined hard enough, she could picture him wearing the coat and catch a hint of his musky, smoky smell.

“Papa,” she whispered as she slowly dozed off on the balcony.
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Bells rang across the mountaintop a couple mornings later. Cass finished off the last potato, then leaned against the side of a multistory brick house with her legs stretched toward the alley, an old apple tree hiding her appearance. It was about time she headed back down toward the border, but it was hard to leave the upper parts of Belhold. No worrying about scavengers or gangs, just beautiful homes and clean air.

It was like a dream from which she didn’t want to wake.

Up above, between white, fluffy clouds, was a handful of floating islands. A combination of nature and technology allowed these small landmasses to exist in the sky, the ultimate living location for the elite of the elite, and, when the islands passed overhead, a reminder to those below who really lived on top. Elegant three-story homes were built along the surface with trees and brush surrounding the edge, giving the homes some privacy.

A wooden dock stuck out from one of the islands, and moments later, a brass-colored zipper took off, its wings buzzing as the pilot and his passengers left the sky mass to come down to the mountains below.

Cass watched the zipper fly overhead, amazed at the contraption. It wasn’t the first flying vehicle she had seen; airships traversed the skies all the time. But never had she been so far up the mountain that she could see zippers this close by. Or the rocky undersides of the sky islands.

She crossed her arms behind her head as she lay on the balcony and watched the zipper disappear, then focused on a sky island floating nearby. After running and living on adrenaline for the last couple of months, a sense of idleness hung over her. It felt good here, to lie in the sun, with something in her belly, and simply gaze at the sky. She lifted her hand and pinched the island between her thumb and forefinger. Once again she wondered what it would be like to live here—or there—and have nice things and food every day.

After a couple more minutes, she finally sighed and sat up. Those kinds of thoughts were a slow poison to the soul. Her energy and thoughts were best directed toward finding her next meal. Even now, the streets nearby were growing louder as people congregated along the main thoroughfares, greeting one another with loud, boisterous voices. Better to move on before someone saw her.

She silently made her way along the alley, then slipped over a wall into a tiny garden. Nothing was in bloom yet in the small enclosure. Just wooden-tiered boxes filled with black dirt and tiny little sprouts. A pity. What she wouldn’t give for a sweet carrot or a plump, ripe tomato. The thought of the red fruit made her mouth begin to water. The last time she had a tomato was one she stole from a hydroponics farm almost a year ago.

The bells rang again.

Cass looked up, confused. Were the bells some kind for call for factory workers? But that didn’t make sense. This place was much too nice for such workers. Did the upper echelon work as well? She made her way over to the wall, scrambled across, and found herself on a narrow cobblestone street.

She jogged a couple of blocks, her now-empty knapsack gently thumping against her back. A patch of colorful light caught her eye.

Cass paused and looked across the narrow valley of brick and whitewashed buildings, winding streets, and shadow-filled alleys to the hill on the other side.

There, near the top of a lower mountain peak, nestled between rows and rows of slender two-story homes, stood a towering white building with multiple spires and steeples. And below those steeples and spires, along a wall of pristine white, were rows of windows made of beautiful colored glass.

Cass gasped. The sunlight reflected off the colored panes, twinkling across the mountaintop. Who in the world lived in that house?

The bells rang one more time.

They were coming from that beautiful building.

Mesmerized, Cass made her way through the back streets, down into the valley, and back up the mountainside. She couldn’t help herself. The windows were the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Like gems glimmering amongst grey stones.

As she drew near the massive building, the converging streets opened up into a plaza, surrounded by flowering bushes, with wide steps that led to a portico and a set of ornate double doors. Dozens of people congregated outside the building, dressed in rich silks and taffeta, sparkling jewels, and top hats.

The air was filled with pleasant smells and the soft twitter of conversation and laughter. Who were these people, and why were they here?

At the last ringing of the bell—yes, it was coming from the large building—the colorful crowd began to move toward the double doors.

Cass watched from her spot in the shadows twenty feet away, careful to make sure her hat was pulled down across her forehead.

Minutes later, after most had entered the building, a zipper came down and lightly landed in the square like a dragonfly coming to rest on a twig. In fact, the zipper and dragonfly looked alike.

The wings came to a stop, and seconds later the side doors opened, and four young people emerged while the pilot stayed in the cockpit, goggles still over his eyes. Two men, two women, not much older than herself.

As she gazed at the two young women—one with sleek blond hair, the other with brown ringlets—she was consciously aware of her own short stature, the sprinkling of freckles across her face, and her wild mess of reddish-gold curls.

The shorter young man said something, and the two women giggled as they made their way around the zipper and toward the doors. The taller young man spoke to the pilot, took a step forward, then stopped. He turned and stared at Cass.

Such an intense look.

She twisted back around the corner and braced against the wall. Her face flushed.

She’d seen similar looks before, condescension from the elite toward others. But that wasn’t quite it either. More like scrutiny, as if he was searching for something within her face. Was he memorizing her features so he could call over the bluecoats? Maybe he was just dismayed at the sight of a street rat.

A second later, those thoughts were banished. Who cared what that echelon thought? She doubted they could survive one night along the border or a Purge. Even the tall, dark-haired young man.

Cass had half a mind to run, but the young man hadn’t yet given out any warning. Curious, she glanced around the corner once more.

As the four people trickled into the building, two men came to stand beside the double doors, shut them once the young people were inside, and took their places at the top of the staircase like sentries.

Cass scanned the area, then looked again at the colorful windows, and all other thoughts vanished as the transparent color filled her with awe once again. Rows and rows of beautiful colored glass, each one encased in curved stone archways. If there was this much beauty on the outside, what beauty did the building hold inside?

She wanted to see. Just one peek.

Cass backtracked to a narrow street, then went left, staying as close to the shadows as she could as she made her way to another street that ran parallel to the beautiful structure. Another turn, and she could see the glass again.

So shiny and beautiful.

For as long as she could remember, she loved anything sparkly and pretty. Like a crow, her mother used to say.

Cautiously Cass approached the white wall and studied the stone siding. There were plenty of handholds to be had with all of the jutting rims and moldings. She looked up. Yes, she could reach the farthest window.

One glance in. That’s all she wanted. Then she would leave.

Cass found a hold and started making her way up the side of the building as the morning sun beat down on her back. The window was ten feet above the cobblestone street and an easy climb. At the window, she paused and looked in. The glass was yellow, flowing into orange, then red, like a sunrise. The yellow tinted the inside, but she could still see.

It wasn’t a party. In fact, it looked like no one was having any fun. Everyone was sitting on wooden benches set up in long rows that faced a platform near the window where she was. On the platform stood a man in a long black robe, his hands held high.

What in the Mist was going on in there? The crowd looked somber. Where was all the beauty? The art? Something like this glass window?

A woman in the nearest row looked up in Cass’s direction. Seconds later, more and more heads turned her direction. Finally, the robed man did as well.

Blazes! She should have killed that first curious longing. Now she was going to pay.

As she began to scramble back down, a man shouted near the front of the building. Cass glanced to her left as her fingers clung to the window rim. The two men from the front doors were running her way, one shaking his fist in the air.

“Get down from there! This is no place for your kind!”

“Move it!” hollered the other man. “Or I’ll call the bluecoats!”

Cass scrambled down the rest of the way just as the men reached her. As she turned to sprint off, one of the men grabbed her by the collar of her coat and jerked her back. “You filthy little rat, what are you doing here?”

Her fingers flew up and gripped her collar in order to free her throat.

“You don’t belong here!”

She jerked back and out of his grasp. Coughing, she kicked out and caught the man in the shin.

He grunted in pain and reached for his leg. “You little . . .”

“I did nothing wrong!” Embarrassment and anger laced her words.

“Silence, stray.” The other man tried to grab her, but she twisted around and ran.

“Well, I never,” she heard a female voice say as she fled.

Down one street she ran, then another, running farther and farther down the mountain until her lungs and legs burned and a sharp pain ran up her side. Cass clutched her waist and glanced back.

Nothing. She’d lost them. That, or they’d given up.

She slipped into an alleyway, leaned against the wall, and sucked in lungfuls of air. Her shirt fluttered around her collarbone, and she could feel a welt forming around her neck. Great, just great. At least she still had her locket. She wrapped her fingers around the jewelry.

A few seconds later, Cass stepped away from the wall. A line of sweat had formed along her hairline. She wiped her forehead, then pushed her curls away from her face and back up into her hat. Using the side streets, she began her trek back toward the border, on the other side of Belhold. Overhead, a zipper whizzed by while a cargo dirigible lumbered across the sky.

Only once did she look back. She could no longer see the building with the colorful glass. Perhaps that was for the best. The men were right. This was not her place. She was from the slums, an undesirable who lived along the border.

Still, that didn’t stop the questions inside her mind. What was that place?

It was strange. She shook her head as she crossed a street and dodged a cargocart puffing spouts of steam as it made its way up the mountains. If she was drawn toward something sparkly again, she would need stronger willpower. Temptations like that were going to kill her someday.

Two streets later, she started her way west where Belhold’s factories were. Maybe she could find an odd job running errands for a couple of days. Last time she visited the factory district, she made enough money to last a month before a gang nearly caught her. If nothing else, it would give her a fresh start.

The next day found her tiring easily. Two days had passed since she ate that last potato, and she hadn’t found anything since then. Water, yes. Food, no. She had been chased away from the shops along a canal, and now hunger was gnawing her raw.

She looked at the smog covering the western side of the mountain where Belhold melded into the Steelhold district. Here airships docked and dropped off their cargo while resupplying for their next voyage. If she was lucky, there might be a ship today, one where she might sneak aboard and find food.

She stood, wavered for a moment with her hand along the wall, then straightened up. The docks were a couple blocks away, a crisscross of steel beams and wooden walkways above belching factories. The mix of fog and smog would help hide her along the walkways, and once inside the ship, she would be free to find what she needed. Then she would look for a job.

As she neared the docks, her heart began to plummet. No ships. Not a single one. Which meant she would have to find another way—

Wait.

Breaking through the low clouds, a ship began to descend toward the docks. Three winglike contraptions fluttered on either side of the main hold. A long needlelike projection proceeded from the prow with a banner waving in the wind: blue trimmed in gold. Portholes lined the lower decks.

The ship descended more until the balloon appeared out of the clouds and smoke, attached to the deck of the ship with solid iron rings and rope as thick as her arms. The end of the balloon narrowed into what looked like the tail of a fish.

With an ease belying its bulkiness and size, the airship slowly sank next to one of the docks, then stopped midair as its wings stilled. Ropes were thrown to the walkway as a plank was extended from the side. Sailors scurried over the ship, securing her in place.

Cass watched it all in awe. What she wouldn’t give to live in the clouds on one of those ships, flying across the plague-infested Mist, visiting other cities, freedom in the skies. But ships like those didn’t take street rats like her, especially not girls. Not to do honest work, anyway.

Cass stayed in the shadows. She would need to be patient. Night was the best time to climb aboard a ship, when the security was lowest. Then she would make her move.
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Daedalus was written in gold along the side.

Cass gazed at the airship again, lit up from the surrounding factories against a darkening night sky. It was a beauty, more so than any other she had ever seen. And it wasn’t a cargo ship, it was a diving ship. She could see the cranes and pulleys used to bring items of value from the ruins of cities within the Mist back up to the ship.

Who knew what she would find within the hold? Treasure? Gold? After all, diving ships were known for their riches. Perhaps she would nick more than food.

As the night expanded, the sailors onboard the ship slowly disappeared, leaving a solitary guard near the plank that led onto the ship. She waited a while longer as only the brightest stars came out above, their light tainted by the smog-filled air.

It seemed just one man guarded the ship at night. And judging from the shape of the Daedalus, the interior was probably set up like most other ships she had visited the last three years.

Just a foot of space between the ship and the dock. She could shimmy up the side, go over the rail, and make her way in. The cargo would be in the hold below. She would have to watch for anyone around the hatch or along the deck, but she was small enough to avoid the notice of most. She made sure her hair was tucked up into her cap as her muscles tightened in readiness.

She counted to herself and jumped the distance and clung to the side of the ship with her fingertips and toes. Then, with practiced ease, she climbed upward, using every hole she could find in the woodwork. The only sound around her was the huff of the factories below and the occasional whine of a machine.

When her hands reached up to the deck, she carefully peered over. The sailor was still sitting in his chair, his long legs sprawled out in front of him, his head bowed as if in sleep.

She scanned the rest of the area. Still just the one sailor so far.

Silently she slipped onto the deck and spotted the cargo hatch halfway across. She couldn’t see inside, but that wasn’t going to stop her. She would find her way into the deepest, darkest hold to find food.

Keeping an eye on the man and her ears open for any footsteps, Cass scurried to the hatch, gripped the side, then twisted around and lowered herself down. In the dim light, she could make out crates and barrels inside, including one beneath her hanging feet.

She landed on the crate, then jumped off.

For a moment she felt lightheaded as she stood in the hold. She massaged the side of her temple where a headache was coming on from hunger. Well, soon she would have something to eat.

She reached out and felt her way along crates as she headed toward the back of the ship. Food would most likely be stored near a staircase, making it easy to bring up to the galley.

After a moment, she could see pale light from a staircase. There. She continued to make her way carefully forward until she reached the first barrel.

That one scent sent her stomach gurgling and her mouth watering.

Apples.

A whole barrel of them.

Before she could stop herself, she grabbed the top one and bit into it. Sweet and crunchy. It only took thirty seconds to consume the entire apple. She tossed the core, grabbed three more, put them into her knapsack, and then moved on, already feeling a little better.

The farther she went, the easier it became to see with the trickling of light coming down from the deck above. A couple crates of biscuits, barrels of salted pork, another barrel of potatoes, and two crates of vegetables. Cass filled half her knapsack with biscuits, five potatoes, and a bunch of carrots before spotting a crate of canned milk in the back.

Her heart sped up. An old sliver of guilt about stealing rose before she forced it away. She had to survive. Besides, they wouldn’t miss the little bit she was skimming from the supplies. She grabbed two cans of milk, stuffed them into her already bulging knapsack, and started making her way toward the stairs. She couldn’t go back up through the hatch; she didn’t have the strength to pull herself up. The stairs were her only choice. Up the stairs, across the deck, then onto the walkway.

The first stair creaked.

Cass froze, her fingers wrapped around the cord of her knapsack. Then, slowly, she let out a breath and carefully took another step. Halfway up, another stair creaked.

Gales! Did someone hear?

Heart thumping wildly in her chest, her senses spread out for any sign of life, Cass hurried the rest of the way. The doorway to the main deck lay ten feet away, past two sets of doors. Almost there—

A hand shot out from the darkness and grabbed her by the arm.

Cass let out a yelp as she twisted around and brought her hands up.

“What do we have here?” a bass voice rumbled.

“Let go of me!” She couldn’t see the man in the shadows, only two reflective eyes. She shot a fist out, but the arm holding her was longer than her reach.

“You’re quite a little fighter,” the man observed.

“I didn’t do anything wrong!” She struggled. “Now let go of me.”

“Then what’s in your knapsack?”

Before Cass could react, the man was already taking her the rest of the way to the deck outside. His grip was tight, but not so tight as to leave a bruise, and his hand encompassed her entire arm. If his hand was this big, how big was the rest of him?

Outside, she realized the sailor who had been sleeping in the chair was gone. Had he been pretending?

“Oy! Daedalus crew! To the deck!” The man’s deep shout was followed by a whistle. There was pounding across the ship, and a minute later, a dozen sailors showed up, emerging from every which way.

Cass finally caught a glimpse of her captor. He was the biggest man she had ever seen: at least two men wide and a head taller than anyone else. His head was shaved, his dark skin gleaming in the gas lanterns a few of the sailors had brought with them.

“Bert spotted this little thief entering our cargo hold.”

“Aye,” the lanky sailor said, coming to stand in the circle now surrounding Cass. “The little mouse went down the hatch.”

The sailors around her snickered, including the man holding her.

“It’s been a while since someone was bold enough to try and steal from the Daedalus.” Her captor turned her around until she faced him. Actually, all she could see was his midsection.

Blood whooshed inside her ears as she began to tremble. What were they going to do to her? She’d heard stories about what happened to street urchins who were caught by gangs or the bluecoats. What about sailors? Would they torture her? Sell her? And when they discovered she was a girl?

Cass kept her head bowed, hoping her hair was still caught up in her cap.

“Why did you take from us?”

Cass clenched her teeth but didn’t answer.

A quiet spread across the ship, only broken by a shrill from a factory below.

“I know you can talk.” The voice rumbled across the deck. “You told me you did nothing wrong. So please explain what you were doing on my ship.”

Cass tightened her grasp around the cords of her knapsack. Hot tears prickled her eyes. Her head shot up and she glared at the man towering above her. “It’s not like you were going to miss what I took. So why does it matter to you?”

“Were you hungry?” His gaze startled her. Instead of anger, his eyes were soft, same as his voice.

Cass bit her lip and looked away. She needed to escape. But how? The hand holding her was the size of a ham hock.

“Will, get this boy a biscuit.”

What?

Cass glimpsed a small figure disappear down the same hallway she had been fleeing from minutes ago.

The captain turned back toward her. “You’re right, being hungry is not wrong. However, stealing is. So why don’t we make a deal.”

“What kind of deal?” She was waiting for the moment his grasp loosened so she could make a run for it.

“Wouldn’t it be better to work for food instead of stealing it?”

Work? Her heart sped up. Was he offering her a job? Then she scowled. What kind of job? Would he still offer it if he knew she was a girl?

“I need you to look at me. I like to see the face of the person I’m making an offer to.”

Her street sense was screaming at her to fight and run, but a small part of her was now curious about this strange, large man. She slowly lifted her chin and looked up at her captor’s face.

Seconds later he broke out in a wide smile. “Well, I’ll be, you’re not a boy at all.”

Cass’s breath lodged in her throat. “What’re you talking about? I’m a boy.”

The chuckle seemed to vibrate through his entire body. “I’ve worked with enough with men to know when I’m looking at a girl.”

Cass felt her face grow hot.

The man looked at her thoughtfully. “Ever heard of a diver?”

She hesitated. “A diver?”

“Yes. You’re small, nimble, and fast. Traits for a good diver.”

A diver? Yes, she knew of them. Treasure hunters. The only humans who ventured into the Mist to search out the cities abandoned after the Plague Wars.

The captain let go of her arm. “I’m always looking for more divers. It’s a dangerous occupation, but it pays well.”

She took a cautious step back. She should run, right now, but. . . a diver . . . “Are you saying you want me to be a diver?”

He folded his arms across his massive chest. “I’m offering you the chance to become one. Work for me, here, on my ship. Wouldn’t it be better to earn your food instead of stealing it?”

Her eyes widened. A real job. As a diver. She could leave Belhold, sail the skies, explore other places, even visit the old cities within the Mist. It was dangerous, but her life on the streets had been one big risk anyway.

Could this possibly be true?

She narrowed her eyes. “What’s the catch?” He could be lying. Maybe it was to lure her onto this ship, then sell her.

A stocky ginger standing nearby piped up. “I was like you a year ago, miss. Stealing food and living off the streets. Then Captain Gresley found me and offered me a position on this ship. He works us hard, but you’ll not find a better or fairer captain in all the skies, or a nicer ship than the Daedalus.”

The other sailors nodded and murmured their agreement.

Cass looked straight into the captain’s eyes. “So you’d take a girl on your ship?”

Captain Gresley raised one eyebrow. “So now you’re admitting you’re a girl?”

She gave an embarrassed shrug, her mind working through these latest developments. “You’re not going to punish me for taking food?”

He laughed again. “Not this time. All of us have been hungry at some point in our lives. You can even leave with the food in your knapsack, and I won’t hunt you down. But consider my offer. Here on the Daedalus, you would receive a fair wage and be treated with respect.”

“Even though I’m a girl?”

“Especially since you’re a girl. You wouldn’t be the first female crewmember on the Daedalus, and you won’t be the last. You would have nothing to fear on my ship.”

A place where she would be safe, unlike the factories or streets.

This couldn’t be real.

“Tell you what,” Captain Gresley said, “take the rest of the night to think about my offer. We leave in the morning, at sunrise. If you want to join my crew, be here. If not, then may Elaeros bless your travels. And keep the food.” He smiled. “As a gift from the Daedalus.”

She readjusted her hold on the knapsack and took a step back. “So you’re letting me go?”

Captain Gresley held up his hands. “You’re as free as a bird.”

She took another step back. “And you’re not going to call the bluecoats on me.”

“No. Not this time. Instead, I’m giving you a choice.”

One more step, and then she’d make a run for the plank.

“A diver, eh?”

“Yes.”

Cass turned and sprinted. Down she ran until she reached the walkway, then across the boardwalk, the glow from the factories below and gas lamps her only light. The knapsack slapped her back, and a can of milk caught her right in the shoulder.

As she reached an intersection along the boardwalk, she glanced back. The Daedalus hovered far behind her, a grand airship amongst the smog and cloud cover. Was that man being serious?

Nope. Couldn’t be true.

She ran until she reached the streets, then turned right. Most of the factory workers were at home, in the taverns, or already on their shifts, leaving most of the streets empty.

After a couple blocks, she slowed down and slipped into a narrow alley.

Cass pulled her knapsack off her back and slumped to the ground. Her clothes stuck to her body, and her hair was a sweaty mess. She pulled the cap off and ran a hand through the sticky curls.

Her mind replayed her conversation with the captain.

Was Captain Gresley a good man? One she could trust?

Cass closed her eyes. She had until morning to decide.
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Cass stood on the walkway next to the Daedalus the following morning. The sun was rising, a mixture of orange and yellow over a valley of factories and smog. Smoke and sulfur filled the air and burned her eyes.

“This could be dangerous, Cass,” she muttered to herself as she gazed up at the airship. “Very, very dangerous.”

But there was something inside of her that wanted to take the chance. A chance to leave the life she had now behind. A chance to be up in the sky, to explore new places, maybe even dive down into the Mist. Diving was a dangerous job, but the thought only thrilled her more.

And each day the streets were becoming more and more hazardous. She had to make a change. And it was right here in front of her.

She hefted her knapsack over her shoulder and stepped onto the board that connected the Daedalus to the walkway.

“You came!” A young man jumped the railing from the top deck, landed on the main deck, and ran toward her. The stocky ginger from last night. The one who also used to live on the streets. He stuck out his hand with a wide grin on his face as she stepped onto the deck. In the morning light, she could see the same colored freckles across his nose. He appeared only a few years older than her. “Jeremiah.”

Cass hesitated, then slowly lifted her own hand. “Cass.”

He grabbed it and shook it hard. “You’re gonna love it here!”

“Don’t be scaring her off, Jeremiah.” The lanky sailor stepped forward. His blond hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck where a tattoo of a snake stuck out from beneath his tunic. “I’m Bert. I’m the one who let you on board last night.”

Cass withdrew her hand from Jeremiah’s enthusiastic hold. “I still don’t understand why.”

He shrugged. “I was curious. I’d never seen such a tiny thief before. I wanted to see what you were capable of. And why you were here.”

Cass raised one eyebrow, which only made him laugh.

More sailors joined the others on the main deck, each one acknowledging her. The men were a variety of heights, body shapes, colors, and ages, ranging from young Jeremiah to a man who looked old enough to be a grandfather. And they all seemed excited she had returned.

Captain Gresley appeared from the stairway. “Well, well, looks like you decided to join my crew,” he greeted her as he crossed the deck. The men parted for him, and there was no mistaking the look of respect these sailors held for their captain.

As he stood before Cass, she felt overwhelmed again by his size. She had to crane her neck just to look up into his face. If it weren’t for the deep smile creases, he would be overly intimidating.

Captain Gresley beamed down at her. “We haven’t had a woman on board the Daedalus since my mother left the captaincy and this ship to me. As captain of the Daedalus, I would like to welcome you on board as a new member and extend to you the respect, courtesy, and responsibilities of a fellow sailor. My handshake is my bond. If you wish to continue, then accept my hand.”

A core of ice suddenly formed inside her belly as Cass stared at his proffered hand. Once again she wondered, What kind of men were these sailors?

Could she trust him?

Then again, what did she have to lose? Opportunities like this never came to people like her.

Cass took his hand, hers dwarfed inside his palm. “I’ll join.”

“Deal,” Captain Gresley said. “Now, what’s your name?”

“Cass.”

“Just Cass?”

“Yes.” She didn’t have a last name, and she wasn’t about to reveal her full name. Caution still prohibited her, and it was a rare private connection she had left to her parents.

He didn’t seem put out by her name—or lack thereof—and glanced over her head. “Jeremiah, I’m going to have you train Cass here on the duties of the ship. And show her to the empty cabin off the galley. That’ll be hers.”

Jeremiah leaped to her side. “Aye, Captain!”

The large man looked sharply around. “The rest of you, we sail out in a half hour. Make sure the Daedalus is ready.”

“Aye, Captain.” The chorus of men’s voices rang out across the deck before they scurried back to work.

Cass stood there with her knapsack in hand, bits of curls escaping out her cap, and sweat pouring across her body. This was it. She was no longer a street rat. She was a sailor now. And soon to be diver.

She gazed up at the wide balloon that held the ship in the air and smiled to herself. She felt the same kind of buoyancy in her chest.
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A half hour later, the ship shifted, then began to ascend into the skies. Cass could no longer hear Jeremiah’s instructions as she held onto the rail and felt the motion of the airship. A weightless bubble seemed to expand inside her. She was flying. She was really flying!

“Did you hear me?”

Cass turned to the young man, her face glowing. “I can’t believe it! We’re taking off! It’s been years since I’ve left Belhold.”

Jeremiah grinned back. His freckles spread across his sunned skin, and his ginger hair stuck out all over his head. “I’m from Tyromourne. Captain Gresley picked me up a year ago off the streets. I’ve traveled countless times since then, but it never gets old.”

“So you lived on the streets?” Cass prodded. She was curious to know more.

“Yep.” He raised his arm and pulled back his sleeve. A long scar followed the inside of his arm. “Almost died in a knife fight. Unlike Belhold, gangs openly roam the streets of Tyromourne. The captain’s always picking up strays, training them on the Daedalus, and sending them off.”

“Off to where?”

“Some find other jobs. Some marry and start families. You’re the first girl we’ve brought on board since the previous Captain Gresley.”

“Was that the captain’s mother?” Cass asked, remembering the captain’s reference.

“Yes.” His face sobered a little. “I never met her, but I heard she was a strong woman. You’d have to be as a ship captain, and she raised her two boys on the Daedalus. She died shortly after Captain Gresley took over.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” She barely remembered her parents now. Just faded memories and impressions. But she did remember the hollow grief she carried inside her heart after they died in the Purge.

They stood silently as the Daedalus continued to rise into the air. Cass breathed in deeply and closed her eyes, focusing on the motion of the airship. She felt like she was slipping away from her old life. In many ways, she was. The tether had snapped, and she was flying away.

A couple minutes later, the ship leveled off, and the three wings on either side started their revolutions with a soft whir. Wisps of clouds slipped around and below the ship like airy waves. The sun, now free of the smog, shone brightly across the sky.

As bright as her new life.

Jeremiah showed her around the ship: the galley, the decks, the hold, and the captain’s cabin. “We should get back to work. As a crew member, you’ll be expected to help keep the ship clean and serve where you’re needed.”

“I see,” Cass said, touching the tiny locket around her neck and thankful for the shard of glass she’d wrapped and placed inside her knapsack. Although she’d chosen to join the ship, that didn’t mean she trusted the men here, not yet. At this point, the Daedalus was simply a means to escape her life on the streets. What would come next, she wasn’t sure.

“For now, start with swabbing the deck,” Jeremiah said as he reached inside a small storage room near the galley. “A bell will ring when it’s time to eat. You won’t be expected to take a watch anytime soon, so your day will end at the night watch, unless the captain or Bert, the first mate, needs you.”

“And that room you showed me?”

“That’s yours and yours alone. You’re not expected to bunk with the men, of course.”

That was a relief.

He handed her a mop and bucket, and they headed back to the main deck. “Water can be found in one of the rain barrels on the main deck. If you have any questions, I’ll be climbing up and down the rigging today, checking the lines on the balloon.”

Cass glanced up at the massive distended gasbag thirty feet above her, held to the ship by thick ropes and iron rings. She pictured Jeremiah climbing the ropes like a performing monkey and laughed under her breath at the thought.

“Oh, and Patterson might be by with some new clothes for you.”

“Patterson?”

“The cook, carpenter, and medic for the ship. He said there was a trunk of old clothing and might be something you can use, at least until we reach Decadenn in three weeks.”

Three weeks. She had little concept of what the world outside Belhold looked like, or even how big it was.

“You might even get to see Bert and the other divers go for a dive before we get there.”

Her head snapped up. “A dive?”

“Yep. If we spot a good air torrent in the Mist, our divers might go down and investigate. Bert might even start training you—that is, if that’s still what you want to do.”

Forget Decadenn, she wanted to see the world that existed in the Mist. The cities humankind lived in before the war.

“I see you know a little bit about divers.”

“Yes.” She smiled.

Her reaction must have taken Jeremiah by surprise. “You’re not afraid of the Mist?”

“Well, yes. But . . .”

He raised one eyebrow. “Well, like the captain said, we’re always looking for divers. And”—he looked her up and down—“you’re the right size. Bert’s always been a bit tall, and the captain can’t glide as far as the others because he’s so large. If you do well and show that you’re trustworthy, there’s always a chance for a promotion.”

“What about you?”

Jeremiah balked. “Me?”

“Why aren’t you a diver?”

He let out a nervous laugh. “I’m not crazy about gliding. And I have no desire to see another Turned.”

Her eyes widened. “You’ve seen a Turned? Close up?”

“Yes.”

Before she could ask more questions, someone yelled for Jeremiah.

“I gotta go.” He turned and ran across the main deck to the stairs that led up to the first deck.

Cass watched him go, her eyebrows furrowed. She’d only seen the Turned in the Mist just beyond the border, shuffling through the trees like lumbering shadows. Maybe it was because she was more focused on surviving amongst the living to pay attention to the dead. But the way Jeremiah spoke just now sent a slight shiver down her back. Being a diver meant not only diving down into the Mist, it also meant running into the Turned.
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“Strange.” Theo could still picture the petite figure in his mind from yesterday, dressed in an oversized, ragged coat, standing by the street corner near the church. Strange because scroungers never traveled that far up the mountain. Why was she there? There was talk again about overpopulation, and recently the Staggs family had ordered another Purge. He often wondered why nothing was ever done about the Mist that hung below the mountains, the very reason for the population mass in Belhold and other cities.

And strange because he couldn’t get her out of his head. That is, her eyes. He had been startled by them. Eyes like emeralds. The brightest green eyes he’d ever seen.

A fire crackled in the nearby fireplace, warming the cozy study. Out of all the rooms in the manse, this one was his favorite, with its narrow windows open to the sky and overstuffed chairs, books, and cool green coloring. Clouds glided across the window as the sky island the manse was built upon started to move.

“You seem very introspective today, Brother.”

Theo looked away from the window to see his younger sister enter the drawing room. Adora’s blonde hair was pulled up in a simple but fashionable style, and she held a hat in her hand. “Going out?”

“Yes. Rebecca invited me to go shopping with her. And I want to leave before Aunt Maude finds out.”

Theo pictured their aunt with her hawklike nose and constant need to stick that nose in everyone’s business.

She placed the hat on her head. “And what are you doing today?” she asked as she slowly pulled on dainty white gloves.

“I have a meeting with the board, then a lecture at Browning I want to attend, then I’ll probably read tonight.”

“So you won’t be working on your little experiments in the lab?”

“No, not tonight.” He stood and gave his outer jacket a tug to smooth away any wrinkles.

She was silent a moment. “Are you still researching the Mist?” Her voice sobered as she looked up.

“I am.”

“You know Grandfather is against it.” She studied him. “Maybe he’s right. You’re not very social, Theo. You should get out more.”

Theo shook his head. “I’ll be back at school next week. That’s enough socializing for me.”

“What about parties? Young ladies? Do you want to remain a bachelor?”

“I know the kind of ladies who attend those parties you like so much. Their heads are full of fluff, and their conversation is dull and tedious.”

“Not everyone can be an intellect like you, Brother.”

“Yes, but I at least want to meet a woman who can think,” he said wryly. “I haven’t found her yet.”

“Except for me.”

Adora looked at him with a grin, and he relaxed. “Except for you. Which is why I don’t understand how you can attend such parties.”

She finished the last touches of her attire and laughed. “Because they’re fun.”

Theo snorted. “I find other things more amusing.”

Adora gave him a kiss on the cheek. “You are certainly unique. Don’t let Grandfather catch you in the lab.” She turned to the door. “Have a good time at the lecture.”

“I will,” he replied as he watched his sister step out into the hallway. A moment later, the bell rang, and the house filled with the twitter of giggles and rapid conversation between Adora and her friend. He waited until they left, then sank into his chair.

Once again his mind drifted back to the young street woman. Not only had she made her way up into the upper district, but she had climbed the church and looked inside the stained glass windows. While others had been appalled, he had been silently surprised by her boldness and slightly amused. Her actions were strangely refreshing compared to the shallow lives of those around him.

He stared out the window again. Where was she now? Still somewhere along the mountaintop? Or was she back down by the dead zone along the misty border?

And why did he care?

Maybe he would spend an hour in the lab before the board meeting. He felt like he was on the cusp of a breakthrough with his research. Maybe even close enough to bring his findings to the university next week.
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Two hours later Theo stood along the outer wall of the boardroom, his hands at his sides, as pipe smoke drifted through the room. In the middle stood a long, elegant table with two-gaslight chandeliers overhead. His grandfather, Crispin Winchester, sat at one end, while Salomon Staggs sat at the other. The chairs in between were filled with the heads of the other three powerful Families of the sky: Reynard Atwood, Titus Kingsford, and Margaret Etherington.

Around the room were members of these Families: sons, daughters, heirs, those who would sit in these chairs someday. And given the age of a couple of those seated, that time would soon be coming.

His grandfather opened up the meeting with the latest findings of the Alchemy Society. His long white hair, usually pulled back with a leather piece, now hung along his shoulders. His brown eyes peered around the room from behind a set of spectacles, his entire being exuding an aura of knowledge and cunning. There was no one more intelligent than his grandfather, and everyone in this room knew it.

Salomon Staggs discoursed on the state of agriculture and the need for more land, followed by the other Families on production, housing, travel, and taxes.

Theo listened, first curious as to the current state of the world beyond Belhold, then slowly disgusted as words of improvement and future idealisms were thrown around the room when in reality, very little would change. No one was interested in really changing when they held the world in their hands.

Salomon’s son William appeared bored as he leaned against the wall behind his father and openly yawned. Maria Etherington kept glancing at the Staggs heir from beneath thick lashes. Theo could guess what the young heiress was thinking about, which soured him even more. On the other side of the room, the Kingsford twins looked like miniature images of their father Titus, and made faces at each other when they thought no one was looking.

The only person who seemed as interested as Theo at the proceedings was Charity Atwood. She leaned forward, intent on her father’s words as he spoke. Her thick black curls were pulled up in a bun, and the lacy blouse she wore complimented her honey skin.

He knew Miss Charity the least out of all the Families, since the Atwoods lived in the city of Decadenn, which he hardly visited. Maybe he would speak to her afterward.

As the meeting drew to a close, Salomon Staggs stood up. “May I present one more thing, before we go our separate ways?”

Theo’s grandfather raised one silver eyebrow. “You may, Salomon, as long as it doesn’t take too long.”

Salomon flashed him a tight smile. “I think even you will be impressed with my current invention, Crispin.” He glanced over at William. “Son, please bring in our guest.”

Whispers broke out across the room, and Theo caught his grandfather frowning as he watched the far door. William opened it with a flourish, then stepped back. In the doorway stood a man.

Or was he?

The figure stood as tall as Theo, dressed in similar fashion with a top hat, black coat over an equally dark vest, and a cravat tie. But it was his face—or lack thereof—that caught everyone’s attention. In place of his face was a solid gold mask with three slits that formed a triangle where his nose would be, and two small holes near the bottom. Dark eyes peered out from ovals near the top of the mask. Along with his gentleman garb, the metal-faced man wore a shoulder gun holster over his coat and a sword strapped to his side.

“This is the future, ladies and gentleman,” Staggs declared. “No more gas masks. No more bluecoats.”

Theo watched as the metal-man walked in. His gait seemed to indicate there was a human behind the mask, but there was something off about the posture.

“Is it human?” Margaret Etherington brought her monocle up to her eye.

“Yes. And no. We found Luron after a Purge, half burned, but still alive.”

There were more whispers around the room. “How is that possible?” Reynard Atwood asked. His daughter Charity nodded behind him.

“Against all odds, and everything we understand about the Mist, Luron did not Turn when he was overcome by it. But in his effort to come back, he was caught in the fire and badly burned.”

Theo’s face tensed. He could imagine the scenario: a man driven into the Mist along with hundreds of others, forced to watch his neighbors and friends Turn while he remained. And in his terror, trying to run back, only to find his way to safety blocked by a wall of flames.

So why was this Luron with the Staggs family? Did he not know it was the Staggs family, along with everyone else in this room, who had caused his suffering?

“Can he speak?” Titus Kingsford asked as his twin sons stared at Luron.

“No, his vocal cords were damaged.”

Theo spoke up for the first time. “Do we know how he survived? Perhaps Luron is a clue to how we can deal with the Mist.”

Salomon turned to stare at Theo. So did everyone else. His grandfather’s lips drew into a thin line. “No,” Salomon said a moment later. “I personally oversaw Luron’s recovery and studied the aftereffects of the Mist on his body. He is an anomaly, but one we can utilize. If we can find more like him, they can be used to work in the Mist on our behalf. You’re Theodore Winchester, Crispin’s grandson, correct?”

“Yes.”

“As head of the Alchemy Society, I would think your grandfather would have already informed you that there is no cure for the Mist. It is part of our world, and therefore we need to learn to survive alongside of it.”

Theo crossed his arms. “And Purge those along the edge when we need resources or the Mist rises too far.” And what did Staggs mean by using Luron to work in the Mist?

Grandfather shot him a scalding glare. Salomon waved his hand. “Looks like you’re as lively as your father was. You’re also young and naïve. I won’t count that against you. As you grow older and take your place at this table, you will come to understand.”

“Come to understand what?”

Salomon’s face went from merriment to hardness in an instant. “You know very little of the workings of our world, Master Theodore.”

Theo wanted to protest more, but another look from his grandfather and prudence to know he had spoken enough silenced his voice.

Murmurs echoed around the table while a couple of heirs glanced at him. He overheard Titus Kingsford say something about being stubborn, as his sons laughed behind him.

They had to be wrong about the Mist. Or maybe they hadn’t cared to search hard enough.

But it’s been almost two hundred years, a voice whispered inside his head. Surely a cure should have been found by now. Perhaps Salomon Staggs was right.

No. His father didn’t believe that. And neither did he. He would keep on searching.

Theo studied Luron as Salomon went on to discuss the various mechanical devices used to help keep the man alive. What saved the man from Turning? Was it possible he was immune to the deathly spores? Or had he been uncommonly lucky and found some kind of pocket of clear air in the fog perhaps created by a gust of wind? Was is possible this partially metal figure before them could help humanity?

Theo looked away. Given how Salomon reacted to his comments, the chance of being able to examine and study Luron was almost nil.

The moment the meeting finished, his grandfather motioned for Theo to leave with him. By then he was more than ready. Glancing at his pocket watch, Theo had a half hour before the lecture began at Browning University. He gave a polite farewell to those gathered and followed his grandfather. As he passed through the doorway, he could feel a set of eyes on him. He glanced back, but no one was looking his way. The only head turned in his direction was the blank metal face of Luron.

Theo left with a lingering uneasy feeling as he followed his grandfather out of the capitol building and along the wide stone street to where Arthur was waiting with their zipper.

Once they were settled in the back seat, Arthur started the motor, and the transport lifted into the air.

“What do you think you were doing?” his grandfather demanded as they flew over the city of Belhold.

“Stating the obvious.”

“You were there to observe and learn. Not to speak.”

Theo looked over the side of the zipper as the flying vehicle sped over rooftops and trees. “I couldn’t help it. No one’s ever been able to give a satisfactory answer as to why the Mist remains.” He turned toward his grandfather. “You saw him, that Luron. He could be the answer. He somehow survived the Mist. If we can find out how and why, maybe we can find a way to eradicate it, or to use Staggs’s words, find a way to live within it. Think of everything we could do if we could claim back the land we lost from the Plague Wars. No more Purges. More factories. More farmland and crops. The population could expand—”

“Enough, Theo!” Grandfather breathed hard as he gripped the armrest between them. The wind blew the long white strands away from his aged face.

Theo stared at his grandfather. He didn’t look well. “I’m sorry, Grandfather. I spoke out of turn.”

His grandfather’s hand trembled as he moved his fingers to Theo’s. “As one of the Five Families, our job is to maintain order and propriety across the lands in the sky. Do you understand?” He gripped Theo’s hand in emphasis.

“No, I don’t!” Theo wanted to say. But if there was one thing he was learning, there was a proper time and place. And now was not that time. “I do,” he finally answered. It wasn’t a lie. He just felt there was more they could be doing. And he didn’t like what Staggs had said about using anomalies to work in the Mist. That felt too close to servitude. Even if Luron was the only one.

His grandfather let out a long breath, and his hand came back to the armrest between them. “What are your plans this evening?”

“There is a lecture on the physical laws and the Mist being given over at Browning University tonight.”

His grandfather stared straight ahead. “I’m in favor of knowledge, but some knowledge can be deadly. Take care, Theo. Learn what you can, but leave the Mist alone. Do you understand? It’s not your business.”

“Yes, Grandfather.”

The zipper hummed at it approached the Winchester manse built on one of the sky islands that hovered over Belhold. With practiced ease, Arthur brought the vehicle down on the platform and opened the door for his grandfather.

As the two men headed for the manse, Theo moved to the front seat and started the zipper again. He hoped the lecture would give him more information, but if it was like the other lectures in the past, the guest speaker would be careful with his findings. It seemed no one really wanted to find a way to eradicate the Mist, only talk about it.
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The next morning Theo brought the small flyer down near the burnt ground of the most recent Purge. Descending the hill and beyond the scorch line, the Mist hung like a hazy fog across the valley, greyish green and ominous.

Behind him, shabby tenements now stood empty, paint peeling from boards and rusty nails sticking out. The roof of one had collapsed, and another building looked like it would come down any moment. The Kingsford family was in charge of housing. It would appear they had neglected this area. Or had they simply dismissed this section of Belhold near the border since a Purge had been ordered and the people would no longer need housing?

Theo’s hands curled around the control wheel of the zipper. Sometimes it felt like he was the only one amongst his peers that actually seemed to care for the people of Belhold and other cities. The board meeting yesterday had emphasized that.

He pushed his flight goggles up across his forehead and stared at the sky. Above, grey clouds gathered, threatening to drench the ground in a downpour. The last thing he wanted was to be caught in the rain, but yesterday left him feeling drained, needing to escape the manse and his grandfather. And he wanted to check if there had been a change with the Mist since the latest Purge.

A hint of smoke and burnt flesh still hung in the cold air as he opened the door and left the flyer. His overcoat flapped in the sudden gust of wind, sending the Mist ahead swirling through old buildings it had claimed years ago. He blinked. He could be wrong, but . . .

Something felt different.

Theo reached into the flyer and withdrew a small leather gas mask. His family invented the headpiece over a hundred years ago, using a special filter within the cylindrical metal sides to keep out the deadly spores. Divers, members of the Alchemy Society, and the bluecoats used the masks in order to enter the Mist.

Five years ago, his father set up a handful of special gauges around Belhold to measure the Mist’s movement. It was always rising at a slow rate ever since the Plague Wars, but his father hadn’t trusted the Alchemy Society’s data and had chosen instead to acquire his own. After his parents passed away, Theo continued their research.

The spores within the Mist had been engineered for the war and containment in the valleys, leaving the mountaintops and sky islands safe. Thinner air proved deadly to the spores, making it safe and easy to enter and exit the Mist without any need to worry about spores clinging to clothing or skin.

However . . .

Theo looked around. Where was the gauge?

He hurried toward the Mist’s edge. There, at least ten feet within and between two buildings stood the wooden stake. His heart beat faster. The Mist should have only moved a couple inches at most since his last measurement. When did this happen? How did this happen?

Theo surveyed the surroundings. Had the land moved? He studied the area to the right, then the left, then back at the stake. There was no sign of movement, no crack in the ground, no disruption of grass, plant life, or buildings.

Theo stepped forward to check the gauge. Grey-green swirled along the bottom edge of his trousers and black boots, rising as he went down the hill and between buildings toward the stake. The Mist moved around him as if were a living thing. In some ways, it was. Moving, spreading, like a living organism, searching for human hosts in order to have nutrients to germinate, which then transformed the body into a Turned.

The Mist rose above his head as he approached the stake, blotting out the sky. He bent down, his breath moving in and out of the dual filters. The gauge was as it was a month ago, with the same weeds growing around it. No one had moved it, and the hill itself hadn’t moved either.

Which meant only one thing.

The Mist was rising again at an exponential rate.

“Gales,” he said under his breath as he stood. No matter what the other Families said, this was a crisis. The last time this happened was at the end of the Plague Wars, which drove entire populations up the mountainside to escape and Turned tens of thousands. This time it might completely wipe humanity out.

Theo shook away his thoughts. He needed to remain composed and rational. First, he must record his latest findings and compare them to the other gauges around Belhold, then bring them to the university next week. Surely Professor Hawkins would listen to him then. He now had evidence that the Mist was changing. The Alchemy Society needed to know. For two hundred years the Mist had remained measurably the same since it left the canisters during the Plague Wars. But now it seemed to be morphing, changing. Was it possible its actual composition was transforming as well as spreading?

He would need to come back tomorrow with his microscope and papers and compare previous drawings to new ones. But if he was right . . .

Theo stared out over the Mist. How much time did they have?
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Cass stood by the railing of the Daedalus, a cold wind blowing across her face. The clothes Patterson had provided for her were a bit big but nicer than anything she’d ever worn before. The cotton tunic felt soft against her skin, and the leather corset, complete with loops and rings to hold tools and knick-knacks, held her baggy trousers in place. A pair of thick boots and goggles for mechanical work completed her ensemble.

There was nothing around the ship but blue sky above and the greyish-green Mist along the valley below. Cass leaned forward and placed her elbows on the railing and gazed down. The Mist swirled and swayed with the wind, rolling on itself. The color was soft and inviting, like a warm embrace, with a hint of iridescence along the surface.

This was the first time she’d ever seen its full expanse. Only the very tip of small mountain peaks poked out, and not a sky island could be seen above. She knew the Mist was massive, but to see it with her own eyes brought it into perspective, and she could understand why so many people were crowded along the little bit of space above it. The Mist literally covered everything.

Cass sighed. How could something so dangerous—so, so deadly—look so beautiful?

“Watching the Mist, eh?”

Cass straightened. “Captain Gresley! I didn’t hear you approach. I-I was taking a quick breather before heading back to work—”

The large man chuckled. “Take it easy, Cass. There’s nothing wrong with taking a break. If you haven’t already noticed, the crew of the Daedalus works hard but also knows when to play and rest.”

She’d noticed. The ship ran as smoothly as a well-oiled pocket watch, but the crew also enjoyed laughter, pranks, and the occasional card night.

“First time viewing it from up here?”

Cass turned her attention back to the expanse beyond the ship. “Yes.”

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said with hesitation in her voice.

“Strange how beauty and death can coexist,” the captain remarked. “In some ways, it’s a broken beauty.”

“Broken beauty?”

He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. “I’m sure you’ve already come to realize this world is broken, some of it naturally, some of it by our own hand.”

Broken? That was a good way to put it. How many broken people had she encountered? And the Mist below was definitely created by man. An example of broken nature?

“It was never supposed to be this way. The world that is. But then it broke, and here we are. However, we are not overcome by it.”

Cass gripped the railing in front of her. There were many different ideas on the streets. Thoughts of how the world was before the Mist, how the Mist came to be, and why it still existed. Some said Elaeros allowed it as punishment for humankind. Some said He didn’t care. And some even said there was no Elaeros. She wasn’t sure what she believed. But if Elaeros was real . . .

“In the meantime”—he placed a hand on her shoulder—“don’t stare too long into the Mist. It has a way of worming into your mind and heart. It is indeed beautiful, but never forget it is also deadly.”

Cass nodded. She watched Captain Gresley cross the deck and stop to talk to Will as the shorter man greased one of the pulleys. Time to get back to work.
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“I’ve never seen someone work so hard in my life.”

Cass looked up from the deck where she was currently on her hands and knees, washing the boards. Bert stood above her.

“Thank you, uh, sir.”

“Sir?” His eyebrows shot up, and he laughed. “That is much too formal. Just Bert, especially if we’ll be working together.”

“Working together?” Oh, of course, he was the head diver for the Daedalus.

“So you’re interested in diving, eh?”

Cass scrambled to her feet. “Yes, sir. I mean, Bert.”

He eyed her, then nodded. “Yes, you should make a great diver. Right size and weight. As long as you’re not afraid of heights. Or the Mist, of course.”

“When do we start?”

“Right away. Today I’ll show you the gliders, how to work the harness, and the mechanics of gliding. Tomorrow we’ll be flying by a small sky island with a low hill. It’s the perfect place for you to learn how to take off, glide, and land. Then, when I feel satisfied that you won’t die on a solo flight, we’ll head down to the surface.”

The surface. The land within the Mist.

“So are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Then follow me.” Bert turned and started for the stairs that led into the inner part of the ship. Cass followed, heart thumping. It was beginning. Her first step into a whole new world and a whole new life.
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Cass spent the entire day with Bert learning how to place the harness and glider pack on, adjust her straps, use the cords to pull the glider to and from the pack, extend the wooden poles for steering, and anything else she needed before they reached the island for further training.

Dinner that night was boisterous as the crew downed the soup Patterson had made with beans and smoked pork, along with tankards of beer. Cass sat in the back, massaging one shoulder as she watched the men around her. She still had that shard of glass tucked away in her pack next to her hammock and probably would carry it with her no matter where she went. But with each day that passed, she was becoming more and more comfortable around the crew of the Daedalus.

A tankard came down on the table next to her, sloshing the sour contents across the wooden surface. “I heard you were with Bert all day learning how to be a diver.”

Cass looked over to find Jeremiah grinning at her with Will not too far behind. Bert had told her Will was in charge of the ropes and pulleys used to bring any treasure or artifacts found along the surface back up to the Daedalus to be stored, then eventually sold.

Unlike Jeremiah’s stocky build and ginger hair, Will was almost as short and skinny as she was, with thin brown hair and shy hazel eyes. He took a seat across from her and smiled. “That means we’ll be working together.”

“I guess it does.”

“So, tell me, Cass,” Jeremiah asked, “why a diver? Most everyone I know is afraid of entering the Mist.”

She shrugged and stared down at her half-empty bowl of beans with bits of fatty pork floating around. “Can’t be as dangerous as living on the streets.”

“True, but you won’t see me or Will taking a glider down.”

“I want to see what’s down there. I want to see this world, all of it.”

Jeremiah raised one eyebrow. “The adventurous type, eh?”

“I guess you could say that.”

“Hmmm.” He stared at her. “I like that.”

Then he stood with his mug in hand and wandered over to the next table, greeting Barnaby, another crewmember, with a slap to the back. Will simply shook his head. “A firecracker, that one.”
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The sky island was a single green hill topped with long grass and budding flowers. No trees, no bushes. No fancy houses or iron gates like so many of the other sky islands. The Daedalus was anchored to a large wooden peg that held the airship in place, and a plank was set out to let the crew move to and from the island.

Cass took a deep breath of the cold air as she waited by the plank for Bert. The sky was a mixture of grey and blue as wispy clouds floated by. Moisture clung to her skin and made her hair curl even more around her face.

“Here you go.”

Cass turned to find Bert holding out her harness and pack from yesterday.

“I hope you’re ready for a few stains and bruises,” he said with a wink as she took the equipment.

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“We shall see.”

Cass pulled her legs through the harness and then up and over her shoulders, feeling the weight settle across her back and waist, cinched the straps around her body until the pack was a part of her, then stepped onto the plank. The Mist rolled ominously down below in clouds of greenish grey.

For one moment, she imagined jumping from the plank with her glider and soaring down. Was there a city below here? Any Turned? Animals? What lay in the Mist?

Cass finished crossing the plank and followed Bert across the gently sloping sky island, up toward the pinnacle of the hill. The grass swooshed against her boots, leaving trails of water along the leather and dampening her trousers. The goggles around her head kept back her ever-curling hair, freeing her face to feel the wind.

After ten minutes, they reached the top. “It’s a great day for practice,” Bert said as he turned toward her. “Here, you will get a feel for the glider, and how it moves with the wind. You will also practice takeoffs and landings. Hopefully, if all goes well, tomorrow we can go for your first dive.”

“First dive? From here?”

“Yes. The area below is well-known with very few Turned and multiple thermals, so we can come back up to the ship. This is why this island is used for glide training.”

“But doesn’t the sky island move?”

“Not this one. It is one of the few stationary ones.”

Cass nodded. “I see.”

“All right, we have a full day ahead of us. Go ahead and prepare your glider.”

Cass took a deep breath and mentally went through all the steps Bert had showed her previously, then began. After checking her straps twice, she pulled the cord on her right. Like canvas wings, her glider spread out behind her, locking into place once they were fully spread. Then she brought out two poles from either side of the pack and secured them in place, just the right width for her arms so she could grab hold of them and steer the glider.

Bert grinned. “Are you ready?”

Cass pulled down her goggles. “I’m ready.”

“Then start. Go straight down. When you feel the tug of the air, don’t fight it, let it pick you up.”

Her heart beat faster. “All right.”

She stared down the hill. Here we go.

She ran with strides as long as possible, picking up speed as she went down the hill. The wooden frame creaked, and the canvas flapped with each stride. Stay focused, she chanted in her mind as she kept her gaze on the far side of the island.

The glider grew heavier, pulling on her straps. Was that supposed to happen?

Then it grew lighter, lighter, until it felt like nothing. The glider tugged up on her harness, bringing her body with it. The wind blew and began to pick her up.

She breathed faster and tilted to the right—

The glider swerved, sending her crashing into the grass, knees first. Pain shot through her right knee. Ugh. Her first grass stain, and probably a bruise. Bert roared with laughter behind her.

Cass hauled the glider back up the hill toward Bert.

“Try again,” he said when she reached him.

She didn’t speak a word. Instead, she turned around, checked everything again, and went for a second time. Then a third. Over and over, tumble after tumble. By noon, there was a tear along her trousers, numerous grass stains, and more bruises. But as the sun came out from behind the clouds and began to burn away the moisture in the air, she finally did it.

The moment the air caught the glider and her feet began to lift from the ground, Cass held onto the poles on either side of her and let the wind take her. No tilting this time, no angling away. Instead, she let herself be carried forward. In that moment, it was as if she was one with the glider and the wind. It all came together.

There was an exhilaration inside of her that escaped through her lips with a loud whoop.

After a few seconds, she brought the glider slightly forward, letting it stall, and came down onto her feet. There were more hollers from the ship. Cass looked up to find Jeremiah flailing his arms and yelling, ginger hair glinting in the sunlight. Other crewmembers were yelling and waving at her.

Cass couldn’t help grinning. Hearing their cheers was like basking in the sunshine.

Bert came up panting. “That was a great takeoff and landing! And it only took you half a day. Most impressive. I’ve never had someone pick up gliding so fast. I’m going to have you take a short break, then practice the rest of the day. I think you’ll be ready for your first practice dive tomorrow.”

Cass looked over toward the edge of the island where the land dropped off into the Mist below. First dive. Tomorrow.
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“Here.” Bert handed Cass a strange-looking mask the next day. “This will allow you to breathe while you’re down there.”

Cass took it and turned it around between her fingers. It was made out of leather and metal, with brass snaps and leather straps. Two short cylinders extended from either side with tiny little holes.

Bert pointed. “The cylinders hold the filters that strain out the Mist spores from the air. As you know, any spores that cling to your body and clothing expire the moment they reach altitude, so all we have to worry about is not breathing in the spores while we are down on the surface.”

There was a slight tremor in her fingers as she held the mask. All it took was one breathful of the deadly spores, and the plague would take over her mind and body, changing her into a Turned.

“Don’t worry, we check the masks and filters before every dive.”

“All right.” She looked up. “What’s next?” She wasn’t going to allow a trickle of fear stop her now.

“Well, there is always a chance of running into a Turned, even though the area below has been free of Turned for many years. Because of that, I’ll be carrying this.” Bert reached for the holster at his side and pulled out a revolver. “Incendiary bullets. Burns the body of a Turned and incinerates the spores inside.”

Cass stared at the revolver. She’d heard about guns that fired, well, fire, but had never seen one. She didn’t like the idea of burning a Turned, even though she knew the person had long since died and the body left behind was only a mode of transportation for the spores. It was too similar to the fires used after a Purge.

“As a diver, you always need to be fully prepared and equipped. But since you haven’t learned how to shoot, I’ll be the one carrying the gun during this dive.” Bert holstered the weapon. “All right, let’s get our gliders and head out.”

When on deck, he handed her the pack containing her glider. Together they placed their packs on, adjusted the straps, and checked their equipment. Bert placed his gas mask on first. It covered the lower half of his face and muffled his voice. Only the tattoo along his neck stood out. “Need help?” he asked as he glanced at her. By now, a small crowd was forming around the ship, waiting for their takeoff.

“I don’t think so.” Cass placed the mask over her face and adjusted the straps. It was a little tough to breathe, but not much, and the air smelled a bit like leather and metal. It was hard to believe such a small headpiece could protect her from the plague spores. Then again, she was about to jump from a ship into open air with only a wooden frame and canvas to hold her.

“Ready?” Bert asked as a slight wind tugged at his blond hair.

She gave him a thumbs-up.

“When you reach the edge of the ship, deploy your glider. Do not go any further until you are absolutely ready. Once you’re in the air, slowly make your way down into the Mist. There is an old town square with plenty of open space for landing. I’ll be watching if you run into any trouble. If you do, just follow the air, and I’ll follow you.”

She gave him another thumbs-up.

Bert pulled his goggles down over his eyes and walked toward the edge of the ship where the railing had been lifted and moved to the side, creating an exit. He pulled the cord on the right side of his pack. The glider stretched out with each hinge and wooden rod moving until they locked into place.

He looked over his shoulder, waved, then brought out the wooden poles that steered the glider and took off.

Cass watched him for a moment. It was a beautiful sight. Like a hawk catching an updraft, Bert dipped below the ship, then came gliding up and around. She was surprised there wasn’t even a hint of fear inside of her. Only anticipation.

Cass approached the edge of the ship. She breathed in the cool air and recalled the feeling of flying from the day before, then tugged on her own cord. The glider spread out behind her. She placed on the gas mask and goggles, adjusted the poles on either side of her, then gripped them tight as she walked off the ledge.

The ground was gone.

Instead, her feet hovered in the air as the wind caught the glider and thrust her forward. She could barely hear the shouts of the Daedalus crew as the wind whistled over the glider. She turned slightly to the right, drifting in the air like Bert had taught her, then she tilted toward the left. A minute later, she caught an updraft and soared upward. Bert circled nearby, already making his descent.

Cass smiled, so wide her cheeks hurt. She loved this! The feel of the air, the feel of freedom. Not even the churning Mist below could dampen her enthusiasm.

She let out a laugh, then angled her glider to start her descent.

Down she circled, every movement making her heart beat with excitement. A blackbird joined her, spreading its wings and soaring before it caught a thermal and headed up.

There was a pause to her excitement as she stared down. She could now make out the tips of trees and what looked like a collection of buildings.

Seconds later, she had entered the Mist. She could still see the sun above, like a bright circle, but everything else was bathed in shadows and gloom.

The closer she drew to the ground, the more appeared across the surface. First buildings emerged, hundreds of them, set up along grids. Once whitewashed, now they appeared dingy, with moss and dead leaves along the rooftops. Bare trees and old lampposts stood on the street corners.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Bert glide over to the right and disappear. That must be where the town square was. She tilted her glider and followed, the airstream sending her over the nearest rooftops, ten feet below her and toward a large opening in the middle of the dilapidated city.

Bert circled down until he was near the ground, then he brought the tip of his glider up and dropped down to his feet. Cass did the same a minute later. Her feet hit the ground with a soft thud.

Bert turned toward her and raised his goggles. “Very good,” he said in a muffled voice. “Now go ahead and stow away your glider. I figure we’ll look around and let you get a feel for everything before we head back up.”

Cass nodded. She pulled on the left cord and felt the glider retract back into her pack before pushing her goggles up across her head. The Mist hung across the area like the thin filaments of a spider’s web. Overhead, she could barely make out the sun and the shadow that was the sky island and the Daedalus.

The city looked a lot like Belhold. Four-story buildings the length of the square, with narrow windows, curved doorways, and decorative carvings. The square itself was paved with large red bricks where weeds poked through the cracks.

“Feel free to go into the buildings, but you won’t find much,” Bert said. “This city has been picked clean by divers because of the ease of landing here and the lack of Turned.”

“Why aren’t there any Turned here?”

“The bodies decomposed a long time ago, leaving the parasitic spores to move on. There are more bodies to be found and inhabited near the mountain edges.”

Cass looked around again. It was then she spotted pale limbs scattered amongst the weeds like white branches. No, not branches. Bones. How long had they been here? A hundred years? Or more? The Plague Wars happened almost two hundred years ago. It was startling to think there was still no cure for the deadly spores or for those who were Turned.

Cass headed for the closest building, pondering. With all the power and wealth the House of Lords possessed, and the knowledge of the Alchemy Society, why did everything exist the way it did? Why did the Purges happen, driving humanity off the mountains and into the fatal Mist?

All her questions fled as Cass entered the first doorway. It appeared to be an old apothecary, at least what little she knew of such medicinal shops as seen through windows.

A wooden counter separated a third of the shop from the rest. Behind the counter stood green-painted shelves filled with rows and rows of tiny bottles, each one with a label with spidery letters. Cass squinted at the labels, but she couldn’t read, so it wouldn’t matter what the labels said anyway.

Dust and old leaves piled along the walls and wooden floor around the shop, and beneath the two waist-high tables. Faded ivory wallpaper peeled away from the plaster, exposing thick yellow glue. Two paintings hung on the far wall, of flowers and herbs. In the corner stood a bookcase filled with leather-bound books and more jars.

Cass approached the bookcase. Though she couldn’t read any of the writing, she recognized one of the flowers in a glass jar: chamomile. The tiny, dried flowers looked as dead as everything else in the shop.

Still, this was amazing. It was as if everything had been frozen in time and now it just needed to be dusted and swept.

Bert walked in a moment later.

“Why are all these jars still here?” Cass asked.

Bert shrugged. “The ingredients are old, and there are no buyers. The rich are more interested in collectibles, old family heirlooms, gold, silver, things like that. Jars of antique herbs don’t even sell for a sterling, certainly not enough to make collecting them worth it.”

It made sense.

“Go ahead and follow me. There are a few more things to explain before we head back up to the Daedalus.”

“All right.” Cass followed Bert out of the apothecary.

“This area has already been mapped out, so we already knew where to land, and I will show you where we will take off in order to head back up. But there will be many times we dive in a new area to explore and find treasure. As you see, we are in a city square. That is the most optimal landing area. Others are on wide rooftops, open fields, wide roads.”

“And takeoffs?”

“Usually we try to find a hill or a rooftop if an updraft or a thermal is nearby. For example, there is a natural thermal near here. So the first two things we do on a new dive are find a landing spot and a takeoff. Then we evaluate the area for hazards: how thick the Mist is, are there any Turned or evidence of Turned? And lastly, we find treasure. That’s what makes a dive profitable and allows us to continue to fly.”

“So find a landing, find an exit, determine the dangers, and get the treasure.”

“Exactly. Would you like to explore a little more or head back up to the ship?”

Cass glanced around again, then her eyes went to the door. She wasn’t ready to leave, not yet. “I would like to see what else is down here.”

Bert nodded. “It’s like a whole different world.”

Cass smiled behind her mask. “Yes.”

“Go ahead.”

Cass slipped out of the apothecary and stared across the square. So many shops and buildings. She couldn’t imagine how many people must have lived in this city alone. Belhold was large, encompassing an entire mountaintop, but because of steep cliffs and narrow ravines, the city was broken up into different, smaller districts. Here, she could see the city in its entirety. Speaking of . . .

She looked back to find Bert perusing the bookshelf inside the shop. “What was the name of this city?”

“Huh?” Bert turned around. “Oh, yes. This is Salbum, once a part of the country of Benerath.”

“Benerath?”

“The country at war with Aeragarde during the Plague Wars.”

Cass knew very little about the Plague Wars, other than the war caused the deadly Mist that now covered most of the land. Why would she care about a history that caused so much pain and misery to the people that survived it? No, her focus was on the future. Particularly her future. The only history she was interested in was the type that would help her now.

She turned left and headed into the shop next to the apothecary. It appeared to be a hat shop, although most of the hats were gone, leaving empty shelves behind glass doors. Cass ran her fingers along the long counter, then opened one of the glass doors and peered inside. Dim light trickled through the large windows at the front of the store, barely reaching the back. A simple derby hat lay on the bottom shelf, covered in dust.

Cass shut the door and went back outside. Next was a bakery, with an enormous oven in back and hand-drawn pictures of bread and rolls hung on the decaying walls. A dress shop with no dresses, a grocery with empty shelves, and a bookstore with half of the books missing. Bert was right, it would seem this place had been picked clean. Then again, it had been almost two hundred years since the Plague Wars, so it was no surprise there was very little left.

As she left the bookstore, the Mist seemed to be thicker. Or was that her imagination? And where was Bert? Cass squinted as she stared out across the city square. Yes, the Mist had definitely thickened. She could barely make out the buildings on the other side. And the air seemed colder.

“Bert?” she called out as she rubbed her arms. It was hard to shout through the mask. “Bert?” she yelled again. “Ber—”

Her mouth snapped shut and she froze, every limb still as she spotted a shadow near the dress shop two doors down. That . . . that wasn’t Bert.

The figure shambled along, the grey Mist weaving around its body. Then the smell hit her. Like death and rot. Ragged clothes hung off what looked like a man, and his skin was a pale yellow. There was a bald spot on the left side of his head, as if a chunk of his hair had been pulled out, leaving only a couple long brown strands behind.

One foot dragged behind the other with a soft scrapping noise along the cobblestone. Shhhhhhap. Shhhhhap.

Cass tried to keep her breathing quiet.

Run! But where?

Fight! But how?

Still no sign of Bert. Which meant she had to take care of herself.

With that thought, her mind came roaring to the surface, breaking through her haze of fear. The Turned was nearing the grocery store. With that limp, it probably couldn’t move fast, which gave her an advantage.

She glanced to the left without moving her head. Across the square was an important-looking building with a wide staircase leading up to a set of double doors. Tall, narrow pillars lined a portico, and faded, tattered banners hung along the top of the roof. She would run there and see if she could get inside those doors. If nothing else, the stairs would provide another barrier.

She glanced one more time at the Turned, then back to the government-looking building across the way.

She ran.
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Cass dashed across the plaza, the cold Mist pressing against her exposed face and knuckles. She dragged in air through the gas mask as her boots clapped against the cobblestone. Halfway, she glanced back. The Turned had spotted her and was now making its way across the square.

She sprinted for the stairs. Up she went until she reached the portico, then sagged against one of the pillars. Did breathing hard do anything to the mask? She forgot to ask Bert. Speaking of . . .

She raised her head and looked around. The thick Mist made it hard to see the buildings across the way. Where was he? He said there hadn’t been any Turned in this area in years. What had changed?

The creature was halfway across the square, his left leg trailing behind. His face had already started decomposing, leaving the skin clinging to the skull and exposing his nostrils. His eyes were brown with a blue-white haze, and the one hand he held out was more bone than skin.

What do I do next? Cass surveyed the area around her, then moved toward the doors. The one on the right opened when she pressed down on the handle. She glanced in. A wide wooden staircase stood ten feet away from the entrance. On either side were more doors and a long, dark hallway to the left. At the top of the landing was a window that let in dim light.

Good. More stairs.

Cass scrambled up, holding onto the banister with one hand. At the top were hallways, to the right and to the left, each lined with doors. She looked around. She needed a weapon to use if the Turned was able to climb the stairs. Maybe there was a piece of wood or furniture.

She darted into the first room on the left. The room was filled with desks, which had strange metal contraptions on the top. Tiny little letters were across the front of each metal box. The light from the row of windows across the room brightened the area enough for her to see. Near the corner, she found the wall decaying, with moisture stains along the wallpaper and a wooden board jutting out. Perfect.

Cass grabbed one end of the board, careful of the exposed nails, and pulled. The board came away with a loud creak. She bent it forward until it cracked and split. A few more pulls and twists and she held the board in hand. It wasn’t much, but she could at least hit with it, and if the Turned made its way up, she could use this to shove it back down.

The makeshift weapon brought a measure of confidence back as she headed back out to the staircase. Maybe she would be lucky and the Turned wouldn’t be able to go up the stairs.

Cass rubbed a sweaty palm against her trousers as she waited. The Mist passed along the window behind her, sending gloom and shadows across the lobby below.

Then she heard it, the soft scrapping of a boot against the pavement.

She gripped the board with both hands. Where was Bert? What if her plan didn’t work? Should she just run? But if Bert was around, she didn’t want to go deeper into the building.

A dark figure filled the doorway below. Cass held the board in front of her as a chill swept down her back.

It entered the foyer. The Turned paused inside and lifted its head as if it was sniffing the air. Could they smell? Just what exactly could the spores do with a human husk?

The Turned headed for the stairs.

Cass tightened her grip on the board. She would go for the head—

There was a loud pop, followed by a burst of flame. Within seconds, the Turned burned in a hot blaze of red and orange, then fell to the floor in a smoldering, smoking heap.

What the . . . Bert?

As if summoned, Bert poked his head in. “Cass?”

Cass didn’t know whether to greet him in relief or chuck the board at him. “Where were you?” she exploded, her hands shaking, the board gripped between frozen fingers.

“I found a piece of furniture the captain might be interested in, so I was figuring out how to retrieve it.”

A piece of furniture? She continued to shake as she placed her other hand on the banister and slowly made her way down the stairs. The fingers on the dead body below twitched, then went rigid. The air smelled like burnt hair and meat, and Cass gagged as she stepped around the Turned and joined Bert. She couldn’t decide whether to yell at him again or just get out of there. Her desire to leave won out. She marched for the door. Bert was close behind.

“Look, Cass, I’m sorry. There shouldn’t have been a Turned in the area. There was no evidence of recent movement, and like I said, there hasn’t been a sighting here in years.” The two of them made their way down the outside steps. “Good thinking about the stairs, by the way. It slowed the Turned down, and I was able to figure out where you were.”

Cass wanted to yell at him again, but she clamped her mouth shut. But the feelings from the last five minutes—she never wanted to feel those again.

“Bert, I want to learn how to shoot that gun you used on the Turned.”

Bert nodded as they made their way across the plaza toward a narrow street between the bookstore and its neighbor.

“I agree. That was next on my list, but this incident has made it even more of a priority. Maybe I should have taught you before you went on your first dive, but like I said”—he shook his head—“I thought we would be safe here.”

“Maybe we’re not safe anywhere,” Cass said. Safe. It seemed a foreign word and feeling. Was anywhere truly safe?

He glanced at her. “I understand you grew up on the streets of Belhold. I was a pickpocket in the island city of Decadenn. I’ve found the Daedalus to be the safest place both in the skies and on land. Maybe you will, too.”

Cass looked up. The Daedalus was a dark blot in a misty, dark sky. So far, she had found refuge on the diving ship. But was it safe? And could it be . . . home?

Only time would tell.
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Outside the town was a short hill with a handful of naked trees along its slope. Cass followed Bert up to the top. The Turned had shaken her, filling with her the need to get away from this place. At the top of the hill, Bert brought out a small cone-shaped fabric kite and held it up. The wind moved the cone up and over his shoulder. “Excellent. There is a good updraft today. That, combined with the thermal near the bottom of the hill, will help us get the lift we need to ascend back up to the Daedalus. Are you ready?”

Cass scanned the area. The hill was fairly open, as long as she stayed far away from the trees. Up above, she could barely see the Daedalus through the Mist. Could she really get enough lift to ascend back up through the Mist and to the ship? What happened when that wasn’t possible?

Her recent experience with the Turned and her first time in the Mist made her realize just how dangerous the life of a diver could be. So many things could go wrong. Was this what she really wanted to be doing?

“I’ll have you go first,” Bert said, breaking through her thoughts.

“Yes, of course,” Cass said as she pulled at the cord on the side of her pack. Like before, wings made of thin wooden poles and canvas spread out behind her. The very action brought her a sense of calmness. She was like a bird, spreading her wings.

“When you’re ready, go ahead and start your run down the hill. Remember to let the wind and air catch you. Don’t fight it, let it take you. Near the bottom of the hill, you’ll feel the thermal. Once you’re in the air, circle around it to gain altitude. Got it?”

Cass nodded as she pulled her goggles down, her heart already beating at the thought of flying again. “Yes.”

“All right, go.”

Cass started her run. There was no uncertainty in her gait, no hesitation. The glider, her body, and the wind were one. Halfway down, the straps pulled on her arms and torso, then she lifted off the ground. Down near where Bert had indicated the thermal was located, Cass felt the glider catch the invisible air current and lift up. She leaned slightly to the left and began to circle the funnel, letting the air lift her higher and higher.

Below, the town square grew smaller, and the Mist became more opaque. After a couple of minutes, she broke through into clear, crisp, cold air. Such a difference, as stark as life and death. A hawk appeared, its wings spread, gliding just above the Mist. Then it suddenly made a sharp turn and dipped down. Just another mystery: the Mist didn’t seem to affect anything but humans.

Cass continued to glide, catching the updrafts, rising higher and higher as she soared toward the Daedalus. Twenty minutes later, she flew toward the deck, tilted the glider slightly up to stall, then dropped onto the ship.

“A perfect landing.” Jeremiah clapped and came toward her. She spotted Captain Gresley standing near the bottom of the stairs, a smile of approval on his face. He gave her a nod before turning and heading to the upper deck.

“Thanks.” Cass pulled the other cord and stowed away the glider, then lifted the goggles from her face before tugging off the gas mask. She breathed in the fresh air. Much better than the metallic, stale air of the mask. And no need to worry about the Mist or spores.

“How was it?”

Cass paused, not sure if she should tell about the Turned. Before she could answer, Bert was already hovering above the deck, ready to land. Cass and Jeremiah moved to the side and watched as he came down.

“It was . . . informative.”

“Informative?” Jeremiah scoffed. “What kind of word is that? Did you have fun? Did you see anything?”

“We had a run-in with a Turned,” Bert said as he stowed away his glider and approached the two. “But it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle, right Cass?”

She could tell Bert was subtly asking if she was okay.

She flashed both men a smile. “As Bert said, it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle.” If she was going to be a diver, she had to accept the risks. Today was only the beginning.

Jeremiah’s eyes went wide. “What? There hasn’t been a Turned in this area in years.”

“I know.” Bert’s face was sober. “It concerns me a little. I’m going to let Captain Gresley know about our little jaunt down there. Do you need anything, Cass?”

“Nope. I know where to put the glider equipment, and I assume the masks are stored nearby.”

“Yes, I’ll show you,” Jeremiah said and turned toward the doorway that led down into the bowels of the ship.

“You’re sure you’re okay?” Bert said quietly.

“I am, as long as you teach me to use that gun of yours. I don’t want to be up against a Turned again with just a stick in my hand.”

Bert chuckled. “You did look a bit scary at the top of the stairs with that board.”

He had no idea how close she came to throwing that board at him.

“Are you coming?” Jeremiah yelled as one of the other sailors crossed the deck with a large coil of rope over his shoulder. The sailor smiled at Cass as he headed for the top deck.

“I’m coming,” Cass answered. For the first time, she felt like part of the crew. It felt good, even if it came with more sobering moments like this encounter with the Turned. It was worth it in the end. It was almost like being part of a family.

Almost.


[image: Chapter 11]


“Bert told me about your encounter down in the Mist.”

Cass turned to find Captain Gresley approaching her that evening after dinner.

“May I?” he asked, indicating the empty spot on the bench next to her inside the galley.

“Yes.”

The bench groaned under his weight as he settled down next to her. She was still intimidated by the captain’s size, but his smile—and his laugh—took any fear away. They spoke for a few minutes before he brought up the Mist again. “I agree with Bert,” he said as he pushed the dinner dishes away. “If you’re going to be part of my crew, and a diver, you need to know how to defend yourself. I’ve decided to take it upon myself to teach you how to shoot, amongst other things.”

“You?” Cass asked, surprised.

“Yes. I’m not just the captain of this ship; I’m also the head diver. Bert oversees most of our missions, but the responsibility for each mission falls on me. Starting tomorrow, I’ll teach you all that I know. You think you can handle that?”

Cass smiled. “Yes, I think I can.”

Then again, maybe she should have been more careful in her answer. What did Captain Gresley mean by “other things”?

Days later, she sat at the same long table with a primer in front of her, as sunlight streamed through the porthole windows and clanging pots sounded while Patterson prepared dinner.

She turned her attention back to the letters printed across the pages. Reading wasn’t a necessary skill on the streets. But apparently Captain Gresley believed everyone on his ship should be literate, so here she was.

Cass shifted as an hour went by and the galley filled with the smell of simmering spices and vegetables. Past the galley, she could hear the gentle cluck of chickens. Patterson kept a small flock for eggs and the occasional meat. Just when she wanted to start pulling her hair out, Captain Gresley walked in. “That’s enough for today, Cass. Now it’s time to shoot.”

Cass shut the book and stood. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to read, it’s just that she couldn’t sit for long before the need to move came over her.

He led her out of the galley, across the main deck and toward the upper deck. Soft wisps of clouds floated by as a bright sun shone overhead. They were due to arrive in Decadenn in a few days, so the only thing visible for miles around was the Mist down below and the sky above.

Captain Gresley and Cass came to stand near the ship’s wheel. Ahead, at the end of the prow, hung a small, red circle. Captain Gresley removed one of the two revolvers from the holster around his waist.

He carefully held it up. Sunlight glinted off the edge of the barrel. “First, safety. Never point a gun at something you don’t intend to shoot. And never have your finger on the trigger unless you’re ready to shoot. Got that?”

It made sense. “Yes.”

“All right, now for the rest.”

Cass spent the remainder of the afternoon learning the ins and outs of the revolver, the nature of incendiary bullets, how to line up the barrel, the awareness of the weapon in her hand, and finally learning the firing act itself.

“We’re using normal bullets for practice. Don’t want to waste our incendiary ammo,” Captain Gresley said as he held the revolver up, aimed, and fired. There was a pop and a bang as the bullet hit the red metal target ahead.

“Now your turn. Remember what we’ve been practicing. Careful of where you’re pointing, place your finger near, but not on, the trigger until you’re ready. Line your revolver up, then give the trigger a careful squeeze.”

“Got it.”

Her first shot went somewhere over the railing. Captain Gresley laughed. “Try again.”

She shot. And shot. And shot, until she had to reload. Finally she hit the edge of the target, causing it to swing. She straightened up and grinned.

“Very good,” Captain Gresley told her. “Now I want you to keep practicing until the dinner bell rings.”

Cass glanced at him. “What about my duties?”

“Don’t worry about them today. Starting tomorrow, you’ll do your usual cleaning in the morning, then I want every afternoon spent on reading and shooting. All right?”

Cass slowly nodded as she turned her attention back toward the target hanging over the prow. Was every ship captain like Captain Gresley? Deep down, she was pretty sure she knew the answer. She had seen too much to think otherwise. He was definitely different. He not only cared about the people on his ship, he wanted to see them succeed.

She swallowed a sudden lump in her throat. How did she become so lucky to have found a place on the Daedalus?
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Days later they reached the sky island city of Decadenn. When the hovering city first came into view, it took Cass’s breath away. They approached the city at dusk, when the sky was filled with brilliant colors and the city was lit for the evening. Since there was very little space horizontally on the sky island it was built upon, the city rose vertically, with multistory towers made of metal and brick, sky bridges connecting the buildings, lofty cranes for lifting heavy crates, and narrow chimneys with smoke rising into the darkening sky.

And the lights . . .

So many lights, as if the city was covered in a thousand fireflies.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Bert said as the diver came to stand beside Cass. “There’s a reason this city is called Decadenn. It’s known for its decadence in fashion, art, and foods. And don’t let the splendor fool you, there is a dark side to Decadenn as well.”

That’s right, Bert grew up on Decadenn. A pickpocket on the streets.

“So what are we here for?” Cass asked.

“Hopefully a job,” Bert said. “The captain heard there might be a possible diving opportunity for us. It’s also where his brother lives, so we visit Decadenn at least a couple times a year.”

“His brother?”

“Yes, and co-owner of the Daedalus, although he rarely travels with us.”

“I see.” She recalled Jeremiah saying that the previous Captain Gresley had been their current captain’s mother, and that the captain also had a brother.

“As divers for the Daedalus, we will be accompanying the captain to the meeting. Even though the captain ultimately makes the decision whether to take a job or not, he values our input on whether a dive can be accomplished and if it will be lucrative enough for the risk.”

Cass stared out at the city ahead as night fell and the Daedalus drew near the port located at the edge of Decadenn. Part of her didn’t feel old enough or mature enough for such a responsibility, and yet another part of her was thrilled at the prospect. “You really want me to be there?”

Bert laughed. “Yes. It’s all part of your training. You want to be a diver, right?”

“More than anything.”

“That’s good to hear, especially after your first encounter. Most would have reconsidered.”

He was right, and maybe she should. But compared to the life she had left behind—dodging roaming gangs, scavenging homes left after the Purges, always wondering when her time would be up—the life of a diver was actually safer. And there was something enthralling about searching out the unknown.

A half hour later, the Daedalus came to a stop near one of the walkways, and a handful of the crew set about securing her to the pier.

“Once your duties are done, feel free to take the evening off,” Captain Gresley announced from the upper deck. There were hoots and hollers from the crew and renewed energy as the sailors bustled about.

Jeremiah came up beside her as she finished coiling one of the extra ropes. “A couple of us are going to visit a nearby pub. Want to join?”

Cass hesitated, disturbed by a sudden feeling inside. She didn’t want to leave the ship. At all. “I think I’ll just enjoy the city from here.”

Jeremiah raised one eyebrow. “Are you sure? We’d watch out for you.”

She smiled, touched by his brotherly concern. “I’m fine here. I think I’ll read for a bit, then turn in early.”

He appeared even more flabbergasted. “You want to read when we have the night free?”

Cass laughed nervously. “I’m feeling off tonight.” And she wasn’t sure why.

“Well, if you change your mind, we’ll be at the Skyhop at the end of this walkway.”

“Sure, thanks.”

Minutes later, a group from the Daedalus headed down the plank to the walkway, a loud, boisterous group of sailors with Jeremiah in the middle. Cass watched them from the deck, then turned her attention back to the city lights. She reached for the locket around her neck and clutched the small oval. Why this sudden hesitation? Decadenn appeared beautiful under the night sky. How much more beautiful would it look from the inside?

Then it hit her. She hadn’t left the Daedalus since they departed from Belhold except for glider training and the excursion down into the Mist. It had been her first time off the streets since the Purge that took her parents three years earlier. And now part of her was scared to walk the city streets again—any streets.

How could this be? She was a survivor, living off those same streets for years.

She dropped the locket. Perhaps that’s why she was afraid. Now that she had found a safe place, she was reluctant to leave. Even fearful. Like a wounded animal hiding in the darkest corner, finally free of its oppressors to rest and recuperate.

She turned around. Tonight, she would rest. Tomorrow she would go into Decadenn with Captain Gresley, Bert, and the other divers.
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An hour later, Cass lay stretched out in her hammock inside the tiny cabin next to the galley, a primer in her hands. The lamp above her head flickered, then went back to its steady stream of light. For the first time, the Daedalus was quiet. It left a strange sensation in the air. Even the motors were silent. And the primer was boring. She had the alphabet memorized and could sound out simple words. It was time for the next book.

She yawned and placed the primer in a small sack that hung next to her hammock, then reached for the wool blanket near her feet when shouting erupted deep inside the ship.

Cass sat up, immediately alert. Who was still here? And why the shouting?

Carefully she disengaged herself from her hammock and stood. The sounds had dulled, but she could still hear voices through the walls. Whoever they were, they were near the captain’s cabin.

Cass slipped into the hallway and headed past the galley toward the stairs. She could hear the voices more clearly now. One was the voice of the captain, and the other was clearly a man, his voice similar in tone.

She started to turn back around. She really shouldn’t be eavesdropping.

“So how much is this going to cost me this time?”

“Thirty thousand sterlings.”

“Thirty thousand!” The captain’s voice rose. “Gales, Eli, that’s far more than I have!”

“But you said you had a new job lined up, a lucrative one.”

“I have to pay my crew and take care of my ship! What do you think I do with the money from a diving job, pocket it?”

“Fine, fine.” The other voice sounded irritated now. “I’ll find my own way to pay the Staggses back.”

“The Staggses? This gets worse and worse. When will you learn, Eli? Nothing comes free. Mother never raised us to live this way—”

“I know! I know! I won’t do it again. I’ll find a way to pay back the Staggses, then I’ll find a real job.”

“You’ve been saying that for years.”

“This time I mean it. I’ve never met a family like the Staggses before. It’s all or nothing with them.”

“I could have told you that,” The captain grated.

Cass held her breath. This was a family fight? And Captain Gresley’s family, no less.

“This is the last time, Eli, and it’s only because you found yourself caught up with the Staggs family. They are ruthless. Unlike the gambling dens you’re used to, the Staggses will take everything from you, then toss you into a Purge. I’ve seen it happen countless times. But after this, you have to stop. Your debts are going to kill you, and there will come a time when I can’t save you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Victor,” Eli mumbled so low that Cass barely heard the words.

Cass slipped away from the wall and back down the hall. She felt awkward. She should have left the moment she heard the captain, but curiosity overrode her common sense.

Did the other crewmembers know about the other Gresley? Half-owner of the Daedalus? The one with an apparent gambling problem?

Cass shook her head. She had seen firsthand what that kind of addiction could do. It was a plague of its own, destroying the person and those around them in a financial fire.

She liked Captain Gresley, even respected him during the little time she had spent with him. But she wasn’t sure about this new situation. It sounded like Eli could go off the deep end. And as co-owner of the Daedalus, he could unwittingly take not only his brother, but all of the crew down with him.

Cass held her arms across her stomach and wished she’d never heard that conversation.
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Theo sat down at one of the many desks inside the history classroom at Browning University a week later, his research inside the leather valise sitting near his feet. There was no doubt in his mind after checking each gauge along the Belhold border: the Mist was rising swiftly again. The question was why, exactly how fast, and would others believe him? He would talk to Professor Hawkins first and wait to speak with his grandfather when he had more than just his own findings to back him up.

Professor Hawkins walked in moments later and came to stand in front at the blackboard, then began to write across the dark surface with his sharp, straight penmanship. His white hair stuck out around his head in wispy curls, a contrast to his dark suit and robe. Students ambled into the class and took their seats. Theo’s knee thumped nervously under his desk, a hidden sign of his agitation.

The university was an all-male school, like most of the schools across the sky and mountaintops, although there were rumors of a girls’ school opening in Tyromourne. The student population at Belhold consisted of the elite: sons from powerful families, rich merchants, and high government officials. There was even a general’s son.

A cool mist hung over Belhold that morning, leaving the university blanketed in fog. The gaslights around the classroom flickered, then brightened the dim room.

Condensation collected across the windows like raindrops. Books filled the bookcases that stood on either side of the long blackboard, each book perfectly placed and not a hint of dust to be found.

Other than his family’s private lab back at the Winchester manse, this was Theo’s favorite place. A place filled with learning, wisdom, and silence. Usually.

At that moment William Staggs walked in with a handful of young men, all of them clamoring around the Staggs heir. His sandy blond hair hung in loose curls around his face, and his hazel eyes twinkled in the gaslight.

Theo watched William cross the room to the desks on the other side. He was a celebrity here, and the students his admirers. Even as a young boy, William always attracted people around him like a bees to a flower. His combination of wealth, prestige as a successor to one of the Five Families, and charming charisma made him stand apart from those around him. And not only did he thrive on the attention, he was a master at manipulating it.

Which was probably why the two of them never got along. Theo had no desire to stand out. It got in the way of his books and research. And unlike William’s dazzling personality, Theo was bluntly honest, and that sometimes got him into trouble.

Professor Hawkins called the room to attention.

The professor began his lecture on the beginnings of the Plague Wars, and Theo quietly pulled his journal out of his valise and placed it on the desk along with his fountain pen. He already knew this history from his own research, so he opened the journal instead.

Inside were his recent findings and drawings, specifically, what he discovered the couple of days before. He tapped the blunt end of the pen against the page and ran a hand through his dark hair. The world was always changing. What made the House of Lords and Alchemy Society think the Mist would always stay the same?

An hour later, Professor Hawkins concluded his lecture, then assigned more reading along with an essay to be turned in the next day. There were groans, followed by the scraping of chairs across the wooden floor. Theo’s next class didn’t start until that afternoon, and Professor Hawkins was free until one, so he had the perfect opportunity to relate to the professor his findings.

A few students hung back to ask some questions while the rest filed out into the long hallway. Theo stayed where he was, still sitting at his desk with his journal open and pen in hand, taking a few more notes while he waited for the room to clear. The fog outside began to dissipate, and sunlight peeked through the clouds, leaving a small patch of light across the wooden floor.

As the last student left, Theo stood and gathered his things.

“Master Theo,” Professor Hawkins said as he picked up a stack of papers. “I assume you desire to speak with me.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“Is this about what I think it is?”

“Yes, Professor.”

The older man let out a long sigh. “Very well, follow me to my office.”

Theo picked up his leather valise and followed. Professor Hawkins was inches smaller than he, and Theo looked over the top of the older man’s head as they walked through the long corridor of the university. They passed multiple classrooms where lectures and demonstrations were commencing in order to prepare the next generation to oversee the world.

At the end of the corridor, Professor Hawkins opened the door on the left and started for the building across a small garden grown for use in the science labs. The building had only a handful of classrooms and small offices for the faculty’s personal use.

Inside, at the third door on the right, Professor Hawkins removed a ring of keys and fitted a bronze one into the keyhole. There was a click, then he opened the door and held it for Theo.

“Thank you,” Theo said as he entered.

Professor Hawkins merely nodded.

Once they both were inside, Professor Hawkins closed the door behind him, then took a seat behind his massive oak desk, which stood in front of a wide window. A hint of pipe smoke hung in the air, mixing with the scent of old tomes and dust. Books lined either side of the room, and a worn rug lay between the door and the desk.

“What is it you wanted to talk to me about, Master Theo?” Professor Hawkins placed his hands along the top of the desk. There was a guarded look on his wizened face.

“I’ve been working again on my studies of the Mist.”

The thick, white eyebrows turned down. “Why do you jeopardize your standing with the university with your continual and, might I add, unauthorized research?”

“Because I want to know. Isn’t that what science is about? The search for the unknown?”

Professor Hawkins sat back. “Theo, Theo,” he said as he shook his head. “You are one of the brightest young men I have ever had the privilege of teaching. Perhaps the brightest. But you are also naïve. There is more to science than learning. You must also consider the politics, the atmosphere of the people around you, and think about the consequences the knowledge you discover would have on the population.”

Theo tensed. Yes, he was young—just twenty. But how could wanting to know more be a bad thing? Especially when it could help people? “Even so, I have discovered some items of note concerning the Mist over the last week that I think you should know about.” He reached into his valise and pulled out his journal. “I believe”—he looked up—“the Mist is rising.”

Professor Hawkins narrowed his eyes. “The Mist is always rising.”

Theo laid his journal out on the desk. “I’ve shared with you before about the wooden gauges my father put up to measure the Mist. Yes, the Mist is always rising, but only in small increments. For the last two years, I’ve been recording any changes. This week, for the first time ever, the gauges were submerged within the Mist at least a good ten feet.”

“What do you mean?”

Theo pointed to the crude map he had drawn of the border of Belhold. “These dots indicate where my father placed the wooden stakes to measure any movement of the Mist. The Mist always rises a couple inches each month. But when I went to check on them this week, they were inside the Mist. I studied the area around each gauge to see if perhaps the landscape had changed, the gauges had been tampered with, or any other reason for the movement. I found nothing, other than every single one was inside the Mist. That means the Mist rose at least ten feet within the span of a month. My next plan is to study the Mist itself and see if it has changed. What is causing this new growth? Is it adapting to a higher elevation? What does this mean for all of us?”

Professor Hawkins furrowed his eyebrows. “This is concerning.” He traced the air above the journal with a creased finger, then looked up. “But I am more concerned about you.”

“What?”

“This obsession of yours with the Mist. What does your grandfather say about all of this?”

Theo ran a hand along the back of his neck. “He doesn’t know.”

Professor Hawkins straightened up and nodded as if he had expected the response.

Theo felt emboldened. “If I may be so blunt, why hasn’t something been done about the Mist? I know my father studied it as well, searching for a way to eradicate it. We can’t be the only two. And yet it’s still here, with all the resources and intellect Belhold and other cities possess. Why? What is stopping the Alchemy Society and others from doing something about it?”

Professor Hawkins sighed and spread his fingers along the top of his desk near the open journal. “Because,” he said slowly, “those who do end up dead.” He looked up. “Master Theo, take my advice and let things be. This is the way things are.”

“The way things are?” Theo’s voice rose. “Right now, there is barely any room for the growing population, and it’s not just in Belhold. Food shortages are already starting, and that will lead to riots and violence. As leaders of this world and as scientists, it is our duty to help. If the Mist could be eradicated, we would no longer have to live on the mountaintops or in the sky. There would be room again, room for people to live, room for growing crops, room to spread out. There wouldn’t be a need for any Purges—”

Professor Hawkins flew to his feet. “Enough!” His hand came down hard on the desk with a resounding slap.

Theo took a step back. He’d never seen Professor Hawkins lose his composure before.

“Master Theo, please.” Professor Hawkins looked around the room as if fearing they would be overheard.

Theo frowned. Who would be listening? And why would they care?

The professor’s eyes went back to Theo. “There is nothing you can do. This is the way the world exists now. Do you understand me?”

Theo wanted to say no. In fact, the word was forming on his tongue, but the look on his professor’s face quieted him. “I understand.” He understood all too clearly. No one wanted to talk or do anything about it. And he doubted Professor Hawkins was going to tell him why. “Thank you for taking the time to see me,” he said with a short bow.

“You have a bright future ahead of you, Master Theo. With your family’s prestige and seats of honor both in the House of Lords and Alchemy Society, there is nothing you’ll be lacking for the rest of your life. Both you and your sister. Don’t do anything to jeopardize that. I’d hate to see the life of such a promising young man wasted.”

Theo picked up his journal and closed it. “I won’t waste my life, that I can promise you.” He bowed again and left the professor’s office before Professor Hawkins could say anything more.

Instead of having answers and an ally, he left with more questions and a deeper sense of loneliness. Something was going on. Maybe he should ask his grandfather.

He walked down the long hallway toward his next class. No, not Grandfather. If his grandfather knew Theo was continuing with his father’s work, he would be livid. His only real hope had been Professor Hawkins, but the professor was obviously afraid of something that overrode his usual aspiration for knowledge. Which in itself was puzzling.

Marble floors glimmered under the gaslights, and conversation from classrooms echoed through the corridor.

Theo readjusted his hold on his valise as he headed back to the main university building. Should he stop his inquiries? He didn’t want anything to happen that would forfeit Adora’s chances at a good life. Maybe he should take Professor Hawkins’s advice and let things be.

No, for as long as he could remember, he was always chasing after the truth. Books, knowledge, experiments, and theories. And exploration when his grandfather wasn’t looking.

He craved truth. And if it helped others, even better.

But perhaps he could still keep his word to Professor Hawkins. He wouldn’t jeopardize his life. After all, he couldn’t pursue the truth if he died. But he wouldn’t stop his studies. There had to be a solution to all this, and if others weren’t going to seek answers, then he would.
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Theo spent the month collecting everything he could on the subject. In that short amount of time, the Mist rose another five feet. After recording his observations, he emerged from the Mist and headed for the nearest building. He sat down on the grass, pulled the gas mask from his face, and wiped the sweat that had collected across his forehead.

Nearby, a handful of children played in a patch of dirt, their faces and hands almost the same color as the soil. They hadn’t noticed him yet, but if he stayed any longer, someone was bound to see him. He watched them for a second, his heart constricting inside his chest. The Mist was almost to their doorsteps. If it continued, there would be another Purge. Or their homes would be covered.

He bowed his head. Elaeros, what can I do? Is there more?

Theo put the gas mask away inside his leather bag. If only he had the freedom to do his research in the open, it would give him more time. No hiding, no worries about someone seeing him and getting word back to the Alchemy Society. Or his grandfather. He purposefully wore old, tattered clothing and kept his microscope and journal in a worn leather bag. Yet only bluecoats and divers wore the gas masks, something he needed to access the gauges and study the spores in the Mist.

One of the children looked up at him.

Time to go.

Theo struggled to his feet, pulled the collar of his coat up around his ears, and headed off. His zipper was waiting at a landing platform over a mile away, which meant a long climb through the slums. The sky overhead was a shade lighter than the Mist behind him. One raindrop fell across his cheek, then another. Moments later, a downpour began.

He shoved his valise into his coat and pulled the fabric close around the notes and equipment. Within a minute, the dirt road became a slick, muddy trail with the muck clinging to his boots and making its way up his trousers and overcoat. He slowed so as not to risk slipping on the street. His nose grew cold, and his fingers numb in the chilly rain. The houses around him appeared even drearier in the downpour, and for a moment, he wondered just how waterproof they could possibly be when he could see gaps between the boards with his own eyes.

Would anyone care when the Mist rose and covered these slums? Probably not. It would certainly save them the trouble of a Purge.

He finally reached the zipper, pulled back the canvas covering, and placed his leather valise in the back before climbing into the front. He would need to have the vehicle wiped down when he arrived at the manse.

The key turned with a click, and the motor started, sending the wings on either side whizzing. Theo lowered the goggles over his face and eased up on the clutch. The zipper lifted up from the platform, and he steered it north toward the top of Belhold.

The rain had lightened to dewy rivulets along his windshield. Ten minutes later, the small sky island—home of the Winchester manse—appeared, hovering above the city of Belhold.

As he approached, he brought the zipper around to the west side where a platform stood.

Arthur came running from the garage with a rag in hand. “Master Theo.”

“Arthur, perfect timing. I need the zipper wiped down and covered.”

“Yes, sir,” the older man replied. His mustache twitched at the sight of the mud splotches across Theo’s coat and boots, but he didn’t say a word. He was one of the few allies Theo had in the Winchester household, and for that, he was grateful.

Theo grabbed his valise from the backseat and started for the manse. A heaviness hung over him. He had enough evidence to prove without a doubt that the Mist was rising and it was time to tell others. But who would listen? Maybe he should go to the Alchemy Society himself.

Theo pushed open the door and stopped in the foyer. He would need to remove his muddy garments before Hannah caught him.

He’d taken off the boots when there was a harsh cough from the drawing room. He knew that sound. It had been a constant companion of his ever since he was a child. The disapproval of his grandfather.

“Theo.”

Theo spotted his grandfather sitting in one of the recently upholstered chairs inside the study, legs crossed, hands folded. A single gas lamp had been lit, casting most of the room in the dreary shadows of an afternoon rain.

Theo’s mouth pursed. This was one discussion he did not want to have.

He slowly pulled off his coat.

His earliest memories of his grandfather were in their private laboratory, his grandfather’s hair pulled back, a special set of spectacles with three different lenses secured by leather straps, a white button-up shirt, and a leather apron and gloves. His grandfather specialized in alchemy, the turning of one substance into another by means of chemical processes. He also concentrated on inventions as well as experimentation. His grandfather always had one project or another brewing inside the laboratory while Theo’s father and mother would be at the workstation on the other end, creating a variety of new mechanisms and machinery.

But when his parents died, it was like they took his grandfather’s heart and soul with them, leaving behind only the cold husk of a once-vibrant man.

Crispin Winchester was a stately man, with long white hair, a full white beard that covered his face and jaw, and a set of silver spectacles perched on an aristocratic nose. Dark brown eyes peered over the eyewear at Theo as he entered. “Where have you been?”

“I was out.”

The eyes glared. “I know. Where?”

“I went to the dead zone.”

“After I specifically told you to stay away from the Mist?” His voice was hard.

Theo’s bubble of frustration burst. “No one else is doing anything about it! I think we have the power and means to find an answer, and yet you and all of the rest of the Families do nothing except Purge when the population grows too big to manage, or when we need more room for crops, or for a bigger house—”

“Enough!” His grandfather shot to his feet. Even in his old age, his grandfather was still an imposing figure. “I told you knowledge can be deadly, but you still go right in, head first, just like your father!”

“At least my father was doing something!” Theo retorted.

“And look where that got him!”

Theo started. “Are you saying the zipper accident was no accident?”

His grandfather’s nostrils flared. “I’m saying those who look into the Mist die young.”

Theo started at the familiar words.

A long finger pointed at him. “So you will stay away from the dead zone. If you don’t, not only will I remove your name from my will, I will ban you from our manse, including our lab.”

Theo took a step back in shock. Was his grandfather really threatening to disown him? “Please, Grandfather, listen. I found something. Something important, something you need to hear—”

“That is enough, Theo—!” His grandfather bent over with a cry, clutching his chest.

“Grandfather?”

The older man fell to the floor, struggling for breath.

Theo dropped to his knees and placed a hand on his grandfather’s arm. “Hannah! Arthur!” he shouted. “Somebody! I need help!”

Aunt Maude came around the corner, the severe look on her face matching her usual dark and severe clothing. “Theo, what is all this racket—?” She gasped. “Father?” She quickly moved to them. “Father!” Her eyes darted to Theo. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. We were talking.” Theo swallowed. “And then he collapsed.”

A tear trickled down her lined cheek, then her face turned rigid again. “I’m going to get the doctor. You stay here.”

Theo took hold of his grandfather’s hand, dismayed at how cold it was. The intense eyes were closed, cold sweat covered pale skin, and his breath came in short, labored spurts.

He tightened his grip on his grandfather’s hand. “Hold on, Grandfather. Help is coming.”
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Theo paced the hallway outside his grand-father’s room while Aunt Maude ran errands for the doctor. Adora had not yet arrived home and wasn’t due back from her trip to Decadenn for at least another day. Darkness was creeping across the window at the end of the hall when Hannah came upstairs to turn on the hallway gas lamps. She glanced at Theo from beneath her frilly white cap with a grave expression on her face before turning and heading back down the hallway.

Hannah had served the Winchester family for as long as he could remember, always bustling about the manse, keeping things neat and orderly. Even now she straightened a painting before heading down the stairs, maintaining a semblance of normalcy, despite the deathly mood hanging heavy in the atmosphere.

Dr. Turner emerged from the room, his black bag in one hand, his hat in another.

“How is he?” Theo asked, although he was afraid he knew.

The doctor’s face was solemn. “I’m deeply sorry. It would appear Master Winchester is in heart failure. I gave him a dose of Nizocin to help with the pain, but that is all I can do. Death will come, and it will come slowly over the next couple of days.”

Theo let out a shaky breath. “I see. Thank you, Dr. Turner.”

“I left an extra vial of Nizocin on his night table. You can give him a spoonful every couple of hours to help. I wish I could have done more, but once the heart reaches this condition, there is very little that can be done.”

“I know.” The doctor looked at him, and Theo quickly added, “I’ve read a little about heart failure.”

Dr. Turner gave him a sad smile. “That doesn’t surprise me. You’ve always been interested in a variety of things. So you have an idea what the next couple days will be like.”

“Yes.”

Dr. Turner placed his hat on. “Master Winchester is currently asleep. I’d let him sleep for as long as he is able.”

“Of course.” Theo bowed. “Arthur will see to your payment and will fly you back down to Belhold.”

“Thank you, Master Theo.”

Dr. Turner headed down the hall. Theo watched him for a moment, then turned to the door that led into his grandfather’s room. Heart failure. Even the greatest of alchemists succumbed to the ways of death. Now it was his grandfather’s turn.

Theo felt numb. His relationship with his grandfather had always been a rocky one. But soon that would be coming to an end. He felt neither sorrow nor relief. He knew he would do what he always did when he couldn’t unravel knotted relationships in his life: he would throw himself into his work.
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The next day Theo poured over his notes and searched the Winchester private library for any books he had yet to read to take his mind off his grandfather’s impending death. But the pages could not hold his attention, and instead he would find himself staring out the window at the cold grey whisps floating past and the rain tapping gently against the glass. Each time he went to visit his grandfather, he would find him sleeping, with his Aunt Maude sitting by the bed, like a stone sentinel. He wondered what his aunt was thinking. Was she grieving, or did she see her father’s passing as another chapter closing in her long and dreary life?

Theo was finishing up a letter to the university explaining his absence and choice to delay his schooling, when there was a knock at the door to the study. His stomach tightened. He knew why he was being summoned. It was time.

He folded the letter, securing it with twine, and opened the door to find Arthur waiting. “Master Winchester is asking for you.”

Theo nodded, then handed him the note. “Could you make sure this is delivered?”

“Of course, sir.”

At his grandfather’s door, he gave a gentle knock. It was opened a few moments later by Aunt Maude. Her grey hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and a trace of red rimmed her eyes.

She greeted Theo tersely. “Father woke up minutes ago and has been asking for you. I will leave you two alone.”

Theo stepped back to allow his aunt to exit the room, then entered it himself. The room was dark, save for a single gas lamp near the bed. The velvet curtains were drawn back, and his grandfather lay with pillows propped up behind him and a thick blanket over his body. His eyes were closed and, for a moment, Theo wondered if he had fallen back to sleep before the voice spoke.

“Theo, is that you?”

“Yes, Grandfather.” Theo closed the door behind him and took a seat in the chair Aunt Maude had occupied for the last day and a half.

Grandfather slowly opened his eyes and stared up at the canopy above him, drawing in each breath slowly.

He finally turned glazed eyes on Theo. “Theo.”

“Yes, I’m here, Grandfather.”

“Theo.” The old man’s voice was unsteady. “I don’t have much time left. I can feel the last few grains of sand within the hourglass of my life slipping away. I regret it took this long for me to tell you what I’m going to say—” He broke into a fit of coughing.

Theo reached over for the glass of water on the night table and held it toward his grandfather. His grandfather took a sip, then sunk back down into the pile of pillows.

Theo placed the glass back and waited.

“We’re both stubborn. I’ve been too stubborn to tell you. And you’re too stubborn to give up on anything you set your mind to. You’ve always been a curious young man. Asking questions, probing for the truth.” There was a huff. “I never liked that about you. I never liked it because I was afraid someday you might uncover an old family secret.”

Theo blinked. “Family secret?”

“Yes. What I’m going to tell you my father told me. And his father before him.” He glanced at Theo. “Maybe at last a Winchester will finally have the courage to do the right thing. You’re father had that courage. If only I had told him…” Another cough, but not as strong.

Theo waited.

His grandfather took a breath as his fingers twitched against the white linen sheet. “In order to end the war two hundred years ago, the Alchemy Society decided to create biological gas that would render the forces of Benerath unconscious. The goal was to end the war without bloodshed and name Aeragarde the victor. It was a noble goal that ended tragically. Instead of placing people in a comatose state, the gas ended up killing those who inhaled it, and then the spores used the bodies as hosts.”

“The Turned.”

“Yes,” the raspy voice continued. “As we know now, the gas was never really a true gas, but a spore called Bioformin. The society thought they could control it, but it was more lethal than anyone realized. Instead of a reaction to the spores that was supposed to cause those exposed to become comatose, the spores germinated inside the human body, killing those infected. The spore gas expanded at an alarming rate, spreading destruction amongst both countries until nothing remained but valleys full of ruin and a Mist full of walking terrors. No more countries remained. No more Benerath, no more Aeragarde, or any of the lesser countries. Just survivors of the Plague Wars.” His grandfather closed his eyes for a moment.

Theo watched him with concern. “I know this, Grandfather. You need to rest. Is there something different you want to tell me?”

The ailing man turned his head and gazed at Theo. “We’ve always possessed the source of a cure.”

Theo bolted upright. “What?”

His grandfather coughed again. When the spasms settled, he gazed unseeingly up at the canopy. “My great-great-great grandfather, Byron Winchester, was the creator of Bioformin. The plan was to use the gas to capture the armies of Benerath. After the soldiers were captured and confined, they would be treated. Instead, the Bioformin spread, and he became a Turned, along with almost everyone else in the city of Voxhollow. However his wife and son, my great-great grandfather, escaped.”

“How?”

“They were in the mountains when the plague was released, away from the battle. Shortly after the world fell, the House of Lords was established to govern the remains of humanity now living on the mountaintops and sky islands. As part of the Winchester House, my great-great grandfather Edwin was selected to be part of the House of Lords. He knew his father had left some information regarding the potential for a cure behind, but the Winchester family feared for their status along with the other four Families. So did his son, and his son, and so on.”

Theo sat back in his chair, stunned. “So all this time, our family could have done something about the Mist?” he asked incredulously.

“Perhaps,” his grandfather said weakly. “On his deathbed, my own father conferred the knowledge of this cure. I thought maybe I would something about it.” He took a weary breath. “But then I wondered if there was truly a cure or if I would simply be unleashing a mutation, a new plague, after so much time. Years went by. We had money and power. So did the other houses. When they discovered what I knew, they urged caution.” Another coughing spasm. “Why change when we had everything protected and controlled?”

Theo could almost feel the guilt of his grandfather hanging in the air, while anger and confusion waged war inside his own chest. He was appalled.

“Your father was different,” his grandfather said at last, breaking stifling silence. “He was like you. He wanted to know the truth. I believe he would have done something if he hadn’t died so young.” His grandfather’s eyes watered. “Obviously his death didn’t teach me anything. At least not until now.”

He turned his head to Theo. “I know the location of this source. It’s in our family’s old estate in Voxhollow, in basement of our ancestor’s house. It’s been there two hundred years, waiting to be retrieved.” His grandfather’s eyes closed again.

Two hundred years. Theo felt sick. All those Purges.

His grandfather was right. He didn’t understand any of this. From the moment he could lift a beaker and light a burner, he had sought answers with his father, then alone, to find any hope in overcoming the deadly Mist.

His grandfather coughed again, each intake of breath rattling his whole body.

Theo hesitated, then reached over and took his grandfather’s bony hand. That seemed to calm the older man down. But inside, he raged at his grandfather, at his predecessors, at the other Houses that enforced hiding the potential cure.

“You are angry, aren’t you, Theo?”

“Yes.” There was no hesitation.

“Then don’t be like me,” the old man urged with a whisper. “Don’t wait until you’re where I’m at now, on death’s door. When I go, you will be head of the Winchester family. Use our name and resources to make things right. Redeem us, Theo, before it’s too late.”

An enormous weight settled across Theo, his mind a torrent of thoughts and emotions. He stared blankly at his grandfather. Even though he now knew where to search for the cure, it wasn’t as if he could just take a zipper down to Belhold and instantly get information.

To start with, he didn’t even know where Voxhollow was. The world had changed since the Mist appeared. He would need to find maps of the world before the spores existed. Then there was transportation. Finding someone who could go down to the surface. He would have to hire a diver.

I have no idea where to start looking for all of this.

There was a soft knock at the door. Theo let go of his grandfather’s hand. Had the air grown colder, or was it just him? He crossed the room and found Adora standing in the hallway.

She peeked cautiously over his shoulder, then back at him. “Is he . . . is he . . . gone?” she whispered.

“No. Not yet.”

Her face crinkled. “I was afraid I wouldn’t get here in time.”

It was then Theo noted Adora was still in her travel garb, her cloak still over her shoulders and her hair still stuffed under a simple black hat.

“Adora?” a weakened voice said from the bed.

Adora squeezed by Theo. “I’m here, Grandfather.”

Theo watched Adora take a seat in the chair he had vacated. He knew his grandfather would not reveal to her what he’d told Theo. It was son to son to son . . .

It was his secret to carry now. But unlike his ancestors, he was going to act. It was like his whole life had been leading to this moment, from his father’s careful instruction and direction, to his scientific pursuits, to now knowing there was a way to possibly disperse the Mist permanently.

He just had to get to Voxhollow.
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Death came the next morning. The curtains were drawn and mirrors were covered. The clock in the hallway was paused at the hour of death just as the undertaker arrived. In times past, his grandfather would have been buried in a family mausoleum, but land was a luxury that not even the richest could afford. Instead his body would be burned at the crematorium and ashes scattered from a sky island over the Mist.

And once that was done, Theo would start his journey to find Voxhollow and the ancient Winchester estate.

Theo stood beside Aunt Maude and Adora as his grandfather was carried out of the manse feet first and placed in a zipper specially equipped for the transportation of the dead. Both women were dressed in black from head to boot, including black veils that covered their faces. Theo wore his best black suit and top hat. It was an overcast day, spreading fog over their tiny sky island home with a cold, misty breeze.

Aunt Maude sniffled, and Adora wiped her eyes with a black handkerchief. Others would meet them tomorrow at the place called Grave Island, a desolate sky island made of rock and coarse grass that had settled in the sky just beyond the Belhold border. A fitting place to spread the ashes of the dead.

Theo watched as his grandfather was placed inside the black zipper. There were no tears, no sundering of his soul. Instead, he stood stoically next to his aunt and sister with his hands folded in front of him. Maybe he would feel something later, but the last words of his grandfather still burned inside his heart, a fire that kept any grief at bay.

The rest of the day was spent at the manse, sending notes of his grandfather’s passing to the Five Families and the Alchemy Society. That afternoon visitors started to arrive to share their condolences. Theo stood stiffly beside his sister and aunt inside the drawing room—the same room where just days before he had gotten into the altercation with his grandfather—and greeted those who came, including the powerful families that lived in Belhold.

Salomon Staggs came, his chestnut hair and mustache perfectly groomed. He was dressed in the latest Belhold fashion. He clapped a hand on Theo’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about the passing of Crispin Winchester. Your grandfather was a tower amongst men, and his advances in science will be remembered. I hope you will continue his legacy.”

Theo stared back into Salomon’s brown eyes. Did he know about the Winchester secret? Of course he did. Grandfather said all the great Families knew. “I will,” Theo said shortly. Little did the head of the Staggs family know that the legacy he would uphold was the one his grandfather had handed to him last night.

Salomon moved on to talk to Aunt Maude, and his son William took his place. He was the spitting image of his father, with curly chestnut hair and boyishly handsome looks. He appeared somber, but Theo could see a hint of boredom in his eyes, until his gaze darted toward Adora.

“Thank you for coming, William.”

William glanced briefly at him. “Of course, Theodore. Sorry about your grandfather.”

Then he bypassed his father and stood in front of Adora. Theo couldn’t hear their exchange, but his blood boiled when William took his sister’s hand and kissed her knuckles. At least she had the good sense to pull her hand back without a hint of the usual blush that graced other ladies’ faces at William’s seductions.

Theo hid his smile. His sister might enjoy fashion and parties, but she also had a keen mind and little patience for men like William.

The brief distraction disappeared into gloom as the Staggs family moved on and another family took their place. By evening, Theo felt a strong need to wash his hands and disappear into his room or lab. He still felt numb over his grandfather’s death but could see the grief swallowing his aunt and sister, despite the silent tears they tried to hide all afternoon.

At dinner the three Winchesters sat around the table in silence, barely touching the soup sitting before them. Another storm crashed down, slamming the windows with heavy rain and wind.

“May I be excused?” Adora finally spoke, glancing at Aunt Maude, then Theo, as if not sure whom she should be addressing. It hit Theo: he was now master of the house.

“Yes, of course, Adora,” Theo told her as he placed his linen napkin down. “In fact, I’m finished as well.”

Adora gave Aunt Maude a kiss on the cheek, then left.

“Good night, Aunt Maude,” Theo said as he came around the table.

“Good night,” came the gruff response.

He wasn’t an affectionate sort of man, but he placed a light hand on her shoulder, then he, too, left the room. Surely Aunt Maude knew he would take care of her. That’s what families did, although he’d heard stories of spinster aunts and sisters being thrust into the background of family and society, left to live alone.

Theo went down to the basement where his family’s lab was located. The gas lamps lit with a soft whoosh as Theo flipped the switch beside the stairs. He stood at the foot of the steps for a moment.

The lab had been built by his great grandfather, a place where the Winchesters could work on private projects. The room itself took up the entire floor, with tables covered in instruments, beakers, and burners. Books lined the bookcases set along the stone wall. Everything inside the room reminded him of his father and grandfather. There was even a beaker filled with clear liquid and notes beside it where his grandfather had been testing some chemical before his death.

He slowly entered the lab, his heart heavy.

The heaviness inside him ignited into anger. Theo’s jaw tensed as he looked over the room again, the place where his family had advanced so much science, yet never lifted a finger to try to help those affected by the Mist.

Entrapped by the lure of power.

Power. The Winchesters were drunk on it. Power and wealth.

Living on the luxuries of their circumstances at the expense of mankind.

Rage and deep shame swept over him. He picked up the beaker and threw it at the wall. The glass shattered, and the clear liquid splattered across the stone floor.

Swiping his hand across the table, his grandfather’s notes went flying in a whirlwind of paper. A nearby book was propelled in like manner.

He lurched toward the next table and grabbed another burner, then paused. He stared at the instrument in his hand. This equipment was not cheap nor easy to come by. He slowly lowered the burner back onto the table, the flames inside him ebbing away. He was already regretting the beaker he had thrown against the wall. And the papers and book.

He breathed hard and leaned across the table and closed his eyes.

If only his father had lived, things would have been different.

If Father had lived . . .

Theo opened his eyes and stared across the laboratory. Professor Hawkins’s words came back in a sudden moment of clarity.

Because those who do end up dead.

Was that a warning?

Had the zipper accident been no accident?

Theo’s mind finally put together all the pieces laying before it. The Five Families knew about the secret. Would they have known about his father’s research? If so, would they really go so far as to kill to keep power? The thought of the Purges caused his eyes to blur. Of course they would.

That nuance made him thankful he had only spoken to Professor Hawkins. From this point on, everything he did would have to be done in secret, not only for his only safety, but for Adora’s and Aunt Maude’s as well.

He was on his own.
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Cass’s first dive was a success. They retrieved an old painting from the ruined city of Solace and sold it to a powerful trade family in Decadenn. Weeks later, they searched the Mist on the west side of the floating city and discovered an untouched house with Plague War–period furniture. It took several trips down to excavate the rooms due to a roaming company of Turned, which Cass learned firsthand to incinerate. The shock of shooting lasted only a short time before she didn’t even blink at bringing down the walking corpses in heaps of smoking flesh.

The furniture they hauled up sold for thousands of sterlings each. The crew grinned when Captain Gresley handed out the latest payload, but Cass could detect a tightening around his lips, and she wondered if he was thinking about his brother’s debt. Her cheeks burned. That was information she shouldn’t know about.

Weeks turned into months, each dive bringing with it both danger and profitable loads. There didn’t seem to be a dive the crew of the Daedalus couldn’t handle, and the news spread across the skies, bringing in even more jobs. Then her name began to be connected with the others on the ship. It was said she had a knack for finding even the hardest treasure, and there wasn’t anything she was afraid of.

“I heard Cass took on three Turned all by herself,” Jeremiah said in a staged whisper during dinner that night.

That wasn’t true. She only shot one, but its flames spread to two other Turned. Bert shot more than she did. So did Lucas, one of the other divers.

Bert crossed his arms on the other side of the table and turned his head away, a dark look on his face. Cass wished Jeremiah would shut up.

The following day, Bert was distant and cold as they planned out their next dive.

“You know Jeremiah was just exaggerating like he always does,” Cass said, hoping to ease the tension.

“What do you mean?” Bert asked, looking up from the map spread out across the table in the galley. Lucas focused on the map, but Cass could tell he was listening in.

“You know, about the last dive we took, and about me supposedly shooting three Turned.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Right now, we have more important things to discuss than last night’s gossip.”

Cass was taken aback by his response.

Fine. If it was work Bert wanted her to focus on, she could do that.

Before Bert could continue, Captain Gresley walked in with a note in hand. “Change of plans. I just received a bulletin from a passing aeroship for a job that will cover our expenses for at least half a year.”

Bert’s eyes went wide. “Half a year?”

“Yes. A job from the House of Lords.”

At the mention of the House of Lords, Cass stiffened. She hadn’t forgotten how they treated those along the borders, the Purges, and the slums they provided, housing not even fit for a rat. She never wanted anything to do with any of those Families, but she also knew that the Daedalus had no allegiances, except to the crew and the ship. If the job paid that much, it was worth exploring.

“What do they want?” Bert asked. Lucas leaned forward, also eager to hear what the job entailed.

“They want us to retrieve a small box from an old pre-plague village called Magmire.”

All three shook their heads. “Never heard of it,” Bert said.

“Neither have I. Apparently it’s at the base of the western mountains.”

“That’s a long journey from here,” the head diver observed. “And there are large crowds of Turned along the western mountains.”

“I know.” Captain Gresley placed the note down. “But they’re willing to pay fifty thousand sterlings for the job.”

“Fifty thousand!” Lucas exclaimed. Bert stared down at the small piece of paper, dumbfounded. Cass felt stunned herself. That—that was a lot of money.

“So,” Captain Gresley looked around the group. “Is the risk worth it?”

Lucas laughed. “I’d say so.”

Bert tugged on his chin. “I think we can handle it.”

Captain Gresley glanced at Cass. “Cass?”

Knowing what she knew, she had a feeling this job meant even more to the captain. An amount like that had to be able to cover whatever debt his brother had incurred. “Yes, I think it’s worth trying.”

Captain Gresley straightened up. “Then I’ll send word back, and we’ll start flying westward today.”

[image: * * *]

It took four weeks to reach the western mountains and another couple of days to reach where Magmire lay below the Mist. The mountain range was tall and steep, with sharp sides and rocky cliffs, leaving very little room above the Mist for crops or people. The Daedalus came to rest at the only port near Magmire, a tiny village called Duskward.

Cass stood by the railing as the sun began to set ahead, sending orange and red streaks across the sky above the mountain peaks. The town of Duskward barely clung to the rocky cliff on which it was built. There was nothing green, not even a tree, for miles. And there were no roads through it, only rickety platforms that connected the buildings together.

“Not much of a place, eh?” Jeremiah said as he came to stand beside Cass.

“I’m wondering how they even built it,” she remarked.

“Ropes and pulleys.”

“But why? It seems like it would be a lot of work to build a whole town on the sheer side of a mountain.”

“I heard Duskward is one of the oldest towns above the Mist. It was probably built by those who escaped its rising but still wanted to live in the area they used to call home.”

Cass glanced down. The greenish-grey Mist looked dark and foreboding. She tried to imagine what the place looked like before the Mist, with valleys full of farms and villages, sprawling cities and forests, and the people who lived there. People, who when the Plague Wars peaked and the weapon that eventually created the Turned was released, fled up the mountains but refused to leave their land.

It was a concept she didn’t understand. Then again, she had moved her entire life. And only recently had she found something she would consider home.

After the Daedalus docked, the crew went into Duskward. Cass gripped the railing along the walkways, every few minutes wishing she had her glider with her just in case the railings gave way. How could people live like this?

But live they did. As the crew passed the narrow wooden homes, doors would open, and people stared curiously at the newcomers. Candles were lit in the windows, and curtains were drawn back. There were no gas lamps, no steam-powered technology, or even the new “electricity.” Just an old town gripping the side of the mountain, trying to eke out a living next to the deadly Mist.

At the end of the walkway stood a two-story, narrow building with a faded sign along the top: Sam’s Mercantile. Captain Gresley and Bert went in to see if the merchant would be interested in purchasing supplies from the Daedalus, while the other crewmembers sauntered around the rest of the town. Cass stayed by the mercantile and stared up at the sky. The sun had set behind the ridge, leaving behind a dark rainbow of colors while the stars came out one by one. She could see why the town was named Duskward—the sky looked amazing overhead.

A half hour later, Captain Gresley and Bert emerged. Cass followed them back to the ship. The others slowly returned. There wasn’t anything of interest in the shantytown, not even a pub.

Lights were lit along the deck instead, and Jeremiah brought up a keg to celebrate the expedition in the morning. Of course, the only ones going down into the Mist would be the diving team, so most of the crew could take it easy. Someone brought out a mandolin and began to play a lively tune. There was laughing, loud chatter, and a few jigs were danced across the deck.

Cass stood by the railing and watched the frivolity. Captain Gresley joined her, a wide grin across his face. After all these months being part of the crew, the captain’s size still intimidated her, but she knew now that he was a gentle giant who cared for those under his command.

He was kind of like a father.

Cass blinked at the thought, surprised by the sudden warmth of emotion. She barely remembered her own father now, just hazy images and his short stature. She missed him, and her mother, but the years had faded them to the back of her mind. Now she had a home again, and a family. She smiled. If only they could see her now.

“What’s that smile for?” Captain Gresley asked.

“Just thinking,” Cass replied.

“About?”

Cass paused, then decided it was time to open up a little bit. “Remembering my parents.”

“Oh?” Captain Gresley said simply. Cass could sense him waiting.

“We moved a lot, always trying to stay one step ahead of the Purges, always looking for work. Everything we owned we carried on our backs. But we always had each other. This is the one thing I remember.”

“So what happened? If you don’t mind the telling,” he added.

Cass leaned across the railing. “The Purges finally caught up with us. My parents hid me, then they gave themselves over so that our flat would not be searched right away. I escaped later.”

“How old were you?”

“Fourteen. Old enough to take care of myself.”

Captain Gresley shook his head. “I can’t imagine what your life was like as a fourteen-year-old girl on the streets.”

Cass stared at the view below. “I already knew how to survive from my family’s previous moves. And Belhold doesn’t have many roving gangs, not like some of the other cities. As long as I remained invisible, no one noticed me.”

“And you lived like this until you came on the Daedalus?”

“Yes.”

On the deck nearby, the sailors began to sing an old folk song with Jeremiah leading the tune.

“Well, Cass.” Captain Gresley’s voice was gentle but firm as she looked up at him. “I’m glad you’re here with us. It’s always been my goal to provide a home for those who have none, give them some skills, then set them loose. It’s what my mother modeled for me.”

“Is your mother still alive?” Cass already knew the answer but was curious for his response. Maybe she would discover more about his family.

“No. She passed away ten years ago, leaving behind me and my brother.”

“So, you have a brother?”

Captain Gresley scratched the back of his neck, an awkward look on his face. “I don’t talk about him much. We parted ways after Mother died. He’s three years older and lives in Decadenn. We still run the diving business together. I fly the Daedalus, and he takes care of business on land.”

So the argument she overheard, and the debt incurred, did indeed affect more than just his brother.

Captain Gresley turned and looked over the railing. The light from the ship barely bounced off the Mist below, and the sky above was filled with the twinkling of a thousand stars. Beside him, Cass stared up at the night sky.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Captain Gresley said. Cass nodded silently. “Every time it feels like the world is out of control, all I have to do is look up, and I remember there is an order to everything. There is someone bigger than my problems, bigger than the Mist, bigger than anything that can happen in this world. And because of that, I can breathe a sigh of relief.”

Cass glanced at the captain. What was he talking about? The look on his face—his soft smile as he gazed up at the sky—quieted the question inside her. For one fleeting moment, she wondered if she could ever experience the peace that seemed to fill him.

A moment later, she spotted Jeremiah dashing across the deck as another song started on the mandolin. He came to a stop before her and grinned. “Come on, Cass, you’ve been standing here all night. Time to dance.” He grabbed her hand.

“What?” she exclaimed. “But I don’t know how to dance!”

“It’s easy! I’ll show you.”

Captain Gresley let out a full-bellied laugh. “Go on, Cass. Enjoy yourself.”

Jeremiah pulled her to the middle of the deck amongst the rest of the crew. His dancing consisted of twirling around the deck and spinning Cass alongside him. Her apprehension gave way to laughter, and her curls swished around her head as she spun along the deck to the sound of music and gaiety. By the end of the night, her face was flushed, and her cheeks hurt from smiling.

“Night, Cass,” Jeremiah called out and waved.

“Night, Cass,” a few more sailors shouted.

Cass grinned happily. “Good night, everyone.”

She entered the tiny cabin and shut the door, then leaned against it. The airship swayed slightly with the wind, the gentle rocking motion she had grown accustomed to over the last few months.

Yes, this was her family now. The Daedalus was her home.
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The next morning the Mist was thicker than ever as Cass landed near the village of Magmire. The flight down had been uneventful, but there was an ominous feeling that she couldn’t shake. She wasn’t sure if that was because of the dense Mist or the deathly silence that seemed to hang heavy over the forest just outside the village. She could barely see outlines of buildings in the hazy fog.

Nearby, Bert, Lucas, Oliver, and Captain Gresley put away their gliders.

“Be on alert,” Bert said through his gas mask as he pulled out his revolver. “There is rumor of a high concentration of Turned in this area.”

Cass patted the revolver at her side. There were six bullets ready, and she had another six in the pouch attached to a loop on her belt.

“So where do we start?” Lucas asked.

“The message said the box is in the old Staggs estate on the northern side. So we will be looking for a large, expensive house.”

“I wonder why they’re paying so much for a box,” Oliver murmured. Cass wondered the same thing.

Lucas shrugged and led the way into Magmire.

Unlike Salbum, the town where her first dive occurred, Magmire was small, with only a patch of ground and a great tree for the village square. There were a few shops, one apothecary, and rows and rows of narrow, two-story houses in a variety of colors, all faded now.

“Is this where the residents of Duskward came from?” Cass asked.

“I believe so,” Captain Gresley replied. “Or at least some of them. Others traveled from other villages across the base of the western mountains to escape the Plague Wars.”

The group became quiet again as they looked around the town.

“This place looks virtually untouched,” Bert said a few minutes later. “I wonder why.”

“Perhaps all the rumored Turned?” Cass said.

“And where exactly are they?”

Cass had no response, but the dread inside her increased tenfold. This place seemed different than all the others they had visited. But why? The Mist, although thicker, was the same. It was always quiet during a dive, save for a few small animals. So why did this one feel different—?

“Watch out!”

A shot rang out as Cass spun around. Captain Gresley already had his revolver in hand and set on something emerging from the corner of the apothecary. Fire erupted in the shadows as a Turned staggered out of the alley and fell to the ground in a smoking heap.

More shadows began to move from behind the narrow houses. Bert swore. “Great, a whole company of Turned.”

Drawn to their source of prey, six more had appeared in the small village square while more seemed to be following.

The five divers grouped up in a circle with their backs toward each other. Cass concentrated on the homes in front of her with her revolver ready. As soon as one stepped away from the building, she fired. Soon the air began to fill with smoke and the smell of burnt bodies and hair. Cass coughed inside her mask.

“Captain, any ideas?” Lucas called out next to Cass as he took down a Turned.

“Yes!” came the quick reply. “On my call, we make for the yellow house in front of us. Bert, be ready if we need to kick the door in.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Ready . . . go!”

Cass turned right and ran with the others toward the narrow light-yellow house. Bert beat them to it, checked the handle, then stepped back and gave the door a hard kick. A splinter appeared. He kicked again as the other four gathered around, and Lucas shot an approaching Turned.

Something about the Turned struck her in those long seconds. They looked like other Turned, with decaying bodies, exposed bone, and one was even missing an eye. But it was their clothing that puzzled her. Tattered, worn, but not the present fashion.

The door burst open. Bert pushed in, the others close behind.

“Up the stairs, go!” He motioned toward the staircase ahead. Cass barely registered the old floral wallpaper, or the creaks from the stairs, as she hurried to the second floor.

At the top, she glanced over the railing to see Captain Gresley and Bert barricading the broken door with a dining room table they must have found in the room next door. They disappeared, then emerged with a china cabinet. Their grunts and heavy breathing filled the foyer. Nearby, Lucas and Oliver were searching the rooms along the second floor.

“There,” Cass heard Captain Gresley say below as he wiped his face. “That should keep them out for a while.”

“Just before we placed the table, I saw at least twenty of them coming this way,” Bert said.

Twenty? A whooshing sensation rushed up Cass’s body, leaving a cold tingle behind. How could there be so many? Where did they come from?

“Did you catch sight of what they are wearing?” Captain Gresley asked.

“I did.”

Oliver exited out of one of the rooms. “Found this,” he said, holding up a wooden paddle of some sort. “Should come in handy if we run out of bullets.”

Lucas came from another room. “I found something better.” He held up a necklace with dozens of tiny white orbs strung together. “A pearl necklace.”

“Anything else?” Oliver looked around.

“No, just the pearls. From the look of the furniture, the family had a couple nice possessions, but they weren’t rich. Probably their only expensive piece of jewelry.”

Captain Gresley and Bert came up the stairs. Down below, there was a banging on the barricade.

“All right,” the captain said, looking at the divers crowded on the landing. “We need a plan.”

“There should be an updraft near the base of the mountain.” Bert pointed toward the window at the end of the hallway. “That way, past the village square.”

“What about the mansion we’re looking for?” Cass asked.

Captain Gresley lifted his chin in thought. “The mansion is to the north, just outside Magmire. Hopefully near the mountain base.”

Oliver folded his arms, the paddle hanging from one hand. “Too bad the Mist is so thick, or else we might be able to see the house from here.”

“Why is that?” Cass asked.

He shrugged.

The ensuing silence was broken seconds later by the scratching, then a banging on the barricade below. That reminded Cass of something. “Did you notice the clothes?”

Bert and Captain Gresley glanced at each other. “Yeah, we did,” Bert said. “Not from our time period.”

Lucas’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

“I mean the clothes are from the Plague Wars.”

“The Plague Wars? How is that possible? Any Turned from that time should already be decomposed.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Another shiver went down Cass’s back.

Oliver looked around the group. “So are you saying these aren’t normal Turned?”

Captain Gresley’s face hardened. “I’m not sure.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we need to get out of here. Bert, see if there is a balcony in the back of this house or a window we can use. Lucas, find any linen we can tie together for a rope. Oliver and Cass, watch the barricade from the top of these stairs. I’m going to go into one of the rooms facing north and see if I can find a way through Magmire. If possible, I still want to find that mansion and retrieve the box. With the house on the northern side and the mountain base to the west, I think we can still fulfill our mission and get out of here.”

“Yes, Captain,” all four said in unison, and each diver swiftly moved. Oliver took the right side of the staircase while Cass took the left. Both came to a silent halt as scuffles and pounding filled the air at the bottom of the staircase.

With each strike, Cass’s heart leapt into her throat. She swallowed and kept her hands around the revolver. “Do you think they can break in?”

“I’m not sure, but it seems we aren’t dealing with ordinary Turned.” Even as Oliver said that, the china cabinet and table began to move. “Gales,” he said under his breath. He brought his revolver up. “Ready?”

Cass already had hers out. “Ready.”

Seconds later, the door burst open, sending the china cabinet sliding across the wood floor, followed by the table. A Turned shambled in. He must have been a large man in his previous life because his head brushed the doorway as he entered. His tunic hung in shreds across his broad chest, exposing the bones of his ribcage along with his entrails.

Cass sent the incendiary bullet through the Turned’s chest.

The Turned fell back from the impact as fire spread across his limbs, consuming the tunic and burning through his body.

Oliver followed up with the next one. Fortunately for them, only one Turned could enter at a time, allowing them to alternate shots and pile up bodies. She wanted to stay at the top of the stairs, where at the moment they were safe and in control, but that wouldn’t last. Soon they would be out of bullets.

Lucas appeared with an armful of linen, which he began to knot together. Bert came after him. “There’s a window in the back of the house. It’s not really big, but I think we can all fit through. I’ve already broken the glass and cleared the panes.”

Another Turned went down as Captain Gresley arrived. “The Mist is too thick to see anything, so we are just going to head north out of town. Bert, did you find an exit?”

“Yes, sir. It’s cleared.”

Lucas tied another knot. “Just about have a rope ready to go.”

Captain Gresley nodded. “Great, then let’s follow Bert back. Oliver, you bring up the rear.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The five divers made their way to the room with the broken window. It was a plain room, with a bed, dresser, and a single painting of a vase of flowers on the far wall. A patch of black mold was spreading in one corner, a plague of its own in the empty house.

Lucas and Oliver moved the bed to the window, then Lucas tied the linen rope to the post. “There.” He gave the linen a hard tug. “It should hold us.”

“Lucas, you go first. Make sure you have your revolver ready.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Cass could hear the Turned shuffling downstairs, then the soft creak of the staircase.

“Cass, you’re next.”

Cass scrambled over the windowpane, then maneuvered around and held onto the makeshift rope to repel down to where Lucas was waiting. As she reached the ground, there were shots above her and a flurry of swearing.

Everything inside of her froze. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. The only thing that kept her from collapsing in fear was the desire to survive.

Captain Gresley appeared in the window. He slid down the rope and stood protectively beside Cass.

There was another shot, then Bert began his descent. Two Turned appeared in the window.

“Where’s Oliver?” Lucas demanded.

Bert shook his head, his eyes like steel. “Captain, we need to get moving now. There’s something wrong with these Turned.”

Captain Gresley glanced up at the window, his expression unreadable. He spun around. “This way,” he said, heading along what looked like a back alley toward the edge of the village.

Cass’s throat convulsed inside her mask as she followed the captain. Oliver wasn’t coming with them. Which could only mean one thing . . .

Suddenly she couldn’t breathe. Her hand flew up and gripped her throat. A strong desire to tear off her mask so she could get a mouthful of air almost overwhelmed her. Her vision clouded until all she could see was the captain ahead of her in a silhouette of shadows.

Focus, Cass. Don’t give in.

Cass drew in a deep breath through her mask, and her vision grew clear.

Keep your mind on the here and now. There will be time enough for grief later.
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As they neared the edge of town, a looming mansion appeared just beyond the last two houses, the manse similar to those built on the mountaintops and sky islands of Belhold. An iron fence surrounded the house, with twisting ivy and branches overtaking most of the iron rods. Beyond, the yard was a mess of weeds and overgrown trees. The Mist hovered around the mansion in a heavy fog of greenish grey.

If ever Cass believed in ghosts, she did now. Only spirits and creatures of the night could live in such a dilapidated place.

“This must be the Staggs mansion,” Captain Gresley said through his mask. “Let’s see if there is a way in.”

“Over here,” Bert said, coming to a stop between two brick pillars. “This appears to be the front gate.” He pushed against the iron rods, and their screeching filled the air.

Cass cringed at the sound as she glanced back toward Magmire. No Turned had appeared since they had escaped out the window, but they were coming. And that sound probably only beckoned them closer.

“In, in.” Bert gestured as he pushed the gate fully open.

Captain Gresley and his revolver led the way. Lucas and Cass followed as Bert shoved the gate shut, making sure to latch it. “There’s no lock that I can see,” he said. “So it’s best we make our way into the house before the Turned arrive.”

The others nodded in agreement. On closer inspection, the house appeared as if it were going to fall apart any moment. A couple shutters hung by one nail, and two of the windows were broken. The sun shone like a full moon through the Mist.

Wild rosebushes surrounded the mansion with long, prickly branches. The group approached the stairs, and one branch caught Cass by the arm, leaving a long stinging scratch.

“Careful,” Bert warned. “You don’t want one of those bushes catching on your gas mask.”

He was right. One snag and she could be breathing in the toxic Mist.

The stairs creaked as the party stepped up to the porch. It was darker here, with shadows and dust everywhere.

Captain Gresley pushed the front door open. A metallic groan followed.

“This place is terrifying,” Lucas whispered to Cass as they entered the foyer. “I thought combing through the ruins of Blackthain last year was scary, but this place is worse.”

A grand staircase stood in front of them, with a room on either side and a long, narrow hallway that ran past the staircase.

The captain stopped at the bottom of the grand staircase and looked back. “Split up. Lucas, you stay by the front door and watch the gate for any Turned. Cass, you check out the first floor and search for a way out.” His eyes scanned the visible area. “I’d rather not exit through the front gate. Something toward the mountains would be best. Maybe there is a garden out back. Bert, you check the first floor for the box. I’ll check the second. Remember, it’s a small, lavish wooden box with the Staggs crest on top. Mr. Staggs believed it would be in a study or possibly a bedroom.”

“Yes, Captain.”

What was in the box they were looking for? The captain never said. Then again, perhaps he didn’t know. Jewelry? Important papers? A key? And why hadn’t it been recovered before now?

Cass swallowed again. Was it worth Oliver’s life?

She went all the way to the back of the house and through a doorway into the kitchen. A long wooden table stood in the middle of the room with an old stove against the right wall. Two large windows were built into the brick, letting in pale light, with rows and rows of shelves between. Old crates, bags of flour, and ceramic bowls covered the shelves. To the left, past the window, there was a thick wooden door leading to the outside.

Cass crossed the room. She turned the knob and pushed.

The door refused to budge.

She shoved against it with her shoulder. There was a slight movement. It definitely hadn’t been used in a while.

She pushed again, and the door gave way. Cass stumbled outside and found herself in a small garden. Made sense. The garden would be near the kitchen. Rows of overgrown vegetation filled the space. Beyond the garden were weeds knee high and an old oak tree with thick, gnarled branches.

And beyond that . . . so much space. Fields gave way to a forest, then rounded hills, then the western mountains. Space enough for sprawling trees, gardens, and places to run. So unlike the world above the Mist, where everything was crowded together.

Cass made her way along the rows of plants, toward the field and trees ahead. A deathly quiet hung over the area, matching the gloomy atmosphere. The enclosure around the garden was made of stones and cement with a gate near the middle.

The gate was shut but not locked. However, thick weeds and brambles made it impossible to reach. Cass pulled what plants she could, scratching her hands in the process, until the gate could be opened slightly. It would be tight, but everyone should be able to fit through.

She took in a deep breath, then wiped her sweat away. Still no Turned. Maybe they would actually fulfill this mission.

She headed back toward the house. The sun went behind a cloud high above the Mist. Shadows lengthened, and a chilly wind swept across the garden. Cass shivered as she walked into the kitchen. She crossed the room and headed down the hallway, toward the foyer where Lucas was waiting.

“Find anything?” Lucas asked quietly as Cass joined him, his gaze toward the window and the front of the house.

“Yes,” Cass whispered. “There’s a garden out back, past the kitchen. I shoved the gate open so we can escape. And so far there are no Turned.”

“Well, there’s a couple here.”

Cass followed his gaze out the narrow window by the door. At least five had gathered just outside the front gate. Two men and three women. They moved with erratic, stiff steps, back and forth beside the iron fence.

“How old do you think they are?” Lucas mused.

“Not sure.” From what she knew, a Turned only lasted a few months or at most a few years before the spores could no longer keep the body from decomposing completely. However, these . . .

“Do you think they’re from the Plague Wars?”

Before Cass could answer, Bert arrived along with Captain Gresley. “I think I found it,” Bert announced, holding up a dark wooden container the size of a cigar box. The Staggs family crest—the head of a stag with a crown—was carved along the top and inlaid with gold.

“What’s inside?” Lucas asked.

“I don’t know. Not only does it have a lock, but there seems to be some kind of puzzle mechanism on the side.”

“So you’d need a key, plus know how to solve the puzzle in order to open the box?”

“Yes.” Bert looked at them. “I’ve seen one other like this before, and it sold for thousands of sterlings, not to mention the price of its contents.”

Cass’s eyes went wide. She couldn’t imagine that kind of money.

Captain Gresley brought his hand up. “Time to go,” he declared. “Cass, did you find an exit?”

“Yes,” she gave a quick nod. “There’s a garden out back with a gate.”

“Good, then let’s head out before anything else goes wrong.”

For some reason, the captain’s words felt like an ominous statement. There were more Turned than they had encountered before—not to mention their strangeness—and Oliver was gone.

Cass led the divers toward the back of the house. They passed the kitchen and headed into the garden. The sun had come out again, leaving a trail of pale light through the Mist. Like a moon on a foggy night.

Quietly, one by one, they exited the kitchen and stepped into the garden. Cass made her way through the overgrown vegetation along the path toward the gate ahead. It was still propped open where she had left it.

“Very good, Cass,” Captain Gresley told her as the approached the gate. “It looks like it’s just a field and a patch of woods between us and the mountain slope.”

Bang!

Cass jumped, her heart flying up into her throat.

“What in the gales?” Captain Gresley said as he turned around.

Three Turned rounded the corner of the mansion while another fell into a patch of rosebushes, fire eating away at the corpse.

“They’re coming, Captain!” Bert reloaded the chamber of his revolver. “And there are a lot of them.”

“Go, go, go!” Captain Gresley yelled urgently. “Bert and I will take up the rear.”

Bert dashed over to Cass and thrust the box at her. “I need my hands free,” he said as he spun back around with his revolver and let off another incendiary bullet.

Lucas was already through the gate. Cass followed, feeling the smooth, cold wooden box clutched in her fingers. Two more shots rang out, then Bert and Captain Gresley dashed through the gate.

The four divers ran through the woods, leaping over logs and crashing through bushes and dead branches. One caught Cass by the cheek, leaving a stinging scratch while another almost dislodged the box from her hands.

Bert fired again, then he swore. “If we’re not careful, we could send this entire forest up in flames.”

Would that really matter? Cass wondered as she sucked in another breathful of stale air through her mask. A sharp pain cinched her right side, leaving her gasping. When was the last time she had run this hard?

“They’re coming around,” Lucas yelled and pointed toward a break in the woods.

Cass’s heart hammered in her chest. At least twenty Turned were skirting around the copse of trees. But how was that possible? It was as if they were working together as one to hedge them in.

“Swerve right and go for that break in the trees,” Captain Gresley shouted. “I’ll hold them back.”

Cass almost stopped short. How was she going to deploy her glider while holding the box?

A branch caught her foot, and Cass sprawled forward, brambles scratching up her exposed arms, chest, and face. The box spun, then toppled into the growth.

“Gales,” Cass sputtered. Her whole body tingled with adrenaline as another shot was fired, this time to her left.

She stretched forward but couldn’t quite reach the box. She took a breath, then plunged deeper amongst the branches. Tiny barbs sliced through her skin. Her eyes watered, but she reached forward and down until she touched the edge of the box.

“Cass!” she heard the captain call nearby.

I can’t lose this. That’s why we are here!

With one last plunge, Cass grabbed hold of the wooden treasure and tore away from the bush. Her mask shifted across her face.

No, no, no!

She clutched the box with one hand and shoved the mask back in place. Did any spores get in? How would she know?

She reached the break in the woods a little behind Lucas. She stopped for a moment, panting, with sweat, blood, and dirt covering her face and hair. She needed to quickly secure the box so she could deploy her glider once she reached the hill ahead.

The corset around her waist functioned not only as part of her wardrobe but had a utility belt and loops. If she loosened the belt, she could place the box in there and doubly secure it with the straps from her glider pack.

Behind her, she could hear another gunshot and the captain and Bert crashing through the trees. They yelled something, but she was focused on what she was doing. If she lost the one thing they were sent to retrieve for the Staggs family, the whole trip was for nothing.

It took a moment to loosen the belt and her straps. She sucked in her middle, shoved the box in between the belt and her corset, then brought the crisscross straps from her glider pack over.

As she tightened the last loop, she finally heard what Captain Gresley and Bert were shouting.

“Turned! Turned! Cass, run!”

Cass looked up just as a handful of Turned emerged from the trees, heading straight for her.
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Before Cass could pull her revolver, Captain Gresley leveled a bullet toward the closest Turned, a corpse that had once been a tall, lanky man. The bullet hit the Turned in the shoulder and detonated in a fiery ball, spreading rapidly across the body.

Three more rushed around their burning comrade right for Cass.

She drew her revolver and aimed for the closet Turned, a young woman with stringy blond hair.

Her revolver clicked. Nothing.

What?

Captain Gresley took out the young woman, but the two others continued to rush forward.

“Cass!”

Cass aimed again. Another click. She knew she wasn’t out of bullets—she had checked back at the house. What was going on?

She looked up. She tried to take a step back, but her legs began to shake. She could see their eyes, a greyish haze over what was once brown. The nearest Turned had a tear along his lip, with putrid skin running up his cheek.

He reached out with bony fingers. Turned couldn’t think, couldn’t feel. All they did was consume and devour.

Devour her.

A large blur materialized into her field of vision, and with outstretched arms, tackled the two Turned to the ground.

Captain Gresley straddled the first Turned and punched it. “I’m out of bullets,” he yelled as he swung his leg around and kicked the second Turned away.

“Something’s wrong with my revolver.” Cass gestured in frustration.

“Then get a stick or something!”

Right. She picked up the first thick stick she spotted and ran into the fray. With a powerful swing, she caught the second Turned along the head. Seeing the captain fight brought heat and strength back into her body, but deep in her mind was a little girl cowering in fright.

The Turned stumbled forward. Then, with stiff movement, it turned its head and looked back at Cass. It jerked around and went for her with outstretched hands.

She was ready this time and rounded with a full swing the moment the Turned was in range.

The stick hit the Turned with a sickening crunch.

Then she heard a shout. It was full and clear, and it took a moment to register that there was no muffling of a mask.

Cass spun around. Captain Gresley was on the ground beside the Turned he had been fighting, breathing laboriously.

With his mask off.

He slowly turned his head until his gaze was on Cass.

She stood there frozen, her eyes on Captain Gresley, the two Turned he had taken out on either side of him.

“Cass, run!” His face suddenly twisted up in a gruesome manner. He arched his head back and let out a bloodcurdling cry.

She needed to run, but her body refused to move.

His eyes rolled up into his head, and he began convulsing.

“Captain!” Cass screamed as her body finally thawed. She took a step toward him. His whole body was now shaking. “You can’t do this. Please. You can’t Turn on me!”

Her voice seemed to bring back a measure of recognition. For a moment, he focused on her. “Cass . . .” Sweat poured down his face and across the mask half hanging from his head. “You need. . . to run.”

“I . . . I can’t!”

“You have to—” There was an unearthly cry. The captain’s eyes went out of focus, and his body began twisting and contorting again, the spores within him violently taking over as they consumed his mind and insides.

Cass’s vision went in and out as nausea swept over her. Chilly sweat spread across her skin. From her darkening vision, she watched the captain become motionless, except for the slight twitch of his fingers.

The need to retch grew stronger inside of her. He was Turning. And the moment the spores took over, he would come after her. But her legs were like rubber, barely holding up her body.

Someone yelled her name, but it was like hearing through water.

“Cass!” the voice yelled again.

The fingers stopped moving.

He was gone. His body was only a husk now.

A hand grabbed her arm. “What are you doing? You need to get out of here! Now!” Bert pulled her away.

Cass stumbled back.

“Move it, Cass. That’s an order!”

Yes. Move.

Survive.

With that thought, Cass spun around and ran for the mountain. Trees flew by as she dashed through the foliage, leaping over dead logs and dodging bushes. Ahead, she could see Lucas fighting his way through the bramble and trees toward the hill they would use for takeoff. Wait, where was Bert? Wasn’t he with her a moment ago?

No time to think.

Cass redoubled her effort, ignoring the scathing cut across her face as tree limbs whipped her cheek and the branches caught her hair. Nothing mattered if she didn’t get to the hill.

There was a shot behind her, and for a split second, she faltered. Who was Bert shooting? Was it . . . ?

Don’t think. Only act.

The moment she cleared the trees, Cass stopped, tested the wind, then headed up the hill. There was a breeze. That, combined with the updraft, should allow them to escape.

Lucas was already deploying his glider. The canvas wings spread out behind him, and he pulled down his goggles around his eyes. As Cass reached the top of the hill, he started running down.

Cass turned and followed suit. Lucas caught the updraft and began his ascension as Bert burst out of the woods.

She locked the glider in place, brought out the guiding poles, then began her own run.

Three Turned appeared at the edge of the forest, right behind Bert.

Cass almost stumbled at the sight but then caught her legs and continued on. Come on Bert, she yelled silently as he dashed up the hill, already preparing his goggles. Move faster!

The pack became heavy, then the air caught beneath her and her straps tightened, lifting her up. Cass found the updraft and began to circle the invisible funnel, using the heated air to lift her higher. Down below, the Turned began to shuffle up the hill after Bert.

Then he appeared at the edge of the forest, his tunic torn, his mask dangling from one ear.

Captain Gresley.

His head twitched to one side, then he glanced up.

The paralyzing fear began to wash over her again.

Cass gripped the guiding poles and raised her head.

She focused on breathing in and out through the mask and feeling the air currents. If she wasn’t careful, she could find herself plummeting back down into that hellish landscape.

Up and around, she let the thermal carry her, lifting higher and higher with each air wave until minutes later, she broke through the Mist’s surface. Cass scanned the horizon and spotted the Daedalus a couple miles away, still docked at Duskward. She would need to reach a higher elevation, then glide toward the ship.

Lucas was already halfway there, his glider appearing like wings above him as he maneuvered his way across the sky toward the Daedalus.

Cass chanced a glimpse back. Where was Bert?

The sun broke through the layer of clouds above, sending warm, pure rays across the surface of the Mist. Cass shut her eyes against the glaring light, then opened them again seconds later.

Bert still hadn’t broken through.

Her heart began to beat faster. All she could imagine was the three Turned rushing up the hill and grabbing him by the leg, pulling him back down. And Captain Gresley moving in.

Cass steered the glider toward the ship. As she approached the Daedalus, numbness stole over her.

Lucas landed first and collapsed his glider back into his pack. Cass came in next, pulling up on the glider once she was over the deck, stalling so she could land. She did so lightly on both feet, then like an automaton, she began to stow away her glider.

“Where’s the captain? And Bert?” Jeremiah rushed up to them.

Cass heard him, but her mouth refused to work.

Another crewmember was asking about Oliver.

Cass felt like she was inside a barrel, hiding, and watching everything around her through a peephole.

“Cass? Lucas?”

By now a deathly hush descended across the Daedalus. Those who had been working came to a stop and stared at the two divers, while other crewmembers gathered cautiously around.

Lucas stood, unmoving. “The Turned,” he finally said and pulled his gas mask down.

His words stirred Cass. She pulled down her gas mask as well. “We were overwhelmed.” Her voice shook. “They got Oliver first. Then Captain Gresley took a stand to give the rest of us enough time to reach the hill. They got him, too.” She pushed her goggles up across her forehead, then quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

Patterson came bursting from the stairway that led to the galley. “What in tarnation is going on?” He wiped his hands across his apron as he looked around. He spotted Cass first and stomped over to her. “What’d you get yourself into this time, little lady? If I don’t patch up that cut, it’s gonna leave a scar.”

Cass reached up and felt her cheek. There was a stinging sensation along her cheekbone.

“Yes.” He quickly assessed at Lucas. “You look good.” Then he looked around. “Where are the rest of the divers? And the captain?”

“They’re not coming back.” Lucas’s voice was flat, and Cass fought back her tears.

Suddenly someone shouted and pointed toward the horizon. “Another glider!”

Cass followed his finger. Sure enough, small enough to be a bird, was a dark speck against the rolling grey-green Mist. As she watched, it caught another updraft and went soaring up, then began to coast its way to the ship.

Something broke loose inside of her at the sight. Bert had survived. It felt like a small win against all the losses of that day. As if to illuminate that hope, the sun seemed to shine brighter.

“It’s Bert!” came the shout. “He made it!”

The others let out hoots and hollers as Bert reached the deck and came down for a landing. Just as his legs hit the deck, he fell forward. All became deathly quiet as Jeremiah and a couple others dashed forward and caught him by the arms. There was a deep gash along his right leg, soaked in blood.

“Make way.” Patterson moved through the men to Bert. He bent down and furrowed his brow. “It’s not broken, but I need to clean that wound and stitch it up.” He straightened and looked back at Cass. “After that, you’re next. The rest of you”—he waved a hand—“give the divers some space. Go back to your jobs. The Daedalus still needs us. We will discuss what we need to tonight.”
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Why couldn’t she stop crying? Cass rubbed her eyes with the sleeve of her tunic, but tears continued to flow. Grief hung over the Daedalus like a funeral shroud. No one spoke, no one looked each other in the eye. Each crewmember was caught up in his own thoughts and sorrow.

Cass hid in the corner near the engine, feigning work. The shadows felt like a warm blanket, allowing her to grieve in silence.

After half an hour, Will walked in. As the one in charge of the engine and machinery used to bring up items from the Mist, she should have known he would have eventually appeared. At least she’d had a little bit of time to herself.

“Cass?” he said quietly.

She wiped her face again to make sure there was no trace of tears and stood. The engine hummed gently next to her, and the air was warm with a hint of oil.

He studied her for a moment, then reached for the belt around his waist and pulled out a wrench. “Here,” he said abruptly. “Why don’t you check on the bolts for me?”

The bolts? She almost laughed at the thought. Why would the bolts need checking? She took the wrench, and Will spoke. “There will be a memorial for Oliver and Captain Gresley tonight. Not sure if you heard about it. Until then, I’ll let the others know you’re working in here.”

He headed for the door when Cass called out. “Will, wait!” She looked down at the wrench and back up at him. “Thank you.”

He cleared his throat. “You know, Captain Gresley would have done that for anyone.”

“Done what?”

“Given his life. He was always giving himself to others. That’s just who he was. Anyway”—Will turned—“I’ll see you tonight.”

Cass stared at the doorway after he left. That’s just who he was. She lowered her head, grief swelling up again. She wished she could have gotten to know the captain more. He was unlike any other person she’d ever met. And now he was gone.

Eventually, even though she knew they didn’t need it, she checked the bolts, then drew out a cleaning cloth and made sure the machinery was clean, and then tidied up the area. By the time evening came, she felt like she had a semblance of control back. At least her tears had stopped.

The bell rang out. Cass tucked the tools away, hung the cleaning cloth from her belt, and emerged from the engine room. The rest of the crew gathered on the main deck. The sun was setting, lighting the sky above with deep colors and a cool wind blew over the ship.

Patterson walked up the steps to the top deck, then came to a stop at the rail. His silver hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, and his spectacles glinted in the dying light. Bert joined him a minute later. With Captain Gresley gone, Bert had become the temporary captain until they could reach Decadenn and relay the news of his brother’s death to Eli Gresley. Jeremiah went around and began to light the lanterns as the sky grew darker.

“Comrades,” Patterson began after a moment of silence. Jeremiah lit the last lantern and came to stand beside Cass. “This isn’t the first time we’ve come to the deck to say goodbye to those we’ve lost, and it won’t be the last. But this time, we’ve lost more than a crewmember. Our captain gave his life so that our comrades could make it back home to the Daedalus.”

Home. The word reverberated inside Cass’s mind as Patterson continued to speak not only about Captain Gresley but of Oliver as well. Her mind replayed those last few minutes, how the captain took down the Turned so that she could escape. So she could make it home. Yes. The Daedalus was her home. But Captain Gresley did not come back with her . . .

Cass rubbed her face with the edge of her tunic and looked away at the last few rays of sun spreading across the sky. It was a bittersweet thought. Her parents gave their lives so she could survive, and Captain Gresley gave his life so she could go home. Her new home.

But what would happen now? What would happen when they arrived in Decadenn and spoke to Captain Gresley’s brother?

Cass tuned back in as Patterson raised his hands and looked up into the burgeoning night sky.

“Elaeros, we pray that the memory of our fallen comrades will never leave our hearts, and that the sacrifice they offered never be forgotten. Into your hands we commend their souls, and we commit their bodies to your will, may they not linger here in this world.” His words hung in the air as silence descended upon the ship.

“Amen,” Bert finally said quietly next to Patterson.

“Amen,” the rest of the crew murmured.

Cass paused. “Amen,” she whispered, still mulling over Patterson’s words. She knew when a person became a Turned, it was only the body left behind. So where did the soul go? Were they with Elaeros now? In the sky, in His dwelling place? Were her parents as well? She looked up. Stars dotted the blackening expanse.

There is more to Elaeros than we can possibly understand.

Captain Gresley’s words to her months ago when he caught her staring out across the Mist.

We live in a broken world, but we are not overcome by it.

That she understood. She placed a hand over her heart. And like Patterson said, she would not forget her comrades. She would not forget Captain Gresley and the price he paid so she could live.
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They arrived in Decadenn two weeks later. The crew somberly exited the Daedalus to restock their supplies and to take some time off. Two had departed with packs in hand, ready to find other job opportunities. There were whispers amongst a handful of others who were thinking about doing the same thing.

Bert led them down the plank and onto the walkway. Even with the solemn cause for their visit, Cass couldn’t help but be impressed by Decadenn as they entered the city. There was modern feel to the metropolis, with its polished metal buildings, smooth steam pipes, concrete streets, and gas lamps on every block. It smelled different, too: spices drifting out of open doors and windows as food was prepared, elegant perfume and fragrances, a metallic smell rising from the well-oiled gears that kept Decadenn running.

They caught a steam-powered shuttle that resembled a short train and ran along rails built over the streets. Cass pressed her face to the glass and watched as towering buildings rushed by. Half of her was thrilled by the overwhelming beauty of the city while her other half wished to go back to the Daedalus, to the familiar and comfortable.

A zipper flew up and over the shuttle into the fog-filled sky. She wondered what it would be like to fly in such a vehicle and be able to go wherever she wanted.

Twenty minutes later, the shuttle stopped somewhere deep inside the city. Cass followed Bert and Lucas onto the ramp and down the stairs. Smog hung in the air, and the buildings were smudged with soot and filth. She wrinkled her nose and took care not to touch anything. Why was the captain’s brother in this part of town?

Her answer came a minute later when Bert turned toward a small wooden door built into a dull brick building with three golden balls suspended above the post. The sign of a pawnbroker. So the captain’s brother was a pawnbroker in Decadenn. It made sense. The occupation would provide him with large network of people, not only those needing a couple of sterlings to make it to the end of the week, but also the wealthy looking for valuables at a discounted rate. Or even the service of a diving ship.

A bell rang within the shop when Bert opened the door. The three of them went in. The interior was made from the same brick pattern as the outside, with copper pipes running along the low ceiling. A wooden counter ran along the right wall, while the left side of the room was filled with furniture, paintings, clothing, and even a gilded cage with a white bird inside. It bobbed its head, then hopped from one side to the other as if to get a closer look at the newcomers.

Moments later, a man emerged from the door in the back. He was taller and thinner than Captain Gresley, but his face was almost identical. A pair of spectacles hung on the tip of his nose, and his dark eyes came to rest on them.

“Can I help you?” He tucked a cloth away into the pocket of his pinstriped vest.

“Mr. Gresley? It’s me, Bert, first mate and diver for the Daedalus.”

“Ah, yes, I recognize you now.” He glanced past the three to the door. “Where is my brother?”

Bert’s face tightened. “That’s why we are here.”

“Oh.” The man stilled. “I see.” He stood motionless for some time before he spoke. “Let’s go to the back room, and you can tell me what occurred.”

He headed back through the door he had exited moments ago. The three of them followed. Lucas looked as sick as Cass felt. The back room was smaller than the front, and even more cramped, with everything from a mounted deer’s head to what looked like an automaton made of various metals and parts. There was a small couch near the back next to a desk with a single candle lit on top and a pile of papers.

Eli Gresley took a seat behind the desk. Bert sat down on the couch with Cass in the middle and Lucas on her other side.

Bert carefully described the mission, then the deaths of Oliver and the captain.

Eli shook his head. “I had a feeling the Mist would finally catch up to my brother. So where is the box now?” he asked curiously.

Bert seemed a little taken aback. “It’s on the ship. Our plan was to deliver it to the Staggs family for the compensation promised us.”

“I’ll be visiting the Staggses next week. Why don’t I take the box?”

Bert shifted. “Perhaps we should talk about the future of the Daedalus and her crew first.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” Eli ran a hand over his head. “Well, the way it stands, I’m not sure if I can keep the Daedalus.”

Cass’s eyes went wide, and her heart started thumping wildly. Not keep the Daedalus? There was a quick intake of breath beside her from Lucas.

“What do you mean?” Bert asked, his voice icy.

“My family owes the Staggs family a lot of money. And the Daedalus is almost worth the amount due. My brother had hoped that a couple lucrative jobs would cover the debt, but now that he is gone . . .” Eli let the words trail off.

“You do realize that if you get rid of the Daedalus, not only will you be putting a lot of good men”—Bert motioned to Cass—“and a woman out of a job, the world will be losing the best diving ship out there.”

“Yes, yes, there’s that to consider. But to be honest, I know very little about commanding a ship. And the last time Victor and I talked, it seemed the need for divers was diminishing.”

“As long as there is the Mist, there will always be a need for divers,” Bert responded. “However, to ease your mind, I have an idea: what if we also used the Daedalus as a cargo ship? I would be happy to stay on as captain.”

“As captain?” Eli lifted one eyebrow. “What will you be wanting in return?”

Bert’s eyes hardened. “I’m not looking to fill Captain Gresley’s boots, and I’m not demanding that I be compensated as much as he was. I only want to see the Daedalus continue to fly.”

“Hmmm.” Eli stroked his chin. “Cargo ships bring in half what a dive makes. I’m not sure if I want to fund such a venture. On the other hand . . .” He seemed lost in thought. “Tell you what. I’ll give you a year to show me the Daedalus is worth it.”

“And how much would that be?”

“Enough to pay the Staggs family. In fact, I’ll give you the Daedalus if you end up getting me the amount she’s worth.”

All three took a quick intake of breath. “That much?” Cass’s words were barely audible. Bert’s lips tightened, and Lucas shifted uncomfortably beside her.

“What about the job we did for the Staggs family? Will it count toward that?”

“No.”

What?

“Your debt starts now.”

Bert worked his jaw. “Then I have two conditions of my own. First, we are paid what we would have received for the Staggs job.” Eli started to open his mouth but Bert stopped him. “It is only fair. And we lost a lot with this job. Namely, one of our crew and your brother.” He emphasized the last word. It did seem Eli had forgotten about his brother’s death.

“Fine. And what is your other condition?”

Bert turned toward Cass and Lucas. “I still need a diving crew. I know that a handful of our comrades are thinking about moving on. You two are my last two divers. I need to know at least one of you will stay on.”

“I will,” Cass responded instantly. As long as there was the Daedalus, she would be on that ship. She would do all she could to keep her home.

Lucas rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll have to think about it.”

Bert nodded. “Good enough.” He stood. “One year.” He extended his hand. “Like Captain Gresley, my hand is my word. What about you, Mr. Gresley?”

Eli scowled but took the proffered hand. “I always stand on my word.”

“Good.” Bert replied. “We will deliver the package to the Staggs family, then start our next job, whether it’s cargo or dives. I’ll be sure to bring your payment, then when we have raised the rest, we will come for the Daedalus.”

Eli grinned. “We shall see. I have nothing to lose.”

Cass bit her lip. Eli was nothing like his brother, and a hearty dislike of him was slowly growing inside her.

Bert ignored the jab. “Cass, Lucas, time to head back to the ship. We have a lot of work to do.”

“Aye, Captain,” they responded. It felt odd to call Bert captain, and she wasn’t sure if there was still some tension between them. But compared to losing the Daedalus, she would follow Bert, tension or no tension.

As Bert led the way out of the pawnshop and to the steamshuttle, fear crept across Cass’s heart like thin shadowy fingers. She knew enough to know it would take nothing short of a miracle to raise the kind of money Eli wanted.

They just had to keep the ship.
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Theo nodded to the young man behind the counter before putting on his hat and heading out into the grey drizzle that covered Belhold. For months he’d secretly continued his research into the Mist. He also watched the other great Houses, especially the Staggs family, and saw more and more how the Mist gave them the control to empower them. Anything that disrupted that was undesired.

It didn’t help that the Staggses’ new mechanical man seemed to be trailing him. Even now he could feel those unseen eyes behind the blank metal plate observing him. Theo tugged on leather gloves, then entered his zipper. He had one more errand today, perhaps the most important one since the death of his grandfather. He might have finally found a diving ship to take him to his family’s pre-plague estate in Voxhollow.

After checking his surroundings, Theo eased up on the clutch and pulled the steering wheel inward. The zipper responded and lifted into the air with its whirr of metal wings.

The ship in question was docked over on the industrial side of Belhold near the factories. More and more ships were turning to running cargo across the Mist to the cities scattered between the western and eastern mountain peaks and Halicour River, leaving only handful of diving ships. And out of those, so far none had been willing to take him to the western mountains. Hopefully the Daedalus would.

The air grew thicker with steam and smog as he approached the factory district. There was a small landing pad along the outskirts. Apart from his zipper, he made sure to appear as a commoner. He scuffed up his shoes and dirtied his tunic. The less his potential client knew of him, the better, both for their sake and his.

After securing the vehicle, Theo started out across the labyrinth of metal walkways and plumes of steam that ran between the factories. According to his sources, the Daedalus was docked on the southern side, about a twenty-minute walk from where he parked.

As Theo made his way southward, he rehearsed what he would say, then uttered a short prayer, the same one he’d been praying for the last couple of months. Prayer for guidance and courage.

He slowed his steps, then came to a stop at the convergence of two walkways. There, half-hidden by the drizzling fog, floating in the unseen ocean of air and tethered to the dock by a thick coil of rope, was the Daedalus.

She was a beautiful ship, with sleek wooden lines and a curved bow, three stories high, with rows of portholes and windows, and a single gas balloon looming overhead, the device by which the diving ship stayed afloat.

It was a mechanical masterpiece.

Theo stepped off the metal walkway onto the plank that connected the ship to the dock. It was two feet wide with a chain hanging on either side for a railing. He took a deep breath once he stepped onto the deck. So far he hadn’t spotted any sailors. He assumed they were working inside the ship or preparing the next cargo load. He looked around, admiring even more the beauty of the vessel. It was in good condition, and well taken care of, given how clean and organized the deck was, from the wooden floor to the coiled ropes and secured barrels.

The rain began to drizzle again. Theo pulled his hat protectively over his forehead, when he heard a loud bang coming from a room to his right. The engine room?

He ducked inside the doorway. As his eyes adjusted, the engines came into view. He wasn’t a mechanic, but he could appreciate the mechanical marvel before him. The engine itself was almost as large as his zipper, with large spherical features, thick bolts, a fan, and a dozen cogs of different sizes all moving in smooth precision. Enclosed gas lamps were attached to the sidewalls, illuminating the area.

“Amazing,” he murmured as he approached the machine.

There was another loud bang. “Ouch! Confound it!”

A head came up, covered by a scarf. The face was hidden behind a set of goggles with multiple lenses.

Theo cleared his throat. “I’m here to speak to Captain Gresley.”

There was a pause. “Captain Gresley isn’t here,” the voice replied in a higher pitch than he was expecting.

“Well, who is? I need to speak to someone about hiring the diving services of this ship.”

“Why?”

“That is between me and the captain.”

“Captain Gresley won’t be coming back,” the mechanic said in a dark voice.

Theo was becoming irritated. “Listen, just take me to Captain Gresley or whoever is in charge here.”

The mechanic stood up. It took him a moment to realize that the person before him was a woman and, at full size, she only reached halfway up his chest.

She pulled off the scarf holding her hair back, letting strawberry blonde curls loose around her face, and pushed her goggles up across her forehead. Bright green eyes stared back at him.

His breath caught in his throat. What in the gales was she doing here? He had never forgotten those eyes. Green, like emeralds.

“Well, I’m the one currently in charge, so what do you want?”

“What?” She was in charge? Since when? It was only less than a year ago that he’d seen her.

“Not what you were expecting, huh?” She gave him a slight smile as she walked around the engine, pulling a handkerchief from her pocket and rubbing the oil from her hands. She eyed him as she continued to rub her fingers. “You’re not really good at hiding what you are.” The way her overalls hung across her body reminded him of a kid playing dress-up with adult clothing.

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

She came to a stop less than a foot away and waved the dirty handkerchief at him. “I can tell you’re trying to hide your class. But you’re too clean. You’re hands are too soft. And your face”—she lifted her chin until she was staring up at him, reminding him just how short she was—“it’s clean-shaven. No one down here has time or the ability to have such a clean-shaven face, Mr. Echelon.”

Mr. Echelon? “Actually, that’s not my name.”

“I know, Mr. Echelon. It’s what we call you folks from the top.”

“The top?”

She tucked the cloth back into her overalls. “The mountaintop. Or maybe even”—she glanced at him again—“one of the sky islands?”

Theo blushed. For the first time, he felt conscious of his position as a member of one of the Five Families. He’d taken great care to wear what he thought were normal clothes. Was he really that . . . what did she say . . . soft?

“So what are you here for?”

“I’m here to hire your ship and diving services.”

He was surprised when her eyes lit up. “You want to hire the Daedalus?”

“Yes. Your ship and crew are famous for being able to retrieve anything below the Mist.”

Her eyes dimmed. “Yes. Yes we are.”

“One of your divers is especially renowned.”

Her head lowered. “Yes.” After a moment, she straightened and was all business again. “What do you need retrieved, and where is its location?”

Well, that was right to the point. Now came the hard part. “I’m looking for a family artifact, one that I’ve recently become aware of. It is very, very important to me and my family.”

“And where is it located?”

“Voxhollow.”

“Voxhollow? Never heard of it.”

“It’s a city from before the Plague Wars. The item I’m looking for is in my family’s estate from that time.”

Her jaw tightened. “A family item? Can you be more specific?”

“I’m not sure yet. It might be a book, or a collection of papers. Because of that, I will need to go down with you—”

“No.” She shook her head. “We don’t take civilians down into the Mist.”

“I will pay you extra for the excursion.”

“No.” Firm.

“Please, just hear me out. If it’s not money, then let me know what else you desire. I will pay whatever I need to. I just need to get down into Voxhollow.”

The young woman sighed. He took in a hopeful breath. Would she do it?

“First.” She looked at him squarely. “I need to know where Voxhollow is.”

Theo reached for the parchment tucked inside his coat pocket. At least he’d gotten her this far. He unfolded the paper. “From what I’ve been able to gather, it’s near the western mountain range. Near a place called . . .” He looked closer at the parchment. “Duskward.”

“Duskward?” Her voice pitched.

“Yes. There’s another old pre-plague village nearby. Magmire I believe.”

“No.”

He looked at her. “No? You mean you don’t know where it is?”

“I mean no. We won’t go near that place.”

He slowly refolded the piece of paper, a little bewildered. “Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

“It’ll take almost a month to fly there, not to mention it was recently made a no-fly zone by the House of Lords. The penalties for going into a no-fly zone are not worth the trip.”

His eyebrows shot up. “It was made a no-fly zone by the House of Lords? Since when?”

“Since last month. The law was posted in all the ports.”

When did that happen? He was part of the House of Lords and never heard of this development. Why wasn’t he informed? Or allowed to vote on it?

It didn’t matter. “I can get us past the authorities there.”

She tilted her head. “How?”

“I have my ways.”

“You don’t look like a spy to me. How will you do it?”

“Trust me, I’ll get us past them.” He had to convince her. “All I need from you is to fly me there and get me to the surface. I’ll pay whatever you charge and acquire whatever you need. It’s worth everything to me. Everything.”
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“Everything?” Cass asked as she eyed the young man. He was hiding something, that much was clear. He wasn’t a commoner. His shirt was too clean, the stitching precise, and his boots hardly scuffed. Not to mention he was ready to pay a handsome sum for this trip.

Too handsome. Both him and his price. And there was something familiar about him.

“Who are you really?”

“Mr. Byron.”

“Never heard of Byron.”

“I’d never heard of Gresley until this week.”

“Touché.”

He leaned closer to her, and she caught a whiff of something pleasant, a mixture of vanilla and wood. He didn’t smell common either.

“If you don’t want to do it, just say it. I don’t have all day.”

“Then give me a sum.”

He didn’t even flinch. “A hundred thousand sterlings.”

The amount rang in her ears. That was more than double what they had ever made on a job.

Here was the answer to the prayer she had been whispering every night for the last couple of months. With this mission, they could pay off their debts and free the Daedalus. They would all be free.

“We’ll do it.”

He almost looked surprised. “You will?”

“Yes.”

A spark came into his eyes as he smiled. “Thank you, Miss Gresley.”

“I’m not a Gresley. I’m Cass. If you’re going to be sailing with us, just call me by that name.”

“All right, then call me Theo.”

“Theo?”

“Short for Theodore.”

Cass stuck out her hand, thankful she had taken that first moment when he entered to clean the grease off her fingers. “My hand is my bond.”

He hesitated, then reached forward. Her hand was small inside his as they shook. His fingers were warm, Cass noticed, but not sweaty.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Theo, bright and early. Be here and be ready. I expect a third of the payment then.”

He grinned. “I’ll have it ready.”
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Theo gave Adora a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m going out of town on business for a couple of weeks. Maybe even a month or two.”

“You are? Where? And why?”

“Private reasons,” he said, voice light.

She looked at him steadily, which only accentuated her pretty features. His sister reminded him of the dolls she used to play with when she was younger. Her blond hair was currently curled in the latest fashion, and she wore an elegant yet simple dress of light green. Although pretty, she was as keen and smart as any man he knew. How long would he be able to put off the truth of his quest? “Did you tell Aunt Maude you are leaving?”

“Yes.”

“And how did she take it?”

A chilly breeze swept through the foyer of the manse, reminding him that if he was going to arrive at the Daedalus on time, he needed to leave soon. “She was fine with it,” he assured her. His eyes grew serious. “Please watch out for her, Adora. And for yourself.”

“Theo, does this trip have something to do with the Mist?”

Theo debated within himself whether to answer that question. So far, he had been able to keep Adora in the dark. Or so he thought.

“Your silence is your answer.”

He reached out and gripped her hands. “I can’t leave it alone, Adora. There is more going on than you know.”

“So why don’t you share it with me?”

“Because there is too much as stake. Maybe when I get back.”

She frowned. “All right.” Her face softened. “I trust you. But you don’t have to do this alone.”

He gave her a tender smile. “I know. But in this case, the less you know, the safer you are.” He released her hands. “I need to leave now.”

Adora grabbed his arm. “Be safe, Theo. I don’t want to lose you.”

“I will.” He could at least promise her that. He picked up the two cases at his feet, one with his scientific instruments, the other with basic necessities. “Good bye, Adora. Do take care.”

She sighed. “Good bye, Brother. Go with my love and Elaeros’s grace.”

Theo quickly left the house. The day was clear, a definite change from the rain from yesterday. Almost like the dawning of a new hope. Theo met Arthur out on the landing pad and gave the older man his instructions. He settled back in the seat as Arthur started the zipper and took off. He watched as the Winchester manse and the sky island it was built upon grew smaller and smaller as they crossed the Belhold mountain peak and went over to the other side.

Ten minutes later, they arrived at the landing pad he had used the day before. Theo gathered up his things, then left Arthur and the zipper behind after making sure Arthur would tell no one of the planned trip. Arthur was loyal enough to the Winchester family that Theo knew the older man would say nothing.

After a brisk walk through the smog-tinted air, he arrived at the Daedalus. Sailors were already checking lines and yelling instructions to each other, readying the ship for its next voyage.

Theo stepped onto the plank and headed up to the deck. As he reached the top, he spotted Cass and a tall, lanky man with honey-colored hair pulled back at the nape of his neck, exposing a slim serpentlike tattoo. They seemed to be deep in conversation.

As he stood watching the movement around him, everything slowed, causing a silence to descend upon the ship. The young lady and the tall, lanky man looked down.

“There he is,” he heard Cass say as she started for the stairs. The man followed, a frown on his face.

Once down, they crossed the deck. “Bert,” said Cass, “this is Mr. Byron, the man I told you about.”

“Mr. Byron,” Bert said and held out his hand.

Theo placed one of his cases on the ground to shake the extended hand. “Good to meet you . . .”

“Bert. Current captain of the Daedalus. Cass told me about the job you want us to undertake. And that you’d have your first payment with you today.”

Current captain. Interesting. “Yes, that is correct.”

“We are glad to have you, Mr. Byron.”

“Theo, if you will.”

“Theo.” The acting captain nodded. “Let me take you to your quarters, then we can discuss the terms you named yesterday, as well as any information you can give me about the place we are heading to and what we are looking for.”

“Of course.”

He picked up his case and followed Bert to the door by the stairs. The hallway was cramped with a low ceiling. Theo angled his body sideways so he could bring his cases through. They went past the galley to a door in back. Bert opened it and stepped inside. The room was slightly smaller than the study back home, with a stretch of windows across the far wall, a single bed built into the bulkhead to the left, and a desk to the right, nailed to the floor.

“It’s not much, but it’s the best we have to offer here on the Daedalus.”

“Thank you,” Theo said, and he meant it. It didn’t take a second glance to realize he had been given the captain’s cabin. There was enough desk space for his instruments, and he could place his journals on the small nightstand beside the bed. Smoke plumes rose in front of the window from the factories below.

“Cass said you wanted to learn how to dive so you could visit this Voxhollow place yourself.”

Theo put his cases on the bed. “Yes. I’m not sure if it’s a journal, a stack of papers, or a book that I’m looking for. The person who conveyed the information to me was unable to give me more specifics. So I’ll need to go with you.”

“It would be better to trust us to look in your stead. Diving is a dangerous business, and many things can go wrong. Many things.”

The look on Bert’s face, and his emphasis on the last two words, made Theo wonder just what had gone wrong in the past. “I understand, and that’s why I’m willing to pay more for this job. I need to go with you. It is more important than you can imagine.”

Bert narrowed his eyes. “You’re not in any trouble, are you? We run a legit business and don’t want to get caught up in anything illegal.”

Theo gave a slight laugh. “I assure you, my mission is legitimate.”

“Then why the high payment?”

“Because you and your crew are worth it. And the mission is worth it.”

Bert studied him.

Theo dug into the pocket of his coat and pulled out the promised sterlings. “One third, like I promised. One third when I have retrieved what I’m looking for, and the last third when I arrive back in Belhold.”

“We will do what we can,” Bert consented. “I’ll have Cass teach you how to dive on our way there.”

Theo handed him the bills.

“Welcome to the Daedalus.” Bert took the bills and pocketed them. “We sail out in an hour.”

The captain left, leaving Theo alone in the cabin. He could feel the engine gently reverberating through the ship and the soft whirr through the walls. He sighed as he picked up his case full of his journals and scientific instruments. He headed for the desk. He was finally doing it. He was heading to Voxhollow to search for a cure to the Mist.
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The next day Theo familiarized himself with the ship and the crew. He’d flown to a handful of other cities during his lifetime, but the sight of the endless Mist drifting below the ship, like an ocean of grey-green, never ceased to amaze him, despite its deadliness.

The sun shone brightly across the expanse on the second day of his voyage. The light came streaming through the array of windows inside his cabin later that afternoon, bringing welcome warmth and comfort.

He had finished reading his old notes when there was a knock at his door.

“Come in,” he said as he shuffled the papers together and placed them inside the leather case.

“Mr. Byron?”

His head turned at the feminine voice. He and Cass hadn’t spoken to one another since he’d arrived. He was curious about her, about her history and how she came to be on the Daedalus—as a diver no less.

“Yes?”

Her eyes darted toward the various tools and papers on his desk with an inquisitive glance. Her bright green eyes came back to his face. “I’m here to start instructing you on how to dive.”

Diving. One of the only professions where a person went willingly into the Mist. A flicker of fear startled him, but at the same time, he also felt the spark of excitement he had when he started an experiment or opened a highly desired book.

Cass beckoned. “Follow me.”

As they headed along the narrow hall, then down a set of stairs with lamps swinging overhead, Theo studied the young woman before him. She was different from Adora. Adora was the pinnacle of high fashion and elegance amongst the elite and Five Families. Cass was short, curvy, with almost a whole different air about her. And headstrong, he thought, as he remembered their first encounter a few days ago.

It was a bit refreshing.

They stepped into the second floor of the ship. Crates and barrels lined the walls, tethered by thick ropes to keep them from being jostled by the air currents and storms.

Cass stepped behind a crate, then emerged with what looked like a very large and heavy pack with straps and cords. “This is the glider,” she informed him. “I’ll teach you how to wear it and secure it properly so the glider can lift you and move you through the air. First, step into it.”

Theo did as he was told. The pack was lighter than he was expecting, although it was tight across his shoulders.

Cass was detailed and thorough, fully concentrated on the task at hand. Her fingers pulled on the straps, adjusting them here and there—pause, then adjusting them again.

She focused on the strap across his chest, giving him full view of her face. Her hair was the color of rose gold, and a wild mess of curls at shoulder length. Her nose was slightly upturned with the smallest scattering of freckles, something that no woman of high class would ever allow to show. And her eyes . . .

Suddenly she looked up. Theo glanced away, his cheeks burning. Gales, what was he doing staring at her?

“There.” She gave his chest a slap and stepped back. “How does it feel?”

He lifted his arms and twisted right, then left. “I can still feel the weight, but otherwise, it feels amazing.”

Cass looked pleased. “That’s how it should be. The pack—and your glider—are a part of you. And trust me, when you’re down below, your pack is the last thing you want to be thinking about. It should be a like a second skin or a shell on your back.

“So when do I start diving?”

“I’m not sure. The island I trained at is not in the same direction we are heading. And I don’t think Bert will allow you to dive from the ship on your first run.”

“How did you become a diver?”

Cass jerked her head up at his abrupt question, and he could see something akin to recognition dawn across her face. Was she finally remembering? “I . . .” She blushed and looked away.

“We’ve met before,” he admitted.

Her blush deepened.

“Do you remember me?”

Her head shot up. “Yes, I do,” she snapped.

Theo took a step back, surprised by the change in her demeanor.

“But I’m not that young woman from the streets. I have a home now, and a job.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Yes, I remember you. And those other three people. And that strange building full of echelon. Hoity-toity rich people who couldn’t give a care for someone like me, except to run me off like some rat on the street. If it wasn’t for Captain Gresley and the Daedalus, who knows where I would be—” She clamped her mouth shut as if she had said too much, and he spotted tears sparkling in those green eyes of hers.

Gales. He hadn’t meant to stir up such emotion.

“Anyway, let me show you how to take the pack off. Then I want you to spend the next hour learning how to adjust your own straps and to put on and take off the glider.”

The tears were gone, and Cass was all business again. But he wasn’t fooled. He’d touched a nerve, a deep one. And she did give him some clues as to her past. One, she referred to herself as a rat on the streets. Two, she had a home now, which seemed to indicate that she hadn’t had one before. Three, she had a job. Only two groups of people didn’t work: those of the lowest class and highest class. His peers had no need to work, other than the work of a gentleman. And the women of his stature certainly did not. So Cass had once been a scavenger. Then a thought struck him. How did she escape the Purges?

“You think you can handle this?” she said.

“I believe so.”

She raised one eyebrow that, if their previous words hadn’t been so serious, he would have found charming. “I have work to do. If you run into any trouble, I’ll be on the main deck.”

Theo watched her go. It was one thing to desire to end the Purges and find a way to dissipate the Mist, but it was becoming clear he didn’t really know the people that had been living in its shadow. People lost between the cracks of life, whether because of the Purges or just finding a way to eke out a life on overpopulated scraps of land.

He began to work the straps across his chest as he readjusted the pack. Perhaps he had been so focused on research he had forgotten the real reason for finding the cure: to help all people.
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Cass leaned against the narrow wall just outside the galley and placed a hand on her forehead. Why was she so brusque with Theo? She hadn’t realized how much pain she still carried until he touched upon it with his words.

And he had remembered her.

Cass recalled that day almost a year ago, when she had been driven up toward the higher tiers of Belhold, and that beautiful white building with the colorful glass. She still didn’t know what it was, but she remembered how the people made her feel. Unwanted. Undesired.

Except him.

Not that he had stepped out to help her, but his gaze had been different than those around him. Studying her. Curious.

She glanced down the hall where she had left him to practice with the gliding pack. Who was he? It was clear by the amount of money he was spending for this expedition that he was someone of high stature. She wondered if Byron was his real name.

Well, sooner or later, she would find out who he really was.

As Cass took stock of their diving supplies and checked the filters on the gas masks, Bert walked in. She glanced up, gas mask in her hand, the filter already fitted and ready for use.

“Cass, I’m going to need you to teach Mr. Byron how to glide soon.”

“Sure.” She stood and put the mask away with the others on the shelf. “That’s been the plan. Will we be landing somewhere?”

“No. With the route we are taking, there are no sky islands between here and Duskward.”

She wrinkled her nose. “So how am I going to teach him?”

“That’s what I wanted to tell you. You’re going to tandem fly.”

“Tandem fly?” Cass’s eyes widened. “You mean together? But how? I’ve never done that.”

“It’s not much different that diving solo. He will be strapped to your glider and holding onto you. You will run together, fly together, and dive together, but you will be the one steering the glider. You’re the perfect candidate because of your size and weight. It’s no different than the emergency strap we keep in our gliders, although we haven’t had a reason to use one yet.”

The emergency strap. The one used if something happened to a glider down in the Mist, that diver could be brought back up to the ship.

“It will be good practice for both of you, especially since he will be accompanying us down to Voxhollow, and who knows what could happen.”

Cass looked at him. “Are you worried that something will happen?”

Bert shrugged. “I don’t know. But you and I both know Voxhollow is near . . .” He let out a long breath.

“Near Magmire,” Cass finished.

“Yes. I never thought we would go back to that accursed place.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” Cass agreed. “But the amount he is giving us will go a long way to paying off the Daedalus. That’s why I accepted his offer.”

“Well, you were right to do so,” Bert told her. “Opportunities like this don’t come by very often. We need to make the most of it.”

“So, when do I teach him to glide?”

“Not today,” Bert answered. “And not tomorrow. It looks like a storm is coming in. Use this time to make sure he understands the ins and outs of both the glider and how to dive. Everything I taught you. When the storm blows over, we’ll check the wind. If it looks good, you’ll start then.”
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The storm came in with a squall and pounding rain. Cass sat inside the galley and watched the whiplash of wind and water pound across the nearest portholes while Patterson put on a soup for dinner. Two other sailors sat inside the small room, taking a break before heading back out. Her turn would be soon, but for now she would enjoy the storm from inside the ship.

Bert was doing a good job steering the Daedalus through it all. She could feel the engine cut and the ship drift with the wind, then start up again to steer it gently in the right direction. Airships like the Daedalus could handle storms well under the right captain, their buoyancy and slow motion allowing the ship to move with—not against—the wind. Like a drifting leaf.

The side door opened, and as Theo spotted Cass, he made his way between the benches and tables to where she was sitting. When he drew near, she could again smell the scent that clung to him, that combination of wood with a hint of sweetness. The smell conjured up images of vast forests within the Mist, with gnarled trees draped in moss and dense fog.

“Quite the storm outside,” he said as he took a seat opposite her.

“Yes, but nothing the Daedalus can’t handle.”

He glanced at the porthole. “I’m not an expert on flying—my only experience is flying a zipper—but even I can tell that your captain is doing an excellent job.”

Cass leaned in. “What’s flying a zipper like?” Images of the dragonfly-like flying machines filled her mind, zipping across the city skyscape like their name, transporting the rich and affluent to their destinations.

“I learned to fly a zipper when I was eighteen. Arthur, my . . . um . . . chauffer taught me.”

“Chauffer?”

“A personal driver. Like a captain of a zipper.”

“You have your own captain?”

“In a way.”

Cass pursed her lips. Zippers were only owned by echelons, but to have his own captain meant Theo was even richer than she thought.

“So what’s it like to dive?” Theo turned the questions to her. “What should I expect?”

“Well, it’s different than flying a zipper, I imagine,” she began, eyeing his face. He was certainly a handsome man, with a set jaw, dark luminous eyes, and raven hair that reached the collar of his coat.

“I’m sure it is,” Theo said and smiled. “From what I can tell, it’s more like a controlled fall.”

“Perhaps.” His smile unnerved her a little. “I don’t know much about zippers, but imagine there was no fluttering wings and instead the extensions are perfectly still, and you have to maneuver the zipper through the currents of the air using your knowledge and instinct for the wind. That’s what gliding is like.”

“I see.” His eyes lit up. “I look forward to the challenge. When do we start?”

“After the storm. And it won’t be our usual way of teaching. We will fly tandem.” Suddenly feeling she was too close to Theo, Cass leaned back. The thought of their harnesses hooked together to the same glider, his hands across her shoulders as they jumped the ship together, made her squirm inside.

“Tandem? You mean together? Is that safe?”

“Yes. Perfectly. Absolutely,” she stuttered. Gales, she didn’t know. She’d never done it before!

He also sat back. “So what else do I need to do to prepare?”

“You already know how to put on and use the glider. We will need to provide you with a gas mask and goggles—”

“I already have both.”

“You do?”

“Uh, yes.” He cleared his throat. “My work requires the use of a mask, and I have my goggles from my zipper.”

“Work?” Was he a bluecoat? But bluecoats didn’t have the type of money Theo was offering for this mission. And he wasn’t a diver. Why did he have a mask?

“What else?” he inquired.

She narrowed her eyes, debating whether to push for more information. He stared back at her, and her resolve slipped down a notch. Later. “I’ll be carrying a revolver with incendiary bullets, just in case we run into any Turned. As far as how to take off and land, I’ll explain that during our exercise.”

“Do you run into the Turned often?”

Every muscle in Cass’s body tightened. “Each mission is different.” Her chest felt as if a boulder had been placed on it. This dive would be her first one since Magmire. The very thought of returning to that place, or anywhere near it, made her feel sick.

Remember the money. Remember the freedom they would have.

“I have a high respect for divers.”

Cass looked at him.

“There are very few people who would willingly go into the Mist. It takes a lot of courage and nerve to dive into the heart of danger.”

“Or recklessness.” The word escaped her lips, but it was true, and it reminded her of her comrades. They were reckless, and she loved them for that. “Controlled falling is still falling,” she added.

Theo laughed. It was clear and light, and his eyes sparkled with humor. Hearing that sound and seeing his face relax lightened her heart. Tomorrow would come, with her first dive since the accident, and a tandem one, no less. But right now, she enjoyed the moment. If there was one thing she learned from the Purges and life on the streets, it was that one never knew what the next day held.

She joined him with a laugh of her own.
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The sky was clear with a light, cool wind the next day, as if the air had been washed by the storm and hung out to dry beneath the bright sun. Cass stood on the deck with her diving equipment and took a moment to fill her lungs with the fresh air. Down below, the Mist seemed quiet and peaceful. It was a perfect day for a dive. Hopefully the land would prove to be just as calm. Bert said there was nothing but old vineyards and rolling hills.

As a diver, she was able to observe how much land there was beneath the Mist, places filled with villages, forests, and hills. But it was hard to imagine a world so open when everything above was crowded with buildings, factories, and hydroponic farming.

“I heard you’re taking our guest for a dive today,” Jeremiah said from behind her. “Great day for it, too.” His tone sobered. “Are you okay with doing this?”

Cass looked again at the misty expanse. “As much as I’ll ever be.”

“I’m not really religious, not like the captain was, but I’ll say a prayer for you.”

She would take anything that made this dive successful. A breeze pulled on the curls around her face as she adjusted the goggles above her head.

A minute later, Theo stepped out onto the deck. Instead of his usual shirt and coat, he wore a thick wool sweater with a pair of goggles on his forehead with gas mask in hand.

“I’m ready.”

“All right.” She picked up his pack and held it out to him. “First, put your pack on.” He took it without comment and put his legs through the lower straps, then pulled on the shoulder straps. Cass grabbed her own pack and did the same.

After making sure everything was secure, she faced Theo. “Now I’ll secure you and your pack to my glider once I’ve deployed it.”

She checked behind her to make sure there was room, then pulled the cord on her pack. Her glider slipped out like a pair of wings, the wooden rods and canvas snapping into position. The wind brushed along its edges, but they remained firm.

Bert had arrived and now walked around Cass. “Good, it looks like everything is in place.” He motioned to Theo. “Mr. Byron, come step behind Cass. Cass, I’ll help you secure Mr. Byron to you and the glider.”

Theo moved in behind her.

“Place your hands on her shoulders,” Bert instructed.

While explaining the process, Bert lifted Theo’s strap, then clasped it next to Cass’s beneath the frame of the glider.

He checked the rest of Theo’s gear one more time, then stepped back.

“All right,” Cass said, glancing over her shoulder at Theo. “Once I put my mask on, you won’t be able to hear me, and I won’t be able to hear you. The biggest thing is don’t panic. Stay calm. You’ve flown in a zipper before, so you understand a bit of how flight and gliding works.”

The familiarity calmed her own anxiety.

“You’ll feel the straps pull up as the glider catches the air. Let the wind lift you. Keep your hands on my shoulders. I will use my guiding poles to steer the glider. Use this dive to watch what I do and to get a feel for gliding. Do you have any questions?”

He shook his head.

She turned forward. “Masks on.” She lifted the mask off her chest where it had been resting and pulled it up over her mouth and nose. The air was stale and cool inside.

His hand left her shoulder briefly as he pulled his own mask on, then gently gripped her shoulders again.

Cass brought the steering poles out. She was confident enough in her gliding ability to take her first step off the Daedalus since Captain Gresley’s death, but could she glide with another person?

She took in a deep breath, then signaled with her hand that she was ready to start her dive. One of the crewmembers near the railing opened up the gap, allowing access from the deck to the wide-open sky. She signaled again, this time for Theo. He gave her shoulder a quick squeeze.

Cass started her run, hoping Theo could keep up. Their gaits were different, but he seemed to understand and accommodate. One . . . two . . . three . . .

Cass brought the tip of the glider slightly downward as they stepped off the deck. The straps on her shoulders went taut as the weight of their bodies fought gravity and glider. Then a gust of wind came and picked them up.

Cass smiled in exhilaration. This is what she loved the most. The beauty and freedom of flight.

She barely noticed Theo’s presence as she became one with the wind and sky. She moved to the right, and the glider responded. The Mist was a calm sea of grey-green fog, deceptively serene.

Cass caught an updraft, let the glider drift along the invisible current, then began their descent. A few minutes later, they entered the Mist.

Below were valleys and hills, dotted with old oak trees, lines of dead vegetation that looked more like narrow rows of spiked fences, and a dirt road that ran alongside a dried-up creek.

Cass steered toward the hill on the right. There was a long stretch of grass that would work for their takeoff. As she reached the gently sloped top, she brought the tip of the glider up, stalled, then dropped to the ground.

Theo must have not been ready.

One leg came flying up beside her as his grip pulled her back. She tried to catch herself, but he held her fast, and she fell against his chest, the glider following a second later, covering them like a canopy.

Cass lay staring at the canvas and wood beneath. Did they damage the glider? Theo gave a muffled groan.

Two thoughts battled inside her mind in that one instant: the absolute need to untangle themselves, and the fear if they jostled the glider, it could tear.

“Wait, wait,” she told Theo, tapping his leg.

He stilled. She could hear him breathing heavily through the gas mask.

Cass focused on the glider. She reached for the wooden frame and slowly sat up while lifting the contraption. So far, so good.

She looked back, thankful for the goggles and mask hiding her face. Theo lay straddled on the ground, his eyes staring up at her from behind his goggles. “I need you to unclasp your pack from my glider.”

He nodded and carefully sat up. Cass turned back around and held the glider aloft so he could see the connection. Her heart beat like the rapid wings of a sparrow as she waited. There was a grunt, then he leaned across her. “There,” he finally said, followed by a snap.

Cass extricated herself from him and stood, thankful to be free. She continued to hold the glider above her head until she was a couple feet away, then she pulled on the cord. The glider folded back into her pack easily. She let out a long sigh of relief. No damage. Of course, Theo had his own pack if they needed to use it, but she’d rather not add another expense to the Daedalus by damaging a whole glider.

She glanced back. Theo had already pushed his goggles up and was looking around. She could almost read the wonder on his face. She understood the feeling. It was one thing to know that there existed land inside the Mist, and then actually to see how much surface there was, as far as the eye could see. If only there was a way to clear the Mist. So much land for people to live on, to grow crops, to explore, without the fear of Turning.

His eyes came to rest on her face, and she could see the wonder in them. “This is amazing,” he said.

Cass smiled. “It is.”

He moved toward the edge of the hill and pointed. “Those must be old vineyards. And that”—he motioned toward a low-lying house—“the manor, maybe.”

“Maybe. But this isn’t all. I’ve seen vast forests, cities that spread across hills, villages where the table is still set for dinner.”

“I’ve known about this, but to see it firsthand . . .”

Down by the dirt road, a small figure appeared. By the awkward shuffle, Cass knew what it was.

“Time’s up,” she said, and turned around. They would use the clear side of the hill to take off.

“Is that a Turned?” Theo’s gaze set on the figure.

“Yes, and I don’t really feel like running into one today.” Just that one glimpse brought back an icy wave, washing away the warmth from seconds ago. Theo stared for a moment longer before following her. With each step, her stomach tightened, and she felt queasy. Memories rushed across her mind, one chasing after another, the horde of Turned inside Magmire, Oliver’s screams from the second-story window, Captain Gresley convulsing on the leaf-scattered ground—

“Are you all right?” Theo’s muffled voice asked as he touched her arm.

Cass blinked. She hadn’t realized she had stopped moving. “Yes,” she said, her voice shaking. She glanced at him. He appeared to be studying her again, a little like their first encounter.

“Do you think you can secure your pack to my glider, or do you need me to do it?”

“I’m confident I can attach it.”

“Good. I’ll deploy the glider and let you do that. Squeeze my shoulders when you’re ready. We will start down the hill. Like it was from the ship, let the air pick you up, don’t fight it. We will use the air current and any updrafts we can find to help us ascend back toward the Daedalus.”

“Understood.”

Cass turned around and took a few steps forward to make space between her and Theo, then pulled the cord on her pack. Her glider stretched out, and she motioned to Theo with her hand. “All right, go ahead.”

As Theo moved behind her, she took the time to double-check her mask, then pulled her goggles down. Next, she secured her guiding poles. When that was done, she took in a deep filtered breath and waited. After a moment, his hands came to rest on her shoulders, and he gave them a quick squeeze.

Then she spotted it. Near the bottom of the hill, beside one of the old oak trees, standing there like silent, badly dressed statue. From this distance, she couldn’t make out the face or any other feature, and might have even missed it in the shadows and gloom, except for that one moment when it lifted its head as if sniffing the air.

Time to go.

Cass started down the hill, making sure to keep to the left of where the Turned stood, and where there was still enough clearing to make their run easy.

Theo ran in time with her, their legs moving as one. The air began to pull at her straps. They were halfway down the hill when the Turned gave a hard twitch, and the face turned directly toward them.

Cold adrenaline washed over her, leaving her skin chilled and her head slightly dizzy. It started rushing toward them. It was faster than she thought it would be.

She sucked in a breath and held onto the guiding poles. Their feet began to lift off the ground. The Turned drew closer.

Everything inside her wanted to scream, but she clamped her mouth shut, clenching her teeth together. If she didn’t focus, they would lose air.

Cass stared ahead, no longer seeing. Instead, she used every nerve to feel: the air, the currents, each and every subtle movement of wind. Seconds later, she found a thermal updraft. Using the poles, she turned the glider, letting the air lift them higher and higher. She wanted to look down, to see how far they were and where the Turned was, but she doused that desire.

The updraft ended, and they glided for a moment before she found another one. A small black bird joined them, flying over dead vineyards and faded fields. Theo readjusted his hold on her shoulders, and she wondered if he had been as nervous about the Turned as she had been.

Not nervous. Petrified.

Her hands began to shake around the guiding poles, and her mind blanked for an instant as a sheer wave of terror passed over her. Bile rose in her throat and threatened to give over to retching.

Cass gritted her teeth until the wave passed. The edge of the Mist drew closer until finally they passed through it into the bright blue sky.

Relief flooded her, and tears prickled her eyes. Part of her never wanted to go down there again, but that wasn’t an option. She was a diver, with a very lucrative job ahead. A job that everyone on the Daedalus was counting on her to perform. Fear had no place.

But as she steered the glider toward the ship waiting ahead, she couldn’t deny there was now a seed planted deep inside her. How many dives would it take before that tiny fear paralyzed her and she found herself trapped in the world of the Mist?
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The world below the Mist was nothing like Theo had imagined. Land as far as the eye could see. Dozens of trees, sprawling vineyards with space between, and roads with nothing on either side. Even the presence of a Turned didn’t dampen his enthusiasm. If there really was a cure, someday people could live in that world.

He had his microscope out and a handful of small glass slides on the desk. The airship’s engine thrummed gently through the walls as light spilled through the windows to his right. The sample from the Mist he’d studied this morning hadn’t revealed anything new. Hopefully that was good news. But to be sure, he would take his microscope with him the next time he went down to the surface and look at live samples instead of dead ones. The benefit of the spores dying at high elevation was the survival of humanity. The downfall? It was hard to study live spores unless he went into the Mist.

There was a knock at his cabin door.

“Come in.”

The door swung open, and Cass stood in the doorway, wearing an oversized tunic tucked in a leather corset with loops and belts hanging from its waist. Theo wondered what Adora would think of the young woman. Cass was as different from a socialite as one could be.

“I came to see if you would like to go for another dive today. The weather is perfect, and Bert assures me the area below is safe.” A trace of something like fear crossed her face, so slight that Theo wasn’t sure if he’d really seen it. He’d heard whispers around the ship of some fatal dive not too long ago, and he wondered.

“Yes, I would like that. Let me finish this.” He turned back to his desk.

“What are you doing?”

“I . . . uh,” he glanced at the notes and slides spread across the desk. He’d never really told them what he did. Only that he needed them to help him retrieve a family artifact. There wasn’t really a reason to keep it a secret. “I study the Mist.”

“You do?”

The curiosity in her voice made him smile. “I do. Would you like to see?”

“Yes!” came the eager reply.

He started with the microscope, sharing how it worked, answering her flurry of questions. Then the slides, then his notes. The longer he spoke, the closer Cass drew, until she was bending over, her face near his as she studied the array of paper and equipment. He could smell the soft scent of soap on her skin.

Eventually, she straightened, still looking at the display before her. “Theo.” There was a pause. “Are you part of the Alchemy Society?”

“Alchemy Society?” His mind was still stuck on the few seconds before.

“Yes, that group of scientists.”

“Yes,” he answered reluctantly. He’d opened that door when he let her know about his studies of the Mist. Only the elite were a part of the Alchemy Society. Would she figure out who he was? It was only one step from the Alchemy Society to one of the Five.

“Fascinating,” she said, her eyes still on the table. “Could I try it out?” Cass pointed to the microscope.

“Of course. Would you like to take a closer look at the spores inside the Mist.”

“Yes.”

Theo took the slide he had been studying and documenting and placed it back beneath the lenses. “Here you go.”

He stood up, pushed the chair away, then stepped back so Cass could stand in front of the microscope. He helped her work the knobs, explained what she was seeing, and how he drew what he observed so he could keep track of what he found. Before he knew it, the watch inside his vest chimed eleven o’clock.

“Oh.” Cass jerked up. “How long have I been here?”

“At least an hour,”

“We need to go. Bert’s been waiting for us.”

“Right,” Theo said. “I’ll change and meet you on the deck.”

Cass started for the door, then stopped and turned. “Theo, thank you.”

His hand stilled on the buttons on his vest. “For what?”

She looked at him, her eyes serious. “For showing me your work. There’s so much I don’t know, and I want to understand. I want to know how the world works, where everything came from, and discover everything there is to find.” She glanced upward. “It’s kind of like how I feel about gliding. I feel free when I’m up in the sky. When it’s just me and the wind and the air. A sort of reckless freedom and discovery.” She met his eyes. “I heard that same passion in your voice just now. Maybe we’re the same in some ways.” She stopped herself and gave a quick shake of her head. “Anyway, I’ll meet you on the deck.”

Theo continued looking at the door after she had closed it, his hand still on the top button of his vest. Maybe we’re the same.

He certainly had never met a young woman like her before.
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Theo made sure the small wooden box containing his microscope was fully secured to his gliding pack. He cinched the straps, checking each one twice, then approached Cass.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yes. Thanks for letting me bring my microscope.”

She nodded and turned away from him. “Go ahead and latch onto my glider.”

As Theo raised the clasp, he spotted a few of the crewmembers pausing in their work to watch. He’d overheard that there used to be more divers on the Daedalus, but now there were only Cass and Bert. And since Bert was the captain, it was really just Cass.

Once he was ready, he placed his hands on Cass’s shoulders, then gave her the signal. As she raised her hand to indicate she’d felt the pressure, he saw a glint of silver around her neck as the wind picked up her hair. She began moving toward the opening between the rails of the deck.

For one second, it felt like he’d left his stomach back on the Daedalus before the wind picked up the glider and sent them soaring. He almost laughed as the air blew over him, pushing his hair back. Cass glanced over her shoulder. He couldn’t see her expression but the next moment, she tilted the glider and sent them careening to the left. He had a feeling she, too, was grinning beneath the mask.

Instead of taking them straight down like she did previously, Cass seemed to linger in the air, catching a breeze every few minutes, soaring high. A flock of geese came from the east, gliding along an invisible wind current. Cass turned and followed them for a minute. Then, finally, she began their descent.

The moment they entered the Mist, it felt again like he’d entered a whole different world. Where the sky above had been sunny and free, down here felt cold, dim, and sinister.

The Mist moved through a thicket of trees below like grey fingers. Something dark darted through it. A moment later, a deer came bursting through the forest and dashed across the meadow they were heading toward. It disappeared as they reached the top of the trees.

With deft skill, Cass brought them to the ground. This time, Theo kept his balance.

Cass glanced back at him. “Go ahead and unlatch yourself from my glider.”

Theo nodded and reached between them to unclasp his pack.

Cass pushed up her goggles and looked around. “Not much here,” she said, and Theo was sure he detected some relief in her voice. “I spotted a hill on the other side of those trees that we can use for takeoff.”

“Do you usually land in deserted areas like this?” Theo asked as took off his pack and began to undo the small wooden box.

“Not usually. But if we are surveying a new place, we never know what we will find once we enter the Mist. Even when we use pre-plague maps. The world has changed since the Plague Wars. There was a lot of damage that left cities and villages devastated. And many have become overrun with plants and trees.”

Theo placed the box on the ground. “So what’s it like to land in an old town?”

Cass stopped. “Like visiting a grave.”

A grave?

Theo looked at Cass. Her face appeared pale behind her mask. “Did something happen?” he asked.

“Not here,” came the reply. But he saw her fingering the revolver at her side as she eyed the thicket. Whatever had happened, he was fairly sure now Cass had been a part of it.

He removed his microscope and placed it on the box lid. He gently pulled out a new glass slide and headed for a nearby tree. Most of the spores lived in the air, creating the greyish-green Mist, but sometimes they clustered on objects. He searched one tree, then the next. Finally, on the third he found a tiny patch of grey fuzz. Using a small knife, he scraped some of it onto his slide, then secured it with a second piece of glass.

Cass was still standing where he had left her, one hand sitting across the holster of her revolver as she scanned the trees around them.

“Find what you were looking for?” she asked as he approached.

“Yes. It’s been a while since I was able to look at live spores, and I’m curious to see how these ones compare to the ones near the dead zone.”

“Dead zone?”

“The area between the Mist and civilization. The edge of the Mist.”

“Where the Purges happen.”

Theo noted how her face grimaced. “Yes. Another reason for my studies.”

“Wait.” She looked at the microscope, then slowly back at him. “Are you looking for a solution?”

Theo’s hand stilled near the knob he was about to turn. He hesitated, then said, “Yes.”

“Is that why we’re heading to Voxhollow?”

“Yes. There might be some information there that could help.”

Cass didn’t say any more. Out of the corner of his eye, she appeared pensive, as if she were mentally chewing his words. He bent down and peered through the microscope. Not much had changed that he could observe. The spores were still elongated, oval in shape, and to the naked eye, a greyish green that appeared like tiny tufts of fuzz. Except . . .

He turned the knob again. There, barely visible even with his microscope. A tiny barb at the end of the oval. Had he missed that characteristic before? If it was new, could that account for the change occurring in the Mist and why it was now rising at an accelerated speed?

A shot rang out.

Theo’s head shot up in time to see a smoldering corpse just beyond the tree line.

“Time to go,” Cass said in a cold voice.

Theo didn’t respond. Instead, he immediately began packing up his microscope and the sample he’d taken. The spores would die once they exited the Mist, but at least he could look at them again and take what notes he could.

Cass fired again.

Gales, how many Turned were around here? There were only trees and this meadow as far as he could tell. Where were they coming from?

Theo hurriedly clasped the box shut and began to strap it in.

“There’s more,” Cass informed him.

His fingers fumbled as he attached the wooden box to his pack. He stood and quickly pulled the pack on.

“Strap on your glider on as we walk,” Cass said as she strode off. Theo hurried to catch up to her while checking the straps across his chest. The ground began to slope gently up. Theo glanced back but couldn’t see any Turned. Part of him was slightly disappointed. He’d never seen one up close, and the scientist in him was curious to see exactly what the spores did to a human body. He knew they attacked the brain and fed on its nutrients, then used the body for mobility, but what happened to the body itself? Studying a corpse would help, a live one. He’d already looked at dead ones.

At the top, Cass glanced back, and her face went ashen. “As soon as I deploy the glider, get behind me and attach yourself to my pack,” she ordered as she brought her revolver up. Halfway down the hill, shambling between the trees was another Turned.

Cass pulled on the cord with her free hand, and the glider stretched out behind her. Theo moved in, working as fast as he could.

“Done,” he informed her and pulled his goggles down. The Turned continued in their direction. Cass pulled out the guiding rods.

“We’re going to run down the other side,” she shouted as she put away the revolver and began to turn them around.

“Why didn’t you shoot?” he shouted in return.

Cass didn’t answer. He couldn’t tell if it was because she didn’t hear him or was concentrating on getting them airborne.

They started down the other side of the hill. It was fairly empty except for a handful of trees. It appeared to be an old dirt road with weeds and bramble on either side.

Just as the straps tightened beneath his armpits and legs, Cass yelled. He couldn’t hear what she said through the mask and the wind. Instead, he let go and followed her lead. She steered them straight ahead, letting the air lift them higher and higher.

Then he saw what made her shout.

At the bottom of the hill were three more Turned.

Within seconds he had calculated their trajectory, the speed of the Turned, and their own ascent. He wasn’t sure they would make it.
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Cass felt nothing, saw nothing. Everything inside of her was focused on one thing: flight. Every time the prickling of fear began to surge across her body, she slammed it back with everything she had and refocused.

Her sweaty hands clung to the guiding poles, feeling every tiny updraft and adjusting the glider to catch the air. She barely registered Theo behind her, except for the feel of his hands on her shoulders and his extra weight.

There was no room for error, no room for thought. Instinct was what would get them out of here. Instinct and . . .

Elaeros, help us! she cried in her mind.

The Turned staggered up the road. They were at the end stages of decomposition, with bones sticking through the rotting flesh and faces that looked as if they were melting off their skulls. And the smell . . .

Just as she began to despair, Cass felt it. A slight change in the air, a bit of warmth. She turned slightly to the left and felt the glider catch the thermal. In answer to her movement, the glider soared upward like a hawk. Cass began circling the air, then realized she had been holding her breath.

She let it out long and steady, then drew in a lungful of stale air through the mask. The thermal dissipated near the edge of the Mist, but Cass caught another one, and minutes later they broke through to clear sky above. As the wind moved over her body, she began to shiver. Her entire body was covered in sweat. Her hands began to tremble, but she steadied her grip on the guiding poles again and turned toward the Daedalus.

Theo’s hands felt warm against her cold shoulders, and she slowly relaxed. They’d escaped. She’d been able to shoot the first two Turned, but then fear had taken over, causing her hand to shake so bad she knew her aim would be off and she could possibly set the woods on fire. So she did the only thing her body allowed her to: fly away. They were lucky to take flight before the Turned reached them.

But what about next time? What if they reached Voxhollow, and escape wasn’t an option? When the mission was of utmost importance, no matter how many Turned appeared?

As Cass crested over the Daedalus, she wondered if she should talk to Bert about her sudden fear. Perhaps he’d felt the same way and had found a means to conqueror it. But talking meant admitting that maybe she couldn’t do the job.

I can’t afford that, Cass thought as she brought the tip of the glider up and landed on the deck. This is the only home I have. I need to keep on going on my own. No matter what.

Theo detached his pack from her glider as Bert came down from the top deck. “How did the dive go?”

Cass spoke casually as she pushed up her goggles and removed her mask. “Theo was able to find what he was looking for. We ran into a handful of Turned, but we got away.”

Bert looked at her incredulously. “Turned? Down there? That area should have been empty. There isn’t a village within miles.”

Cass shrugged as she stowed away her glider. It’d been a while since she had inspected the gliders and changed out the mask filters. She would do that this afternoon.

“Cass handled it well,” Theo said from behind her. “She shot two and got us airborne.”

“Well, she is the best,” Bert replied, but Cass could hear the tightness in his voice. Was that still a trace of jealousy? Another reason not to confess her newfound fears.

“So when do I get a chance to dive by myself?” Theo asked.

Cass looked at him, startled. Could Theo seriously still be so eager with what they had just gone through?

“I can’t always be relying on Cass. Or anyone else.”

“That’s true,” Bert agreed. “Even more so as we approach Voxhollow. You need to know how to glide should anything happen below.”

Cass’s stomach tightened at Bert’s words. Should anything happen below. Like the last time they were along the western mountains. When Oliver and Captain Gresley—

“Cass, are you all right?”

Cass found both Theo and Bert staring at her. She blinked. “Yes, of course. Theo needs to know how to dive by himself.”

“Then let’s plan on diving tomorrow. All three of us. We’ll be near Decadenn, and there is a large clearing below the city.”

“I’ll make sure our equipment is ready,” Cass offered. “In fact, I’m doing an inspection this afternoon.”

“Good.”

“Can I join you?” Theo asked her before she could leave.

“Join me?”

“During your inspection. I want to make sure I know all I can about the gliders.”

“That’s a good idea,” Bert said before Cass could respond.

Her heart fell. She’d been hoping for some time alone. “Yes, that’s fine. Meet me in the storage room down on the second level after lunch.”

Cass quickly left the deck, searching for her moment alone. She needed a chance to collect herself after the last incident.
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Theo quietly watched as Cass inspected the gliders, checking for any cracks along the wooden frames or tears within the canvas. Everything looked good. After stowing the gliders away in their packs, she pulled out the gas masks and started changing out the filters. The sun trickled through the portholes on either side of the room, lighting the area.

“Why are you using those filters?” He pointed to the circular one in her hand.

She gave him a puzzled look. “Because those are the ones we have.”

“But they would only last two days if you were trapped down on the surface.”

“Yes, but they’re the only ones available. And I’ve never seen any other kind.”

“Wait here.” Theo disappeared through the doorway, and Cass continued her duties, mystified by Theo’s reaction.

He returned minutes later with his own mask. He held it out to her. “Here, take a look at this.”

Cass took the mask, and on closer inspection, she realized it was slightly different than her own.

“This particular filter would last at least three days and is better made than the one you’re using. Where did you get yours?”

“Belhold.”

“Belhold? But I thought . . .” His voice trailed off as an inexpressible look came over his face. “I will need to look into that,” he muttered. He raised his voice. “After this mission is over, I’ll be happy to supply your ship with better filters.”

“Oh! Well . . . thank you.” Where would Theo get different filters? They were distributed by the Alchemy Society. Did he have some kind of secret stash?

“By the way, I wanted to ask you something.”

His tone of voice made her freeze.

“Yes?”

He paused as if finding the best way to ask his question. “I noticed how you reacted today,” he said carefully. “And also the other time we dived. Does it have something to do with an accident I’ve heard about?”

Cass stared at him blankly. Should she tell him? Would he change his mind once he heard of their last mission and find another diving ship? They needed the money from this job badly if they were going to make their deadline on time.

He was watching her. “I’m sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, I’ll tell you. You should know about the dangers involved in this mission. Yes.” Cass swallowed. “There was an accident a couple months ago. To be honest, in the world of diving, it’s not that uncommon, especially when diving into a new area. Many things can go wrong: a fatal landing, more Turned than expected, a jammed revolver—” She winced. If her revolver hadn’t jammed that day, would Captain Gresley still be with them?

“Yes, I’ve heard of such things. Is that what happened?”

Cass looked up. Theo’s face seemed different. His eyes were wide and dark, his expression intense and yet kind. As if he was reaching out to feel what she was feeling. “Yes. But there is more. It happened in a pre-plague village called Magmire. It’s near Voxhollow.”

Theo startled. “So you’ve been there before?”

“Different village, same area. But there is something there, something strange about that place. There were so many Turned, more than we’ve ever encountered in a village like that. And they were . . . different.”

“Different? How?”

Cass looked down. She rubbed her fingers together as the memories came back. “Their clothes. They were pre-plague.”

“Pre-plague? You mean they were Turned from the war?”

“We think so. But we’re not sure how. I’m not as knowledgeable as some of the other crew, but from what I know, Turned only last a couple years before the corpse finally breaks down.”

“Yes,” Theo agreed. “That’s true. How odd.”

“And there were many of them. We lost Oliver first. Then after we retrieved the box, Captain Gresley—” Cass’s heart hammered as a cold sweat washed over her. The words spilled out. “We left the manor. There was a forest between us and the hill where Bert believed a thermal existed that could be used for a launch. My revolver jammed as a couple Turned cornered me. But the captain appeared and launched himself on the closest two while I found a stick and struck the other one. And that’s when I heard him . . .”

The storage room was silent except for the subtle hum of the engines through the walls. The sun continued to shine through the portholes, but Cass still felt cold. She crossed her arms and hugged herself, barely seeing Theo in front of her as she relived that horrifying day.

Her voice choked. “Captain Gresley Turned. Right before my eyes.” Theo made a small sound, but Cass went on. “His mask had been shoved to the side, and he breathed in the Mist. I watched him. I couldn’t move. I—” Cass turned away. “It was my fault!”

Cass could feel the storm of emotions brewing inside of her, wanting release. But she would not cry. Not here, not in front of him. So instead she squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed again, willing the emotions to leave. She had to show Theo that no matter the past, she was still capable of completing this mission.

“I see.” There was a pause. “Cass,” he said gently, “thank you for telling me. That explains many things.”

Cass lifted her eyes to Theo in surprise. She was expecting—and dreading—that he would think the Daedalus wasn’t suited for the job.

Instead, he lowered his head toward her. “When we arrive in Decadenn, I’ll see about procuring the filters I showed you. And if there is anything else you and your crew need for this job, let me know. I have connections, and I am more than willing to use them.”

Cass was stunned. “That would be nice.” She tried to gather her thoughts. “I think we have enough incendiary bullets, and I’ll be cleaning the revolvers tonight, so there should be no mishap.” Even though sometimes the best-laid plans still ended in disaster.

Theo wasn’t finished. “Cass, thank you for taking on this job, especially now that I know what happened to your captain and crew. I hope—no, I strongly believe—that the item I’m looking for will prevent such tragedies from ever happening again.”

Cass watched as he went through the doorway into the hallway beyond. There was something about Theo, his assurance, the way he spoke. She sat down on the wooden floor with the filters all around her.

The surest prevention was to eradicate the Mist. Could Theo really discover how to do that?
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The Daedalus arrived in Decadenn as the sun began to set. Excitement filled the ship as the crew scrambled about to finish last-minute duties and secure the vessel. It had been weeks since shore leave, and everyone was ready for a night out on the city.

Inside her tiny cabin, Cass dressed slowly. It had been a while since she wore something more than her work clothes. The skirt and stockings felt odd after wearing trousers all day, but a small part of her wanted to be different than the rest of the crew tonight. After tightening her corset over a simple blouse, she glanced at her reflection in a handheld mirror she had fastened to the wall. Her hair was as curly as ever and now hung below her shoulders. She touched the closest reddish-gold curl, wrapped it around her finger, and let it loose again. A memory came back, an image of her mother. With long golden curls. “Mama,” she whispered and brushed the silver locket that hung around her neck. It had been months since she last thought of them, and she realized this was the first time in years she recalled their faces.

She tucked the locket within her blouse before heading out onto the deck.

The sun had set, and the sky was set ablaze with color. Cass stood beside the railing as she waited for the rest of the crew. Jeremiah had hinted all day about a place he wanted to take the group, and for the first time, she decided she would go with them.

Bert touched her arm. “I’m visiting Eli Gresley tonight to inform him of our latest job,” he said quietly. “If Mr. Byron keeps his word, the promised amount should cover the rest we owe on the Daedalus.”

“I believe he will,” Cass said, surprised by the sudden conviction of that statement. When was the last time she had trusted in someone besides Captain Gresley and members of the Daedalus crew?

Bert opened his mouth, but then his eyes caught something behind her, and he stepped back. Cass turned around. Theo walked onto the deck, dressed in a fine dark overcoat, vest, and shirt, with polished black shoes and a top hat. Her eyes went wide. The last few weeks, she had become accustomed to the more casual young man who would wear a wool sweater during their dives, or have sleeves rolled up to the elbow as he bent over the desk in deep study.

However, this Theo looked like an heir of some kind. There was no Byron family in the Five, of course, so he had to come from some lesser, but no doubt wealthy, family, given the type of money he was paying for this job.

“Enjoy your time with the crew,” Bert said and headed for the plank.

Theo approached, and he dipped his head toward her. “You look lovely this evening.”

Cass felt the color rise to her cheeks. “I’m heading out with the crew tonight. Where are you going?” She realized she sounded rude. But he couldn’t possibly be going with them, not dressed like that.

“I’m meeting a friend and seeing what I can do about new filters for your gas masks.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t help but be curious. Who could that friend be, dressed as he was?

“Ready, Cass?” Jeremiah jumped down the last two steps from the top deck.

“Yes!” she called out. She looked at Theo and smiled. “Have a good time with your friend.”

“I hope so,” he said, his face growing sober.

Cass frowned. He didn’t seem very excited about wherever he was going.

Jeremiah caught her hand and pulled her away. “You’ve avoided going with us the last few times we were in Decadenn, so I’m going to make sure you enjoy yourself. And you dressed up, too! Hey, look everyone!” Jeremiah shouted across the deck as the others were gathering for their night out. “Cass is wearing a skirt!”

Cass blushed as Jeremiah held up her hand and every eye on deck came to rest on her. Gales! Maybe she should have dressed in her usual garb. “It’s just a skirt,” she muttered as she pulled her hand from Jeremiah’s. He laughed and led the way to the plank.

They all headed down to the floating pier to which the Daedalus was tethered, then toward the city itself. Cass glanced back, but Theo was gone.

Just like her previous visits, the beauty, lights, and vivacity of Decadenn took her breath away. Even at night, the city felt alive. Hundreds of people were out along the streets that flowed between the tall and vast buildings with gas lamps lighting the area. Scents filled the air: flowery perfume, roasting meats and bread, and smoke. Cass would have been lost except for Jeremiah’s bright red hair leading the way through the throng and the crewmembers around her, keeping her close by.

After three different streets, Jeremiah turned down a narrower and darker one. More smoke filled the air, blocking out the night sky above.

“Here we are,” Jeremiah said a minute later and pointed at a sign to the right.

Cass looked up. Painted in bold, bright letters were the words The Cog and Key. There was only a single door and one small window to the establishment, one of many along the dark and narrow alley.

“This pub is the best-kept secret in Decadenn,” Jeremiah said with a grin. “Amazing food and ale for just a couple sterlings. And sometimes there’s music.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Cyrus, one of the new crewmembers and a potential diver. “Just the downtime I need.”

Cass entered behind Jeremiah. The inside was dark and cozy. Leather booths lined one wall while two rows of square tables and chairs filled the rest of the narrow space. A bar was built into the brick wall to the right with a counter made from rich mahogany with matching barstools. Along the back hung a mirror and a variety of metal artwork. Gas lamps and the foggy haze of pipe smoke gave the room a pleasing atmosphere.

Most of the tables and booths were filled, but there were two empty booths in the back, so Jeremiah led the group to claim them. Savory smells filled the air, from steaming bowls of stew to plates of sausage and fried tomatoes to succulent pieces of chicken and vegetables in golden piecrust. Cass tried not to stare as she passed the tables heaped with food and ale.

The crew filled up the two booths with loud conversation and laughter. Cass was seated at one end of the booth next to Will. They’d hardly spoken to each other since Captain Gresley’s passing. Quiet Will preferred to work in the engine room, and even now sat watching the crew and the rest of the pub in silence. Cass didn’t mind the lack of conversation. She was feeling a bit quiet herself this evening.

As the group waited to be served, Cass glanced over at the counter. Two men worked the bar, dressed in white shirts, black vests, and bowties, one with blond hair, the other with curly black. They poured drinks and served with a flourish, and the blond man glanced at her and gave her a wink.

Cass could feel her cheeks reddening from the attention. There was no flirting on the Daedalus.

The gentle tune of a guitar began to fill the pub. Cass spotted a man sitting in the back corner with a guitar on his knee, which he had begun to strum quietly. The music matched the mood of the pub: soft, warm, and inviting.

The blond bartender walked over with a tray filled with frothy ales. “What’ll you be having this evening?”

Jeremiah spoke for the group. “We’ll have today’s meat pie special and a platter of sausages and fried tomatoes.”

“Very good,” the man said as he placed a mug down in front of Cass. She eyed the amber liquid. She’d never had ale before and wouldn’t start tonight. She’d seen too many enamored with the drink while living on the streets.

After the bartender left, Cass pushed her mug over to the middle of the table, then sat back and let her eyes drift shut as she listened to the guitar music . . .

“Cass, wake up.”

Cass blinked. The smell of fresh, hot food hit her.

“Tired?” Will asked as he passed her a plate.

“I must be,” she said with a laugh. Between the comfort of the leather booth, the dim light, and the subtle sound of conversation, the music had lulled her away. “How long was I out?”

“Just five minutes. I don’t think anyone noticed. Everybody else is too busy drinking and talking.”

Cass sat back and took in a deep breath. “I might head back to the ship early. I have no idea why I’m so exhausted.”

Will snorted quietly as they waited for the food to be passed around. “You’ve been working your tail off, Cass. I may not talk much, but I watch. You’ve been working as hard as Bert for the last few months.”

“All of us have.”

“Yes, but most of us have other places we can go and work. My skill with machines means I will always find a job if we lose the Daedalus. However, for you and Bert, that ship is everything.”

Cass stared at the table. The Daedalus was everything. The thought of living on the streets again . . .

Will placed a slice of pie on her plate. Chunks of chicken, vegetables, and light gravy oozed out from beneath the crust. Its smell was heavenly, causing her mouth to water and to temporarily alleviate the heaviness inside her.

“I’m sorry,” Will said as Cass picked up her fork. “I didn’t mean to be so serious.”

Cass waved her fork. “It’s all right.” Now all she could think about was food.

They settled into companionable silence. Jeremiah was right. The food was amazing here, no disrespect to Patterson. Patterson’s meals were wholesome and simple, just what the Daedalus crew needed, but this . . . this was food for the soul.

Cass sighed as she pushed back her plate, the grogginess from earlier returning tenfold. Jeremiah and the crew were growing even more rambunctious, with even Will loosening up after two mugs. She smiled as they broke out in an old pre-plague song. Others in the pub joined in.

Maybe there was something in what Will said. She was working hard. Helping Bert with their cargo runs. Teaching Theo to dive. Doing whatever she could to keep the Daedalus. She hadn’t realized it until Will mentioned it.

Just one more job, then we can relax a little. I’ll survive this yet.

She caught Will’s attention. “I’m going to head back to the ship.”

“Do you want someone to escort you back?”

“No, you enjoy yourself.” He gave her a questioning look, and she smiled at him. “I’ll be fine. We’re not far from the docks.”

He still didn’t seem sure, but Cass stood before he could protest. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, then made her way through the pub. Sleep. That’s all she wanted now. Some quiet time in her tiny cabin and sleep.

Cass covered a yawn as she emerged outside. What time was it? It must be later than she thought. The crowds from earlier seemed to have dissipated. She made her way through the streets, but after two turns, she stopped under a gas lamp and looked around. Was it two lefts and a right? Or only one left and a right?

She stood there and gripped her elbows as a cool breeze swept through the deserted street. What had been beautiful and enthralling about the city earlier now appeared harsh and cold in the gaslight. She looked around again and decided to go left.

Walking faster now, she passed by dark windows and narrow alleyways. Five minutes later with heart thrumming inside her ribcage, she stopped again. She took in a deep breath and straightened her back. It wasn’t like she’d never been lost before. Her life had been full of unknowns.

Just focus and think.

She would go back and take that next left.

Just as she turned, she spotted a glint of light off something gold. Cass swung around and stared at the corner, replaying the split-second image in her mind and comparing it to the now-empty street. She was sure she had seen something. Something like . . . like a man, only with a golden face and a top hat.

That was absurd. She shook her head and started back down the street. But she couldn’t get the impression out of her mind. Maybe she had seen something. After all, this was Decadenn, a city full of mystery. Some kind of human-looking automaton? Automatons were rare, but she’d seen a few in Belhold during the years. Were there ones with golden masks here?

Maybe she’d ask around when she got back—

A hand snaked around her middle while another hand clamped over her mouth.

Cass managed to get out a scream and kick back at the same time.

Her foot hit the knee behind her with a crack, and a man let out a cry. His grip lessened. Heart pounding, Cass launched herself forward, breaking out of the hold.

A glance back revealed not one but three men behind her, their faces lit up by a single gas lamp. One had a pained expression on his face.

Cass made a dash for the street ahead. She only made it a couple of steps before she was yanked back by edge of her corset.

“We’ve got a fighter here, boys,” one of the men said with a laugh.

“I want at her first for kicking me!”

Cass dipped and swung her leg out. She caught the taller man and sent him stumbling against the wall, then jumped back. She wasn’t a trained fighter but had learned a few tricks on the streets. However, three on one was going to be nigh impossible, and the shadows made it hard to see. She needed to find an opening quick so she could get away.

The third man moved in. Cass kept her body low and out of reach. She dodged his first grab and screamed once more. If she couldn’t get away, maybe someone would hear.

He reached for her again as the taller man closed in on her other side. Cass kicked out and caught the first man along his upper thigh. He fell back with a grunt.

The taller man grabbed her by the shoulder before she could try to escape a second time.

“You’re not very nice, are you?”

“Not to men like you.” She struck him in the shin and yelled out again.

He cursed and threw her to the ground. “That’s it! I’m done with you. Get her, boys!” he yelled.

Cass curled her body in, kicking out at random while screaming. It kept the men off for a little while, giving her time to scoot against the wall. Her lungs burned as her heart raced.

She tried to get up but was instantly pummeled back down. “Help!” she cried out as she rolled into a ball.

Why didn’t I let Will escort me?

Why did I get lost?

A boot connected with her head.

She could barely see from the stars dancing across her eyes.

I have . . . to get . . . away. I have to . . . survive.

She weakly got up on her hands and knees and started crawling.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Footsteps sounded behind her and drew away the attention of the culprits. She crawled faster. One of the men let out a curse.

Seconds later, there was thump, and her first assailant skidded across the pavement beside her, out cold.
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Theo heard a scream as he rounded the corner on his way back to the Daedalus. Moments later, there were shouts and another scream, a woman’s. He ran toward the next block, then came to a stop. Down a dark alleyway with just a gas lamp for light were three figures. Wait, no, four. There was someone on the ground.

Theo sprinted down the alley, his hand already balling into a fist and his top hat flying off his head. When he was younger, he’d been involved in an unsanctioned club for fisticuffs at his boarding school. Over the years, it had come in handy, and he hoped it would help him now.

He reached the brawl and took in the scene: a small woman on the ground in the shadows with three thugs around her.

They turned and one let out a curse as Theo sent his fist hurtling toward the man’s chin. A crack ricocheted across the alley as the man’s eyes rolled up into his head, the punch sending him flying to the ground beside the woman trying to crawl away.

The second man came at him.

“What’s an echelon doing in this part of the city?” the second man sneered. He lashed out to strike Theo, but Theo knocked the arm away, then slammed his fist into the man’s gut. The man bent over with a cry and stumbled back.

Theo sank back into his waiting stance, knees slightly bent, fists ready.

The third man lifted his hands up and took a step back. “Hey, I don’t want any part of this.” He turned and ran the other way.

Theo had half a mind to chase down the coward, but he didn’t want to leave the woman alone—

The glint of reddish-gold curls made him suck in his breath. “Cass?” he whispered. A red haze spread across his eyes as an uncontrollable fire erupted inside his body, a fire he had never experienced before.

The second man slowly rose, but Theo sent him lurching back with a punch to the face. The man slid down the wall and lay still. Theo shook in anger as he stared at the two men lying on the ground. He wanted to beat them until they never moved again. A whimper broke his mindset.

“Cass!” he cried and ran to her.

She tried to lift her head. “Theo?”

“Gales,” he said under his breath as he bent down beside her. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of her swollen lip, and her eye was already turning black. There was a tear along her blouse and another bruise along her arm.

“I got lost,” she said, her eyes dazed and trying to focus. “And there were three of them. If there had been one or two . . .”

“Let’s get you out of here.” He reached for her arm, but she flinched away.

“Let me do it. Let me stand on my own.”

He frowned.

She looked at him tearfully. “Please.”

He realized what she was asking, and he moved back.

Cass placed one knee beneath her, then pushed up with her arms. Her body trembled, but she managed to stand. She wobbled to the street ahead, toward the lights and wide open area. Theo followed, his hand hovering, waiting to catch her if she fell.

She never did. Instead, they finally reached the street, where Cass sat down along the edge of the gutter and hid her face in her hands.

Theo sat down beside her and waited. He wanted to put his arm around her shoulders and comfort her but had a feeling it would be brushed away, so instead he sat beside her, silently, and waited.

Minutes passed before she lifted her head. She glanced over at him, a definite dark ring appearing around her right eye. “Thank you.”

That same red haze began to fill his vision, but he composed himself.

She looked down at her knees. “I think I’ve grown soft since my time on the Daedalus.” She laughed shakily. “I would have never been caught a year ago.”

“You’re in a different city. And—” Theo remembered the first time he saw her, the way she was dressed, with ragged clothes, a coat much too big for her frame, and the cap she wore over her head. “You’re dressed differently.”

Cass touched the skirt pooled around her legs. “Blasted skirt,” she muttered. “I don’t like being weak. I’ve always taken care of myself.” Her voice grew determined. “I won’t let this happen again.”

“You’re not weak. In fact, you’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever met.”

She glanced at him with an unreadable expression.

“Look at you.” He waved his hand at her. “You’re a diver, and you lived on the streets before that. I don’t think even most men of my acquaintance could do that.”

“But I needed your help back there,” she protested. “If you hadn’t come . . .”

“Accepting help doesn’t make you weak. It’s like catching your breath so you can stand up again and help others. When one person is down, the other one is up.”

“That’s an interesting way of putting it.”

Theo smiled, and the corner of her lip turned upward as well. “Come on, we should get back to the ship. You’re going to need something for those cuts and that eye.”

She gingerly touched the lower edge of her eye. “How bad does it look?”

Theo hesitated, then reached out his hand. He’d never touched a woman’s face before, except for family. He gently touched her cheek. Her skin was soft and warm, and her eyes still bright green in the gaslight. “It’s not bad,” he said. He withdrew his hand, heat rising up along his neck and cheeks. “I’m sure it will heal quickly.”

“That’s good. Although I’ll bet there will be a lot of questions when the crew gets back.” She pushed up from the ground. “We should go.” Her eyes darted to her attackers. “Before those men wake up.”

Theo looked over his shoulder. “You’re right. But if they’re smart, they won’t come after us.” He stood up and held out his arm to Cass.

Cass shook her head. “I would rather walk on my own.”

“I’m not offering to help you. I’m offering my arm as a gentleman to a lady.”

She paused, then took a tentative step forward and placed her arm under his. Once again he was reminded of how short she was. He guided them toward the right and started down the street. They were only a few blocks from the docks. The presence of the men must have turned Cass around.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” she asked.

“In school.”

She looked at him, and he laughed.

“I went to an all-boys boarding school, and a handful of us were part of a fight club during the evenings.”

“What was school like?”

It dawned on him that, of course, she hadn’t been to school. In fact, he hardly knew anything of her past other than she had spent time on the streets, then became a diver on the Daedalus. He didn’t even know if she had any family.

“It was . . .” Fun? Sometimes. Lonely? Many times. But something every young man from a prestigious family attended. “I learned a lot. But I went to live back at my family’s home for university.”

“University?”

“Yes. Browning, in Belhold.”

“That’s a lot of learning.”

“Yes, I suppose so. What about you?”

She glanced up at him. “What about me?”

He felt her body tighten under his arm and questioned whether he should have asked. “Just curious.”

But eventually Cass began to talk. “My family constantly moved when I was a child. We were poor and could only live near the border. Every time we heard rumors of a Purge, my father packed us up, and we left to find another place to live in. Until one night there was an unexpected Purge. My parents hid me, then left our flat. They sacrificed themselves to draw attention away from me. I lived along the borders of Belhold until almost a year ago when Captain Gresley brought me onboard the Daedalus.”

Theo’s heart tore at her words. “When did that happen? The Purge, I mean.”

Cass stared straight ahead. “I was fourteen.”

Fourteen? So young.

“I survived on the streets for almost four years.”

So she was eighteen or nineteen. He mentally shook his head. He couldn’t even imagine. His and Adora’s childhoods had been very different in comparison. How many other people experienced that kind of life? He knew not everyone went to school, but even those in a lesser station were trained to work, either in shops or at the factories. Cass had grown up with nothing but her wits and luck.

They reached the docks without incident.

Cass suddenly spoke up again. “Captain Gresley was teaching me how to read.”

“Oh?” That was interesting.

“But then he”—her voice caught—“passed away, and I haven’t really picked up a book since then.”

He stopped walking and looked at her. “Would you like to keep learning?”

Cass gasped. “Oh, yes!” she said, her face glowing despite her blackt eye and swollen, discolored lip. “More than anything. I didn’t realize what I had until it was gone.”

He knew she was speaking about more than just reading. “I would be happy to teach you. Let’s take a look at what books Captain Gresley was using in the morning. But for now”—he began escorting her again—“let’s get you back to the Daedalus and have your wounds tended to.”

He led Cass down the walkway toward the floating ship moored at the end. As they neared the plank, he sent up a small prayer of thankfulness that he’d reached Cass in time.
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Patterson held Cass’s chin with his fingers. “What in tarnation happened to you?” He gently turned her head one way, then the other, and clicked his tongue as he examined her from behind his spectacles. His peppered hair stood in jagged pieces around his face.

“I got lost,” she said faintly.

“Got lost? In Decadenn? And where were you?” he said, focusing his glare on Theo.

“I didn’t go with the crew to the pub. I found Cass on my way back from visiting a friend.”

“I’m going to have a word with those young men,” Patterson muttered as he dropped his hand and turned toward the galley counter.

“It’s not their fault,” Cass told him. “I insisted on coming back to the ship alone. I’ve never had this happen before. And I won’t let it happen again.”

Patterson shook his head as he rummaged around. “Darn right you won’t because I won’t let it happen.” He brought out a small box and placed it on the counter. The pans above his head swung as the ship rocked with the wind. “You’re a young woman now.”

“Who can handle herself. I was careless tonight. It won’t happen again,” she repeated.

Patterson reached into the box. “I’m not saying you can’t take care of yourself, it’s all the other fools in this world that make me worry. This could have happened to any of the crewmembers. What I am saying is you can never be too careful. Wolves can pick off a solitary person. But when there’s more”—he gestured—“there’s strength in numbers.” He pulled out a small dark vial and a roll of bandages. “And you, my dear, are a lovely young woman. So let an old man worry a little. Now let me see your wounds.”

Cass sat patiently as Patterson placed ointment on the cuts and bandaged them up. He clicked his tongue again as he looked at her face. “No damage to the bone or the eye. Good thing I had ice delivered earlier today for the icebox. That will help with the swelling and bruising.”

Patterson went back into the galley. He appeared again a couple minutes later with something wrapped in a piece of muslin. “Here.” He handed it to her. “Hold this against the lower part of your eye for fifteen minutes. Take a break, then use it again. And use this when the compress starts dripping.” He handed her a tea towel.

Cass stood up and placed the wrapped ice against the swollen area. “Thank you, Patterson.”

Patterson grumbled. “You’re welcome. See me tomorrow. I want to make sure everything is healing.”

At the door to her cabin, Cass stopped and looked at Theo, who had stayed with her. “I’m going to turn in for the night. Thank you, Theo, for your help.” She took a breath. “For . . . uh. . . saving me.”

“It was my pleasure.” He seemed to sense her awkwardness and changed the subject. “If you like, we can look over your books tomorrow.”

She smiled. “I would like that. I’m going to be busy preparing for the dive into Voxhollow, but we are still two weeks out. I think I can steal away for an hour in the afternoon.”

“I’ll probably be in my cabin. Come find me. Until then, sleep well, Cass.” Theo hesitated, then headed down the corridor toward his own room.

Cass watched him leave while pressing the cold compress to her cheek. A strange jumble of emotions filled her. She was both relieved and distressed to see him go, and, for a moment, she thought about calling out to him and asking him if they could talk for a while longer.

She entered her tiny cabin. She lit the gas lamp, then changed into a faded nightshirt. After putting her clothes away, she lay down on the hammock and continued to press the ice to her face as she stared up at the hanging light.

Her whole body ached from her encounter, and as she recalled that moment in the dark alley, she shuddered. No, she would not let that happen again. No more skirts, no more wandering the streets. She had to take care of herself. Tonight only proved that one slipup could cost her everything.

If it hadn’t been for Theo . . .

Theo. His fists had come out of nowhere, knocking out two of the men and sending the third one running. He went to a boarding school and university. She knew little of those, except they were only for the elite. Who exactly was he?

Why did she feel a slight pain to think of those things? Was it because he was everything she wasn’t? Educated, smart, rich. Those things had never bothered her before.

She placed the cold compress aside and turned off the gas lamp, then lay in the dark, letting the gentle rocking of the Daedalus lull her toward sleep.
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For the next three days, every time Cass ran into Jeremiah, he asked her forgiveness for not escorting her back that night in Decadenn. His concern was well intentioned, but it was beginning to wear on her. She didn’t want to live in a world where she had to rely on a man to go somewhere, but that meant acknowledging that she had been careless. To use Theo’s words, it wasn’t weakness to ask for help sometimes.

The rest of her days were spent preparing for the trip down to Voxhollow. At midpoint, she took Theo on another dive. Both she and Bert felt confident that he would do fine solo diving.

Her stomach clenched as she was storing the packs after inspecting the gliders. It wasn’t necessarily the dive she was anxious about, it was the unknown. What if they had another Magmire incident? They still didn’t know why the Turned were so different there. What if there were more? What if her revolver jammed again? What if—

She shoved the packs away into the locker and shut the door. The rest of the storage area was clean, save for a settling of dust along the crates. Light trickled through the portholes, and she could hear the thumping of the crew’s boots on the deck above.

She would be no good if she let her fear take control over her. Bert would be down there, and so would Cyrus, the new diver Bert had been working with. She would have two revolvers on her this time, and she would be prepared.

Cass turned and headed across the ship toward the stairs. Soon they would reach the area where Voxhollow was located. But before they could dive, they would have to get permission to go into the no-fly zone, something Theo had promised he could do.

Yet even though he’d been on the Daedalus for over six weeks, she still barely knew anything about him.

She started up the stairs again. They would finish the job, get the money, and pay off Eli Gresley, then the Daedalus would belong to the crew. And she would never have to worry about losing her home again.

She would finally be safe.
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As they approached the western mountains, a patrol ship spotted them. The Mist swirled below, darker than usual, with the sunlight glinting off the edge, while the mountains ahead were sharp and narrow, with only a few trees clinging to the sides of the cliffs.

The patrol ship was half the size of the Daedalus, with smooth lines and painted in blue and gold, the colors of the House of Lords. Instead of a cabin extending below a balloon, the ship was directly attached to the ivory gasbag, with a pair of wings spreading across the front of the balloon like the old-time figureheads once used on maritime ships. Twin turbine engines graced both sides of it, filling the air with the steady whoosh as the ship drew near.

Bert brought the Daedalus to a pause, then ordered Jeremiah to prepare the plank.

“Why is there a patrol way out here?” one of the crew complained.

“The House of Lords recently made this a no-fly zone,” Will told him.

“Why?”

“No clue.”

The sailor glanced at him suspiciously. “Must be something valuable below. Or something dangerous. What exactly are we retrieving?”

“A family heirloom,” Will told him.

“Strange.”

The patrol ship shut off its motor and let the airship gently coast close to the Daedalus. Once the two ships were near each other, ropes and boards were brought out to tether them together, but keep their balloons apart. Cass watched the proceedings with fascination. The crew of the patrol ship were dressed in uniforms similar to bluecoats, with gold tassels along their shoulders and bright brass buttons along the fronts of their jackets.

Once the main plank was set between the vessels and the rope railing up, Bert and Theo went over to the other ship. The captain greeted them, then led the two men below the top deck.

After they disappeared, Cass let out a sigh, and her body relaxed. She hadn’t realized how tense she had been. Before she could get back to work, she caught a glint of gold out of the corner of her eye.

Murmuring spread across the deck of the Daedalus. On the patrol ship, a man as tall as Theo stepped out from a doorway and onto the deck. His face was covered by a golden oval mask with slits where eyes, nose, and mouth should be. He was dressed like a gentleman, complete with a top hat, jacket, and cravat.

He paused and stared at the Daedalus. Or at least that’s what it looked like to Cass. She couldn’t see his eyes.

“Is that an automaton?” Will asked in a hushed tone.

“I don’t know.” It looked like an automaton, but the way it moved, and the feeling she got from it, was that it was more human than machine.

Then her eyes widened. Had she seen this same metal-man in Decadenn? Her mind churned as she thought back to that night, before she ran into the thugs. She was sure of it. He had been the distraction that caused her to be careless.

What was he doing in Decadenn? Was he following them?

The thought gave her an uneasy feeling as the figure turned and went back through the doorway. But his strange appearance left the crew abuzz.

A half hour later, Bert and Theo returned. Cass was cleaning oil from her fingers when they stepped onto the ship. Bert gave orders for the crew to commence their voyage, then headed to the upper deck. Cass pocketed the cloth as she walked over to Theo.

“So how did you convince the patrol ship to let us through?”

“I had a letter from one of the Families from the House of Lords,” he told her.

Her eyebrows shot up. “You did?”

“Yes. That was my errand when we were docked in Decadenn.”

“But how?”

Theo smiled. “I know the Atwoods. They agreed to help with my mission.”

He went past her and headed for the doorway beneath the upper deck. Cass caught up to him. “You know the Atwoods?”

“I do. Enough to help me with my cause.”

“Which means better research.”

Theo paused inside the dark corridor. “Yes, something like that.” The clanging of pots and pans from the galley echoed along the hallway. “At least I hope what I find will bring me closer to a cure.” He excused himself, leaving Cass standing, imagining a world where there was no more Mist. Where people could live wherever they wanted. No Purges, no fear of Turning. Her thoughts shifted. But where would that leave her? There would be no more need for divers or airships.

She swallowed the lump in her throat as she gazed at the doorway. What would become of her then?
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As the sun began to set, Bert rang the ship’s bell to alert them that they had arrived above Voxhollow. The crew gathered along the deck and waited for instructions.

Cas was struggling with a subtle feeling of nausea that had grown in the past few hours, accompanied with thoughts of everything that could go wrong, that did go wrong on the last dive there. And instead of five skilled divers, there would only be Bert and herself, with the newly trained Theo and Cyrus. Her hands were cold and numb as she stood on the deck listening to Bert explain what would happen in the next couple of days.

Tomorrow they would do an exploratory dive to get the lay of the land, since this was a new area. The next day, if the weather continued to prove fair, they would begin searching for their client’s object.

It was all business, like every other dive before. The profession of diving was all about the unknown, being prepared, and taking the risks for the reward at the end.

Cass watched as the crew dispersed and Jeremiah set about lighting the lamps around the ship. They could soon be free. Debts would be paid, and the Daedalus would belong to the crew. And if Theo proved to be correct, the possible eradication of the Mist. This could be history in the making.

She fingered the thin silver chain around her neck, then pulled out the locket. The small oval was smooth and cool in her hand. A tender smile came to her lips. What would Mama and Papa think if they were here? “Thank you for saving me,” she whispered. She looked up at the night sky. A dozen stars twinkled across the expanse, and more appeared every second. She thought of Captain Gresley who had saved her, too.

“We’ll finish this mission,” she said to them silently. “And who knows, we might change the world doing it.” The thought didn’t sweep away her uneasy feelings, but it did calm them.

Just a little.
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The moment her glider broke through the Mist, Cass took in a filtered gasp through her gas mask. The world below was unlike any she had ever seen before. In past dives, the land appeared dull and colorless despite its vegetation, as if time had stopped the moment the Mist covered the area.

But the land here was different. A powdering of white covered everything, from the old oak trees that dotted the hills to the overgrown grass and weeds along dirt roads to the numerous rooftops and chimneys that made up the ruined city of Voxhollow. It wasn’t snow or ash, but more like a fine, hazy dust, with thin threads waving in the breeze. On second glance, they appeared almost like spider webs.

Cass cringed at the thought. Spiders?

As they vectored toward Voxhollow, the expanse and size of the city filled her with dread. How would they find this heirloom amongst all the wreckage and crumbling buildings? Yes, they a few clues to go by: the west end, near where one river converged with another, and it was a home, not a factory or one of the larger buildings. But still, this was not going to be easy.

They drifted over the narrow, crumbling roofs, past streets where tree roots had upturned the cobblestone, past the heart of Voxhollow where a large city square was surrounded by whitewashed buildings, towering oak trees, and followed the main river just north of the square toward the point where it converged with a second, smaller river.

In another time and another place, Voxhollow was probably a beautiful city bustling with life and color. Cass could almost imagine the sounds and imagery as she gazed down. Like Belhold, only better. But now, death and shadows lived amongst the ruins.

Bert led the way, their descent bringing them closer and closer to the surface. Soon they would need to land. As the ground drew near, Bert steered them just right of the river toward a narrow road near the edge of the city, where there were clusters of red brick houses, tiny yards enclosed by low stone walls, and the second river converged with the main one. The dusting almost appeared like snow on the first day of winter. Except that it was approaching summer, and the air was warm and muggy.

It was a pretty little district, but hardly extravagant. She couldn’t envision any family like Theo’s dwelling in such a common place. Then again, they had retrieved an item for the Staggs family from a small town, and the Staggses were part of the House of Lords.

Bert landed first in the middle of the street with Theo following. As Cass pulled up on her own glider to stall, she couldn’t help but be impressed with how fast Theo had caught on. Good thing, too. She couldn’t imagine continuing to tandem glide. There was a loss of freedom with the extra weight.

Cyrus came down nearby and let out a cry. Cass could tell the way he crumpled to the ground that he had landed wrong. Bert reached him first while she quickly stowed away her glider. Gales, they couldn’t afford to lose a diver this early into their mission, not without knowing how many Turned infested this area.

With that thought, Cass brushed the revolver at her side and pushed her goggles back. She scanned the first few buildings while Bert attended to Cyrus. Hopefully Cyrus’s injury wasn’t anything serious.

“See anything?” Theo asked, coming to her side.

“No.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“I’m not sure,” she said as she did another pass with her gaze. She had half expected the area to be crawling with Turned like Magmire, but there wasn’t a body in sight.

Theo moved away and bent down. He fingered the cobblestone. “Interesting.”

“Interesting how?”

“This white fuzz is a thick clustering of spores.” He surveyed the area while still down on his haunches. “I’ve never seen Mist spores so thick in an area.” He looked over his shoulder at Cass. “Have you seen anything like this during any of your dives?”

She shook her head. “No. What are the threads flying in the air? Are they also spores?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t seen those before, either.” He pulled out a small glass vial from his pocket and reached for a tiny wisp of thread hanging from the edge of an overgrown weed that had made its way through the cobblestones. He pinched the thread, then placed it in the vial and corked it shut. “I’ll take a look at it once we’re back on the Daedalus.”

“It’s not from spiders, is it?” Cass asked, trying not to shudder.

He laughed. “I don’t think so. But you never know. Who knows what we might discover here?”

Cass heard her name and turned to see Bert assisting Cyrus as the young man limped on one leg. “It looks like Cyrus twisted his ankle when he landed, and since he won’t be able to run with a glider, I need to tandem glide him back up to the Daedalus.”

Oh, no. “Will you be coming back down?”

“Most definitely. I don’t want to leave you alone down here. But it’ll be over an hour before I return, if not longer.” He looked at her intently. “Do you feel comfortable scouting this area of Voxhollow?”

A sick feeling pooled inside her at the thought of being left with just Theo. He was still inexperienced, and this place . . . Her eyes roved across the rows of brick houses and the shadowed silhouette of Voxhollow behind Bert. There was something eerie about it. “Yes,” she responded before she could change her mind. But she didn’t want to waste any time here. The faster they found what Theo was looking for, the faster they could leave.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes,” Cass repeated firmly.

“I’ll be back, then. Watch for me.”

“All right.”

Bert began pulling out the extra cord for tandem flying, and Cass turned to Theo, who had been listening to the exchange. “Ready?”

“Certainly.” She wondered if he meant to sound so encouraging.

Taking a stale breath through the gas mask, she pulled out her revolver. “Then let’s go.”

First, they would check out this section of Voxhollow. Given its location, it was the best place to start. With Bert gone, it would be up to her to mentally catalog what they found, how this particular locality was laid out, and anything remarkable about the area. At the same time, she would work with Theo and look for clues as to where this family heirloom might be. On their way down, she hadn’t spotted any opulent homes near the river convergence, and every house here looked pretty much the same. She eyed Theo as they started along the street. Did that mean his family was not one of means before the Plague Wars?

The Mist rolled along the streets like a fog on an autumn morning, greenish grey, with pockets of pale sunlight from the sky above. It was almost enchanting, save for the constant need to listen and watch for any Turned. They crossed over the stone bridge that spanned the second, smaller river. So quiet. Not even a bird sang, and no animal rustled in the overgrown weeds.

Cass gripped her revolver as they passed the first row of brick houses, spreading her senses out as far as she could. More of the strange threads wafted in the gentle breeze that moved along the street. Theo said they weren’t spider webs, but she wasn’t convinced and jumped as one reached out and brushed her arm.

“Did you say something?” Theo asked.

“No, I just don’t like those threads,” she said. “Or spiders,” she added under her breath.

After a few more steps, Theo looked around. “Should we go into any of these houses?”

“We will. But first I want to scout out this area. We don’t want to be caught unaware by any Turned.”

“The city seems strangely quiet. Is that odd to you?”

Cass paused. “Yes. Usually there are animals or birds, even in places that were once occupied by humans. But this place doesn’t seem disturbed.”

Theo narrowed his eyes. “I wonder . . .” he muttered.

“Wonder what?” Cass inquired, every muscle tight in her body as they ventured further into the district. There were no footprints in the dust, no disturbance.

“I’m wondering if this was the epicenter of the Plague Wars.”

“What?” Cass stared at Theo. “What makes you think that?”

“Because . . .” He hesitated. “Because my family helped create the spores that eventually became the plague. The history books say the spores were let loose along the western mountains south of here. But perhaps this is where it really happened.”

Cass gasped. “Your family caused the Plague Wars?”

“No, no.” He raised his hands. “An ancestor tried to stop the war peacefully. But his plan backfired. I want to find his writings or something related to his work.”

This sudden knowledge knocked the breath out of her. All the grief, the pain, the poverty. If it wasn’t for the spores, her parents would still be alive. Captain Gresley and Oliver would still be alive. Her childhood would have been very different, more stable, instead of living in the shadows of Belhold. “Why wasn’t anything done?” she asked sharply, walking faster, her hand clasped tightly around her revolver.

“It’s a long story.”

“I can’t imagine a story long enough to justify any of this.”

“You’re right,” Theo assented. “Cass, when we get back to the ship, I promise I’ll tell you everything I know—”

She halted, cutting him off with an upraised fist. There was a soft rustle from inside the house on their right. The door was shut, but the window beside it was open.

Cass kept her eyes on the window, slowly approaching with her revolver ready. The interior was dark, with a fine filament of white dust covering two overstuffed chairs next to a small fireplace.

A figure moved in one of the chairs, causing a cloud of spores to rise into the air.

Cass stumbled back, choking down a scream. “Turned,” she whispered.

The door behind them opened with a creak. Cass swung around as a body shambled out of another house, pale with white spores. As it moved, the white dust drifted off, exposing a strange-looking Turned unlike any Cass had ever seen. Most had bodies in various states of decay, but this one appeared almost whole, except for leathery skin, sunken hazy eyes, and shriveled fingers. Like dried fruit.

It tilted its head toward Theo and Cass.

“Run!” Cass yanked Theo’s arm and sprinted down the street. They needed a chokepoint, somewhere they could hole up so she could take out any Turned while assessing their situation. But as they ran, more and more doors opened and the strange-looking Turned poured into the street as if suddenly awakened from a deep sleep.

She breathed heavily through her mask as her heart beat madly inside her chest. Would they find anywhere that was safe? What was wrong with these Turned? What was wrong with this place?

Near the end of the block, she went left and opened the door of the nearest house. Three Turned stood in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs.

Cass slammed the door shut and ran for the next one.

“Cass,” Theo yelled. “Let me help,” He ran across the street and started looking inside houses. The Turned behind them drew closer. Out of the corner of her eye, she scoured the mass. There were at least twenty or thirty of them now.

She began hyperventilating as she rushed for the next house. We’re not going to make it. There’s too many of them! Captain Gresley’s face popped into her mind, the way his eyes rolled up into his head as the spores took over his body. No one was safe from the Mist. Her free hand reached for her neck. I’m going to die! I’m going to die! Elaeros, if you are real, help me!

The last thought came unbidden as she drew near the end of the district.

Please, I don’t want to die.

Tears now streamed down her face. I don’t know what’s on the other side, and I’m not ready to face it. Not like Captain Gresley. He knew you. But I don’t. She stumbled up against the last house, her whole body shaking and drenched in sweat.

Please . . . save me.

“Cass! I found a house!”

Cass spun around and wiped her eyes with her free hand. Theo was on the other side of the street, beside an open door of a two-story brick structure.

“Hurry! They’re coming!”

She dashed across. He was right. The whole street was filled with the creatures. Cass flung herself inside, a flame of hope stirring again within her, giving her enough strength to bring her revolver up and a presence of mind to check their surroundings. She moved through the drawing room, then down the hall while Theo shut the door. No Turned. The white spores lay like dust across everything, undisturbed.

“Help me move this table.” Theo’s voice carried down the hallway.

Cass found Theo dragging a narrow table from the drawing room. She took the other end, and together they moved it into the hallway and pushed it against the front door.

“I locked the door, but obviously we need to place some barriers here as well. Let’s grab the settee.”

Cass nodded and followed him back into the drawing room. Something pounded on the front door, and she startled.

“Focus on me, Cass.” Theo’s voice pierced through to her.

She looked up at him. His eyes were steady on hers.

“We’ll get through this. First, we need to place this in front of the door.”

She nodded, and on the count of three, they lifted the couch together. Sweat poured down her face, stinging her eyes. Her lungs burned now, and her fingers throbbed under the hold.

They reached the hall and positioned the settee in front of the table. Theo went around and maneuvered it until it was wedged between the stairs and the table, effectively jamming the front door.

Cass wiped her face. “If they break the windows, upstairs will be safer.”

“I’ll follow you.”

Cass scrambled over the back of the couch onto the stairs. She pulled out her revolver again and checked the three rooms at the top. Nothing. Inside the last room, she sat down at the edge of the large canopy bed and breathed. Her mind was a whirlwind of everything that could still go wrong, but after a few seconds, all grew quiet. And she was too tired to think.

“Cass, listen.”

Cass looked up. Theo stood in the doorway, his head cocked toward the hall.

Nothing. The pounding had stopped.

Theo gently closed the door and walked over to one of the chairs near a fireplace. The room was larger than the other two on this floor, with rich damask curtains surrounding the bed, a wardrobe in the corner, and the small fireplace with two light blue wingback chairs. Ivory wallpaper covered the walls. It wasn’t a mansion, but given the fine furniture, whoever had owned this home had been somewhat wealthy.

Cass took in another breath and rubbed her face.

Her eyes trailed to a portrait over the fireplace. A woman sat in a high-back leather chair with a young boy on her lap. Behind her stood a man with his hand on her shoulder. There was a single grey stripe through his black hair, hair that brushed the top of his collar. There was something familiar about the man . . .

Theo stood up abruptly from the chair he had been sitting in for the last minute, his gaze pinned to the portrait. “Byron Winchester.”
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Cass looked at Theo, then back at the portrait. “Who?”

Theo didn’t answer. Instead, he looked down and ran a hand through his hair, then gave a short laugh. “What are the odds?”

He spun toward the door, his voice determined. “It has to be here.”

“What?” Cass grabbed his arm as he headed for the door. “Remember, there are Turned downstairs. We need to be quiet. For some reason, they’ve stopped pounding on the door.”

Theo paused and sat down on the bed beside her. Silence spread across the room as he stared at the portrait again. The portrait mesmerized him. Cass looked at it again. Byron. There was something familiar about the man’s face. Were Theo and the man in the painting related? But why did he say Byron Winchester? Wasn’t Byron his surname?

She glanced at the window on the other side of the room. It didn’t matter. What mattered was what should they do next. How would Bert know where they were? She should be searching for a way to escape.

She went over to the window. A stream ran about thirty feet away from the house, overgrown with weeds and the branches from a willow tree. Somehow they had made it to the edge of Voxhollow. The Mist drifted across the land like smoke, cold and ominous. Beyond that, a patchwork of wild grass and more trees. No hills, no roads, nothing they could use to take off. Gales.

“What are you looking at?” Theo whispered, joining her.

“A way to escape. But there are no hills, at least in this direction.”

“We’ll probably have to go west, toward the mountains. There will be foothills there.”

Cass nodded. Theo was right. The only hills she recalled seeing were on the west side.

Things were starting to look worse and worse.

“But at some point, I need to search this house,” Theo told her.

Cass looked at him.

“This is the place I was looking for.”

“It is?” This was unexpected.

“Yes.” Theo pointed at the portrait. “That is the ancestor I was telling you about.”

“It is?” she repeated, in evident disbelief.

“Yes. So his research should be somewhere around here.”

As Cass tried to take in this new development, she glanced at the door. It was still quiet. Eerily so. “There is something strange about the Turned here. They don’t act like normal Turned do.”

“They’re not.” Confidence seemed to be filling Theo. “Not only are their clothes pre-plague, but their bodies are mummified.”

“Mummified?”

“Not decomposing. Did you notice how leathery the skin looked compared to other Turned? And stretched across their skeletons?”

“Yes.”

“But the body is still whole. Nothing is decomposing. Something in this environment—or in them—is keeping these particular Turned preserved.”

Cass shivered. “So how old are they?”

“Old. Very old.” Theo smiled slightly. “Given the clothing they’re wearing.” His eyes drifted. “Fascinating,” he murmured.

Not fascinating. Terrifying.

Theo began searching the room, opening the wardrobe, checking through the nightstand, while Cass stood guard by the window, watching for any movement outside and listening for any Turned at the front door downstairs. Each time Theo opened something with a creak or a drawer rustled with movement, she tensed. Every nerve inside her body was taut, waiting for the Turned to begin moving again, for the pounding on the door to commence, or even for the crashing of furniture downstairs.

After a few nerve-racking minutes, Theo stopped. “It’s not in here.” He moved toward the door.

“Wait!” Cass said in an urgent whisper and hurried over to him. “You need to be more quiet.”

“I am being quiet!”

“No you’re not,” Cass insisted. “I could hear everything you were doing.”

“Listen, I’ll try to be quieter. But we need to find this as fast as possible, and I can’t guarantee no noise.”

They stared at each other, her fingers curled around his arm, his dark eyes peering down into hers. A moment later, she let go of his arm and took a step back. “You’re right. It’s just this place . . . and those Turned . . .”

“I’ll be careful, Cass,” Theo said.

She looked at him. “I’m coming with you.”

He nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

Cass withdrew her revolver. She felt chilled as they stepped into the hallway. Theo didn’t seem to be as scared as she was. They went into the next room. It was similar to the first, only smaller, with a single bed. Theo went through it silently, carefully, methodically.

“It’s not here,” he said quietly, a thoughtful frown on his face. “I wonder . . .”

Wonder what? He never finished his sentence. He was staring at the stairs. He ignored the third room and kept going.

Cass’s heart leapt into her throat. What was he doing? They couldn’t go down there! She went to grab his arm but only found air as he headed down the stairs.

Her eyes darted from the table and settee wedged against the front door to the side rooms where windows let in pale light. She cautiously followed Theo.

He bypassed the kitchen and scullery and stopped at a single door on the right. Another bedroom?

He reached for the knob, turned it, and the door swung inward. The interior was dark, as if windowless.

“Hmm,” Theo said as he looked around. He walked into the scullery next to the door instead.

Cass hesitated in the hallway, keeping an eye on the front door and waiting for the pounding that was sure to come.

Theo disappeared. He returned a moment later with a lit candle and proceeded to enter the dark room. But instead of walking straight across, he began to descend down a new set of stairs.

Cass’s eyes went wide. There was a room beneath the floor? She glanced one more time at the front of the house, then went down after Theo. The soft candlelight reflected off an old brick wall, and more of the threads from the outside fluttered along the surface. What was this place?

At the bottom, a mysterious room took shape in the candlelight. Walls were covered in narrow shelves with hundreds of glass bottles and vials, two long tables topped with strange-looking glass tubes and metal contraptions, a desk in the corner stacked with papers, and a bookcase filled with books of every size.

She looked around in amazement as Theo lit the lamps set around the room. As more light filled the area, a fine filament of dust was revealed, but it was grey, not white. Typical dust, not spores.

Two of the items on one of the tables looked similar to the ones Theo brought on board the Daedalus. A microscope and a box of slides. Theo had moved over to the desk. Cass cautiously began to walk around the room, studying the strange glass vials along the shelves, sounding out the names to herself, but she had no idea what they were.

There was a sound of shuffling paper as Theo began to rummage through the desk. “This could take a while,” he said.

Cass tightened her hold on her revolver. How much time did they have? Where was Bert now? She looked up at the ceiling. Where were the Turned?

She went back to the stairs and positioned herself on the bottom step. A strange sense of peace filled the room. The dim light and the gentle shuffle of papers could almost make her forget the danger they were in. Almost.

After a while, Theo walked about the room. Cass laid her head against the brick wall and watched him. He looked at home in this place, with the sleeves of his sweater rolled up to the elbows and his hair haphazardly pushed back, face inquisitive as he searched for this precious object. The glider pack and mask were the only reminders that in reality they were deep in the Mist.

Theo went back to the desk and again began to sort through it. Her eyes grew heavy. How long had they been here? She readjusted so her glider pack sat between the next set of stairs and the wall, giving her a little more room, then she closed her eyes. It was as if her whole body was letting out one big sigh after running so high on adrenaline. There was no eating on a dive. The mask made that impossible, not to mention possible spore contamination. Inside her pack she had a leather pouch of water and a special straw for sipping, but she wasn’t sure how long they would be here, so her body grasped at the next best thing to recharge her energy.

Just a minute. That’s all she needed. A little rest.

Somewhere between the feeling of warmth and drowsiness, she heard it. The faint sound of pounding at the front door.

She sat up, wide awake and alert again. The Turned were back.

She shot to her feet, every sense alive. She strained her ears, listening for anything to indicate they had broken through the front door.

“There it is!” Theo’s not-so-quiet exclamation echoed through the room.

Cass glared in his direction, but he had disappeared. She went over and found him on his hands and knees, peering under the desk, reaching for something deep underneath.

There was a soft scraping upstairs. Her heart started pounding tenfold. “Theo!” she hissed.

He stood up holding a small box in his hands. “I found it,” he said exultantly, eyes shining.

“We need to go. Now.” She pointed up the stairs.

He nodded in understanding. He tucked the box beneath his arm and made his way around the tables toward Cass, turning off the lamps as he went.

Her mind began to pace through the house. The front door was not an option. Did the kitchen have a door? Most homes like this did, leading to a garden. Yes. She remembered seeing something like a tiny stone wall around the back of the house when she looked out the window. They could exit that way, but then what?

Cass went up the stairs to the kitchen. She was right. There, in the back, was a small door leading to the garden. Behind them, the furniture continued to scrape across the wooden floor as the Turned shoved their way in. They only had minutes.

There was a loud creak as she pulled the door open. The moment the noise ricocheted through the room, she froze, the pulsing of her heart in her ears. Did they hear?

She pulled again, much slower. It still creaked, but not as loud. The sky had grown darker during the time they were in that room below. Cass stepped into the garden and glanced up. Gales! Was a storm coming in? That would make it impossible to glide. But how could that be? There had been no signs of a storm when they started making their plans that morning.

Her hand began to shake, and her breath came faster. If that were the case, they would need to find a place to hole up. But where?

She began to make her way around the house as the first drop of rain hit the top of her head. They could cross the street to the other side, go along the back of the houses, and hopefully find one where they could hide. No sound, no movement. She’d never been on a dive where it rained, but maybe it would slow down the Turned. Maybe it confused their senses so they wouldn’t find them.

She could only hope.
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The few drops of rain turned into a soft drizzle as they stole across the road to the other side. Cass took note of the Turned at the front of the Winchester house. There were at least twenty more shambling up the street. All wearing faded and torn pre-plague clothing, with leathery skin stretched across their bones.

None of them noticed Cass and Theo. Maybe the rain really did dull their senses. Cass let out a small breath of relief, but they weren’t in the clear yet.

They reached the corner of the first house, and Cass immediately dismissed it as a potential hiding place. Too close to the amassing Turned. They passed the second and third house, all similar to the first, with brick siding and weed-entangled gardens in the back. The rain came down harder. At the fourth house, she checked the back door. Locked.

The fifth house was bigger than the others, and the kitchen door was already open. Cass hesitated. Should they take a chance?

She glanced to the right. They would have to cross the bridge to reach more houses, which would mean possibly being seen by the Turned. And she was cold and drenched from the rain. They’d have to take their chances here.

Cass led the way in, her revolver out. She checked the first floor but only found the now-familiar thin white threads dangling from drapes and the ceiling, and a coating of spore dust across pre-plague furniture. Theo waited for her in the hallway. She motioned toward the stairs, and he nodded.

As she reached the top of the second floor, the rain turned into a deluge, hitting the thin windowpanes in the bedrooms with violent pings. Shadows spread across the hall as dark clouds continued to pass overhead, darkened even further by the cover of the Mist.

Cass could barely see as she checked through the rooms. After clearing the last room at the end of the hall, she let out a long sigh of relief. Despite the open door, there was nothing inside. Not even traces of wildlife.

She motioned to Theo. “We’ll hole up in here for now.” The room was slightly bigger than the others, with a double bed surrounded by burgundy curtains hung on brass rings. Faded floral wallpaper covered the walls, peeling at the corners. A black-and-white photo in a gold oval frame of a little girl dressed in a frilly white dress hung above the dresser.

The rain continued to patter against the window. Cass glanced around the room again. It was the best place to stay: top floor, back of the house, a window overlooking the garden for possible escape. Theo still stood in the doorway. “We’ll stay here until the rain stops.”

A shiver rippled over Cass. Her clothes, drenched from the rain, were chilled and sticking to her body. After stowing her revolver, she began to work the clasps of her glider with numb fingers. “We should let our packs dry out.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” he asked as he entered the room.

Cass slowed, her fingers on the metal loops.

“What if we need to run again?” Theo’s hair hung around his face in long dark strands.

She continued working the straps. “You’re right. But I also don’t know how long before the rain lets up, so we should use the time to dry out our packs and clothes.”

“All right, good idea.”

She shot him a grin through her mask. “I’m full of good ideas.”

Theo chuckled.

For one moment, the heaviness within her lightened. She pulled the pack off. She was glad she was not alone.

Cass checked her glider. A little bit of water had gotten in, but not too much. There was no need to spread the canvas wings out. Not that they had the room to do such a thing. They wouldn’t be here for long anyway. At least, she hoped so.

She stepped out into the hallway and listened for any sound, however slight. Satisfied, she went back into the room and sat down on the bed with her back against the headboard. Now that they were temporarily out of danger and the rain, her body crashed. Hunger and thirst waged war with fatigue. She couldn’t eat, but she could drink.

She stumbled off the bed, dug around in her pack, and pulled out the leather pouch and straw. “You should probably drink,” she said as she carefully pushed the metal straw through the opening, making sure there was a tight seal, before connecting the straw to the tiny opening in her mask. The water was tepid with a strong leathery taste, but it quenched her thirst and put something in her belly. She finished it off. With the possibility of contamination, she could only use the pouch once.

Cass stowed the pouch and straw away as Theo drank his own supply of water. Then she went back to the bed, exhausted.

The rain turned to a gentle drizzle, like a lullaby. Theo moved to the side of the window with the small wooden box in hand, carefully turning and studying it with a focused intensity.

She frowned as she watched him. That box looked familiar. She had seen something like it before. A small dark wooden box with different gears and keyholes.

She sat up straight on the bed. “Theo, I’ve seen a box like that.” She found it hard to keep her voice down in her excitement.

His head jerked up. “You have?”

“Yes, it was during—” She choked as a wave of grief washed over her. Her emotions were on edge. “It was during the dive when we lost Oliver and Captain Gresley.” She vividly remembered hugging the box to her body, running through the trees as the Turned pursued her.

“What?” he exclaimed, coming over to her quickly. His voice low but intense. “Do you remember anything about it?”

She shook her head. “Not really. Only that it was a puzzle box like this one, with gears and keyholes.”

“Cass,” Theo pressed. “Who was the job for?”

“One of the Five Families. The Staggs family.”

“The Staggses?” His tone was incredulous.

She was a little shaken by at the look of contempt on his face. “Yes, do you know them?”

“Yes.” The word was short and terse.

Cass blinked. “You know another one of the ruling Families?”

He looked away, the box stilled in his hands. “Yes.”

Cass didn’t know much about the elites of the skyworld, but she’d overheard enough people talking about the House of Lords to know the names of the Families. Staggses. Atwoods. Kingsfords. Etheringtons. And Winchesters.

Winchesters . . .

She glanced at Theo. “That house we were just in, with the underground room. That was the Winchester house. Are you doing this job for them?”

There was a pause. “Yes.”

“Do you know the Winchesters?”

Another pause. “Yes.”

“How?”

Theo rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll tell you later.”

Theo wasn’t a Winchester, was he? He said his name was Byron. But the portrait in the house was of Byron Winchester.

She took in a quick breath. Was Theo part of the Win-chester family?

“When do you think we can leave?” Theo asked abruptly.

Cass looked at the window. Rain continued to patter against the glass. “I’m not sure,” she said slowly. What time was it? They started the dive near noon when the Mist was the least dense. Given how much time was spent going through the village, hiding from the Turned, and looking over the Winchester house, they had been on the ground at least three hours, maybe more.

What if the rain didn’t stop, or at least stop before night fell? She’d never spent a night in the Mist before. It was done. Bert had told her about a dive where he and Captain Gresley spent the night in an old merchant shop and how hungry he was when they finally ascended back to the Daedalus.

She stared down at her fingers, ticking off each thing she could think of about staying the night down in the Mist. One, their masks would work for three days thanks to the filters Theo had acquired for them in Decadenn. Two, they couldn’t eat due to the masks, but they could still sleep and use the privy, as long as they were careful. And they’d had a pouch of water each, which would help stave off thirst. Three, there would be no need to dive back down. Theo had found what he had been looking for.

It was risky, especially with the strange Turned here. Who knew what they were capable of? And she was still worried about Bert. He wouldn’t try to come back in the rain, but would he risk a dive at night?

No. He was too smart for that. He would most likely try in the morning.

“I think we’re stuck here for the night,” she finally said.

Theo looked up from fiddling with the box in his hands, a small wooden slate now sticking out from one of the sides. Was he managing to open it? “I thought we might be,” he said. “Is there anything I should know?”

“Obviously we can’t eat. We might want to take shifts sleeping, and we need to be extremely careful with our masks. And it will probably get really dark.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Theo said and went back to examining the box.

Cass watched him for a couple minutes, a storm beginning to brew inside her. “Aren’t you afraid?”

Theo looked up again. He studied her for a moment, and she lowered her head. It felt as if he could read all the worry and fear on her face.

“Yes,” he admitted. “But there’s not much I can do about it. Instead, I’m going to use this time to try to get this open. When it gets too dark to see, I’ll take the first watch and let you sleep. Focusing on what I can do, instead of what I can’t, helps me not succumb to fear. That, and I pray.”

“To Elaeros?”

“Yes.”

The storm inside her came rushing to the surface. “Why? I don’t see Him here. I don’t see Him driving away the Mist, or helping those who Turn, or fixing everything that’s broken in this world. I don’t think I’ve seen Him at all!”

Theo didn’t answer. After a few seconds, Cass slumped back against the headboard and crossed her arms. No one had an answer for her. Captain Gresley once said something about healing the brokenness in the world, but from what she could see, there was no fixing this world. The Mist would continue to rise and consume, the Turned would rove the surface, and she would always be alone.

She drew her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her knees. The storm inside her dissipated, leaving a gaping hole in her middle.

“You’re right,” Theo said a moment later. “And I’d believe that as well, except every time I despair, I catch glimpses of Him. Just tiny ones, circumstances too perfectly aligned to be simply luck. These are the threads I hold onto. For example, the fact that we found this.” He held up the box. “Or that I even knew about it.”

Cass scowled. “If the cure for the Mist was always around, why wasn’t it used years ago?”

Theo laughed sadly and shook his head. “Because humans were involved. Humans who didn’t want the cure to be found.”

She lifted her head. “Humans who don’t want the cure to be found? Who in this world would want that?”

“You’d be surprised,” he said darkly.

She shook her head and laid her cheek down on her knee and watched the rivulets of water run down the window left by the rain. It didn’t make sense. And she still wasn’t convinced about Elaeros. Maybe it was because if she were that powerful, she would have never let the Mist exist in the first place. Or wars. Or pain.

But then where would that leave humans? Many of those things existed because of the human race. Should they not exist either?

Ugh, I’m getting a headache. Maybe Theo’s right. Maybe I’m just not seeing what he sees. That made sense. Right now, her body ached. And her face felt hot. Cass pressed her cold fingers along her forehead. Must be from exhaustion. She closed her heated eyes “Thanks for taking the first watch, Theo,” she said.

She barely heard his reply before being swept into the warm darkness of sleep.
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Theo continued to explore the box as Cass slept. No doubt she was utterly drained. And from what he could tell of the Turned outside, they had not detected any sound or movement so far, given how they were slowly shambling up and down the street. The rain had been a hidden blessing in helping them escape.

Every few minutes, he worked out another piece of the puzzle. A gear, or a hidden wooden slate. He loved doing puzzle boxes ever since he was very young and had solved a couple of his grandfather’s more difficult contraptions before he was twelve, which had impressed their inventor. I wonder what you’d think of this one, Theo thought as he turned the box again, looking for the next clue.

The rain started to let up as the sky darkened. Theo paused for a moment and looked carefully out the window. The Turned had disappeared for the night. But they would be back in the morning. He had spoken confidently to Cass, but now, in the twilight of evening, his own fears began to rise to the surface. It was natural to be afraid of that which could hunt and kill you.

He looked over at Cass sleeping soundly. A desire to protect her overwhelmed him. An image of her peering through the church windows sprang to mind. A hymn from that day flooded his thoughts and took the form of a prayer as his fingers began to work the box again. The hymn began to open up the words sealed inside his heart: his fears, his worries, his concern, allowing him to be honest with himself and with his creator.

Seconds later, he turned the last gear, and a compartment on the side of the box flew open. Inside was a thin roll of papers and a glass vial filled with some kind of dark liquid, corked and sealed with wax.

Suppressing his elation, Theo held up the vial. There were no labels or anything to indicate what was inside. He replaced the vial and took out the papers. He put the wooden container down and unrolled the documents. He held them at an angle toward the window to catch the small trickle of light that remained.

The handwriting was thin and spindly. The first few pages were detailed notes on the Bioformin, the weapon used during the Plague Wars. So it was true. The Bioformin was never meant to harm anyone. It was supposed to be a peaceful way to end the war.

Theo skimmed over the notes. So much information. More than he would have ever found in a lifetime of research. The author was very intelligent. But where was the mention of groundwork for a cure? He quickly scanned the pages until he reached the last few.

We discovered during the trials that there is a tiny percentage of the population who are immune to the Bioformin. Victor Staggs insisted on finding a way around this immunity, but I pointed out that such an immunity could be used as a safeguard should something unforeseen happen. I have enclosed a vial of blood from one such person. Victor has the other two. I will begin testing with the extra vials to see if there is a way to replicate this immunity after the war, so the Bioformin can never be used again.

Theo kept reading, but there was nothing more about the blood vials or any testing. Was there more information still in the Winchester house? He went through the papers again, held up the vial and looked it over, then stared at the puzzle box. Why was all of this in such a complicated box instead of in the desk? And why had it been hidden beneath the desk? Did Byron fear something?

Theo tucked the vial and papers back into the box, then shut the compartment. Without any light, and with the rain having dampened their smell, they should be safe for the night. That was a comforting thought.

He placed the box next to the gliders, then crawled over to the corner and propped himself against the wall. It was totally dark now. He’d never realized how much the Mist would dissipate the night’s light. He could see nothing.

A heavy need for sleep came crashing down on him. He crossed his arms and closed his eyes. Best rest while he still could. He would need all his energy tomorrow.
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Something pushed against his shoulder. “Theo,” a voice whispered.

“Huh?” he said groggily, his mind still lingering in the dreamworld where he was trying to find a light for the dark closet he was in.

“Theo!” the voice said more urgently. A female voice. And not Adora’s or Aunt Maude’s.

His eyes flew open, and he sat up away from the wall. His back and shoulders ached from the odd position he’d slept in all night, causing a groan to escape his lips. “Cass?” he whispered hoarsely as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. His throat and mouth were like sandpaper.

“It’s time to go.”

All at once, the events from yesterday came rushing back. He shook off the last dregs of sleep as Cass crawled away from him and stood. Her hair was a mess of golden-red curls, held back by her goggles, and her cheeks were flushed.

She moved toward the gliders and began to strap on the pack. Theo stood and winced at the tightness along his back. What he wouldn’t give for a long soak in a tub. Then again—he glanced at Cass—that was a luxury his family could always afford, and the rest of humankind couldn’t. The last few weeks had shown him just how much his way of life was different than those on the Daedalus. And Cass.

“Do you need some help?” Cass asked, looking up.

“No, I can do it. But thanks.” He reached down and grabbed his own pack and heard a click. As he shrugged the pack on, Cass checked the chamber of her revolver. So far, they hadn’t had to use any of the incendiary bullets. Hopefully that statistic would hold. Outside, the Mist rolled across the window in thick greenish-grey billows.

After a few minutes, with the puzzle box under one arm, Theo was ready to go. They quietly made their way through the house and to the back door they had entered the day before.

“We’ll head west toward the foothills,” Cass whispered. “That way we can be sure there is a place to take off.”

Theo gave a quick nod.

The Mist was so thick it was hard to see past the low-lying stone wall that surrounded the garden. Beyond, like bony fingers, stood the edge of the woods with the towering silhouette of Voxhollow on the left.

Cass surveyed the area one more time, then started for the wall. Theo looked around as well. The silence felt as stifling as the Mist around them. And he couldn’t shake the prickling along the back of his neck. But he trusted Cass. She’d spent more time in the Mist than he had. She didn’t seem to sense any danger. If she did, she wasn’t letting on.

They crossed the patch of weeds and overgrown gravel pathways to the wall, then carefully made their way over it. The Mist had cleared somewhat, and now a ball of murky light grew between the trees as the sun continued to climb into the sky. The ground was covered in dead leaves, and the trees were still bare from winter, even thought it was late spring. Moss-covered stones and dead stumps littered the rest of the ground. The Mist filled the area like a dense fog, slowly lifting from the soil.

The ground was moist, and the leaves cushioned the sound of their footfalls as they entered the woods. Cass continued to move cautiously, always checking around her, listening. He did as well, the feeling that they were being watched growing stronger and stronger. After a couple minutes, he swung his head around, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever might be causing this sensation.

Nothing.

“You feel it, too?” Cass’s whisper came to him.

“That we’re being watched? Yes.”

“I haven’t seen any sign of the Turned, so I’m not sure what it could be. There don’t seem to be any animals around here, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t.”

“It doesn’t feel like an animal,” Theo said as they continued carefully along.

“No, it doesn’t. It feels . . . intelligent.”

“Exactly.” And he found that disquieting.

They continued on through the trees. By now, there was no sign of Voxhollow. The city had been swallowed up in the Mist behind them. Ahead were only more trees with hazy Mist swirling through the branches.

Then he heard it. Footsteps. Soft, quiet, but there.

“Cass!” he whispered loudly as a figure stepped out from between two trees on their left. He drew a sharp intake of breath. There, his golden, metal-covered face unmistakable in the pale sunlight, stood the half-metal, half-human Luron, presented by the Staggs family over a year ago as a supposed answer to the Mist.
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“You!” Cass spluttered.

What? Theo quickly glanced at Cass. How in the gales did she know Luron?

Luron was again dressed as a gentleman with his top hat perched above his metal mask, an overcoat edged in gold, a black ascot around his neck, and fine leather boots.

“Why are you here?” Theo asked, coming between the two.

Luron twisted his head toward Theo, then toward Cass. His movements were more automaton than human, causing a shudder to ripple down Theo’s back. He still wasn’t convinced that Luron was all human, in spite of the story the Staggs family had told. He wondered if the man could even talk, despite those two holes for a mouth.

His doubts were erased when a moment later, a tenor voice spoke, hoarse and raspy. “I was instructed to follow you, Theodore Winchester.”

Theo looked at Cass from the corner of his eye. Did she hear the name? She remained frozen a few feet away with no response. He wasn’t sure what to think.

He stepped closer to Luron. “Why?”

“Because you pose a threat to the House of Lords.” Theo could barely make out the words. Had the vocal chords been damaged in the fire during the Purge?

“And what makes the House of Lords think that?” Theo clenched the puzzle box in his hand. They didn’t have time for this. The Turned would hear them at any moment and start coming.

“Because of House Winchester’s secret. You wish to change the world. But the world has no need of changing.”

“What kind of shoddy answer is that?” Cass retorted. “The House of Lords thinks the world is fine the way it is? Those echelons need to come off their sky islands and see what is happening to the rest of the population. Or maybe they’re content to watch everyone swallowed up by the Mist so they can have the world to themselves.”

Theo found her outburst astounding as well as a little amusing in its boldness.

“Theo, come on.” Cass strode forward. “We have no time for this.” She grabbed his free hand and began to pull him along the trees. He was surprised at the heat of her touch. “I don’t know who you are, but you’re not going to stop us.” She tossed the words over her shoulder at Luron and continued along the forest.

Theo, his mouth clamped shut, kept pace beside her.

Cass didn’t seem to be afraid of Luron. Didn’t she see the sword hanging at his side, or the two revolvers tucked around his waist? He could take them out faster than the Turned.

“We have a mission to finish,” Cass said, as if reading his thoughts. “And I will not let the House of Lords ruin it.” She made no comment about the name Winchester. Was that purposeful? Her face was flushed.

Theo kept in pace with Cass while glancing back every few feet. No, she was focusing on what needed to be done. Finish the mission. A warm feeling of respect rose up inside him toward the petite diver currently leading him toward the hill now appearing between the break in the trees. But he knew that focus wasn’t going to stop Luron.

“Cass.” He pulled her to a stop, then shoved the puzzle box into her hands. “Take this and go. I’ll deal with him.”

“What are you talking about?”

Yes, her face was definitely flushed and her eyes much too bright. A warning bell went off in his head, but he ignored it. There wasn’t time for anything but to escape. “I know who he is. You need to get this box to the Daedalus.”

“But what about you—”

He quickly gave her a hard shove forward as Luron drew near and pulled out a revolver. “Go!” he shouted. He didn’t care if he alerted the Turned. Maybe they would assist him in taking down Luron. All that mattered was that Cass got away.

Theo spun around and threw himself at Luron. A shot rang out, glancing off a nearby tree as the two went tumbling down onto the dead leaves. The top hat went flying into the bushes. Luron raised his revolver again.

Theo grabbed him by the wrist and twisted. The revolver dropped to the ground. With both hands free, Luron grabbed Theo’s forearms while Theo latched on to the metal-man’s neck. The ascot prevented him from getting a firm hold, but Luron wasn’t strong enough to do anything but hold Theo in place.

Both men struggled against each other, Theo planted on top, and Luron grappling for a way to twist out of Theo’s hold.

By now, Theo could hear the raspy gasps of breath through Luron’s metal mask. If nothing else, that proved that something living and most likely human existed behind the golden metal.

“Why are you doing this?” Theo panted.

Luron stopped struggling. At first Theo couldn’t hear it, but a second later, odd laughter drifted through the two holes. “Why do you think?”

“I have no idea. All I know is you were driven into the Mist during a Purge, but didn’t Turn, and were burned badly when you tried to go back. I would think you’d hate those who tried to Purge you in the first place. So why are you working for the House of Lords?”

Luron laughed again, raspy and eerie. “Hate is not a problem. I hate your Families. I hate your cities. I hate everything. I am hate.”

Theo was taken aback by the venom, and the words. Luron had to be insane. “And that’s why are you trying to stop us from finding a cure for the Mist?”

“Because I am also part of the Mist.”

“What?” Theo stared down into the metal face at the two eye slits.

“None of you can exist in the Mist. But I can. Why would I want the Mist gone? It is my world. The Staggses may think I’m working for them, but I’m only here for myself. Soon the Mist will cover the world, and only those chosen by it will survive. I am part of the chosen.”

This man was insane. “So you’re trying to stop me on your own? I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.”

Something flickered behind that lifeless metal plate. “We shall see.” With a sudden surge of strength, Luron jerked around, throwing Theo off balance and rolling to the ground. But instead of going for him, Luron struggled to his feet, then took off in the direction Cass went.

Luron knew Cass had the box.

Theo jumped up and ran after him. The forest was a maze of dead branches and hidden holes and logs waiting to grab him. Theo crashed through them, his eyes set on Luron ahead. His heart raced inside his chest as he drew in deep breaths through the mask. He couldn’t let Luron catch her for all sorts of reasons. There was something between him and Cass, a connection he would not lose. And he wasn’t about to let Luron get her or that box in her hands. Not for all the world.

Theo drew closer. He was faster, despite his hunger and weakness. Fortunately, Luron was having a harder time avoiding some of the branches. He still couldn’t spot Cass ahead which was good. He could reach Luron before the metal maniac got to her.

Five feet.

Three feet.

Theo launched himself forward and caught Luron around the waist. The two men tumbled into prickly foliage. One of the branches caught on Luron’s faceplate and tore it away as Theo shoved him onto his back.

Both men’s breath came heavy, Theo through his mask, Luron without his mask. Theo paused, repulsed by the face before him.

Luron stared up at him with hazel eyes set back in a face so scarred he almost didn’t look human. His skin was red and pink, and most of his nose was missing. Ridges of skin zigzagged across his face, and his mouth was just one thin line. There were patches of hair along his scalp like weeds breaking through barren ground. Blood trickled down from a cut along his temple.

His thin lips cracked open to show a mouth of yellowing teeth, and he laughed. “Look! Look! This is what your House of Lords did to me! And yet I live!” He grabbed Theo by the collar and pulled his head closer. “I will live. And you will not.” He grabbed the side of Theo’s mask with his other hand and began to pull.

Instinct took over. The overpowering will to live. With fists trained to punch, Theo pummeled Luron while the man tugged at his mask. If he went, he would take Luron with him. Cass had the box. He just had to keep Luron away from her.

After a minute, Luron’s grip lessened. Blood oozed from broken skin around his face, and one eye was starting to swell, causing his face to look even more grotesque.

Theo pulled away. His own mask was almost off. Luron slumped against the ground and fell sideways. It appeared he had blacked out. A part of Theo was horrified at what he had done. He’d always been a man of science, not violence. But in a span of a couple of weeks, he’d twice beaten a man within an inch of his life.

He could feel Luron’s blood coating his knuckles, a sickly, wet, cold feeling. Theo stumbled up to his feet and readjusted his mask. Pity mixed with anger at the scarred man at his feet. Luron had been through literal hell, but he’d also tried to kill him. If Theo’s mask had moved just a bit more . . .

Theo shook his head and stumbled away. No time to think about that now. He was alive, and he needed to catch up with Cass. For a second he felt a twinge of concern about Luron but quickly dismissed it. He had no time for a madman who wanted the world to burn.

Theo started running in the direction Cass had gone. They’d been heading for the foothills, which were just beyond this forest. As long as he hadn’t been turned around during his fight—

A distant scream echoed between the trees, followed by two shots. Theo steered toward the left and ran as fast as he could as another scream followed. He jumped over fallen logs and pushed his way through the dense trees. Another shot. Then another. There could only be one reason for gunshots and Cass screaming.

The Turned.
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A minute later, he could make out dull colors and erratic movement amongst the trees. “Cass!” he yelled, crashing through the brush. It didn’t matter now if he was heard, the Turned were already here. And maybe he could distract them from their prey. “Cass!”

His lungs burned from running, but concern compelled him as smoke and the smell of burnt flesh began to fill the air. Another shot went off. How many bullets did Cass have? That made five now. Should he take out the Turned closest to him or go on?

“Cass!” he shouted again. “I’m coming!”

The Turned had a hard time maneuvering through the branches, giving Theo an advantage. Although they possessed human host bodies, the funguses inside were only capable of instinctual movement and had the limited functions of human senses. He passed them to find at least ten more crowding around something, the trees blocking his view of what that was.

Theo’s mind feverishly took in the situation, calculating what he needed to do. A weapon, he would need a weapon. A rock. No, the ones he spotted were too small. A stick? Again, thin and brittle. He tightened his fists. They were all he had until he could find something else.

The Turned seemed so occupied with their prey they didn’t react to Theo’s presence until he arrived and aimed a powerful kick at the nearest one. It flew forward and before it could get up, Theo was already standing over it, fists ready.

With one glance, he assessed the situation. At least ten Turned, three smoldering bodies, and a bush that had caught on fire. Theo’s heart stopped, and everything around him seemed to come to a standstill. There on the ground lay Cass like a crumpled doll, her face up toward the sky, her mask ripped off and lying a foot away.

Theo could hear nothing but a faint buzz in his head. Cass’s mask was gone. Which meant soon she would be gone as well.

A cry welled up inside of him, primal and full of rage. He might be too late to save Cass, but he wouldn’t allow it to be a loss. He determined retrieve the box and get its contents back to the Daedalus and bring this accursed plague to an end.

Theo charged the closest Turned and caught what was once a young man by the jaw. He had to remind himself there was no human inside the body. The soul had departed a long time ago. This was survival.

The Turned was down. By now the others were gathering around, but Theo was a storm of fists and kicks. Anger and fury propelled his every move. They reached for him with curled fingers and bared teeth. They were animals, and they fought like animals. But there was no refinement in their movement.

One reached for his face and mask, but Theo ducked and brought his arm up in an upper cut. The Turned went flying back. Another one took its place. Theo caught it with a side kick.

At each tiny pause, he looked around—for the box, or Cass’s revolver, or a weapon, but another Turned would appear.

Sweat covered his body and stung his eyes as it rolled down his face. He breathed hard through the mask and felt his goggles slipping down his forehead. He shoved them back up before going after another Turned.

There. Cass’s revolver.

As another Turned fell, Theo dove for the weapon and came up in a tucked roll. Were there any bullets left?

One way to find out.

He shot the middle Turned in a grouping of three. It glanced the shoulder, but it was enough to trigger the incendiary bullet. The Turned exploded in a ball of fire that spread to the two on either side of it.

Then to the tree behind it.

Gales! No time to think about that now. He was down to two Turned. But he still hadn’t spied the box.

Theo brought the revolver up and readied himself. If his opponents were driven by fungus within, he was driven by the agonizing thought of Cass. It powered his body, guiding his every movement, giving him energy he shouldn’t have.

The flames spread as the three Turned fell to the ground. He didn’t have much time.

The two Turned approached him, both once women, but now with cloudy eyes and brown, leathery skin stretched over skulls. He shot, but only a click followed. He threw the gun down. Empty. So he went with his fists instead. It didn’t take much to put them both down. A few of the other Turned were beginning to rise as he hunched over and wiped the sweat from his face. He glanced at Cass with an ache heavier than anything he had experienced before. She would be Turning soon—

He slowly straightened up. Something was different. She lay there, unconscious, but breathing. Just breathing. No violent spasms. No shudders or convulsions. His heart pounded. Was it possible? No, it couldn’t be, the odds of such a thing . . .

Hope surged through him. He was shocked at the tears coming to his eyes. He had less than a minute to decide. Find the puzzle box or grab Cass and get out.

What if he was wrong? Theo glanced around one more time. If she started Turning while they were escaping . . .

He would have to put her down. Permanently.

The thought absolutely sickened him. But if she Turned, she was already gone, and only her body remained.

He made up his mind.

He rushed over to Cass. Blood and scratches coated her face, and her goggles were gone. There was no time for gentleness. He lifted her, threw her over his shoulder, and ran.

His muscles screamed, and his body wanted to collapse. But he kept on running, pushing himself with each breath and each step. If he stopped, they were both dead.

As far as the puzzle box . . .

He remembered everything. He’d always had the ability to recall words or images, even if he’d only seen them once. The same way he remembered Cass when they met on the Daedalus, and those bright green eyes. Once he was in a safe place, he would recall it all and write it down. But the vial would be missing.

A thought struck him. Maybe he wouldn’t need it. Maybe he was holding a sample of it at that moment in his arms.

He reached the first plateau and paused, huffing and puffing. After a few seconds, he spotted a place that could be used as a takeoff. Only a few trees, tall grass, and a lengthy slope. As long as there were no hidden holes or logs.

Now came the hard part: flying tandem with Cass. How to do this . . . how to do this . . .

He laid her down gently and searched her belt and pack. Seconds later, he found what he was looking for. Rope. He would secure Cass in front of him, then use her emergency cord to attach her pack to his own.

He held her close with one hand and used the other to wind the rope around their bodies and through her pack. His tension grew. The need to hurry and the need to make no mistakes in securing the two of them safely together consumed him.

At that moment, the Turned appeared at the bottom of the hill.

His heart beat double time. He pulled the tandem cord from her pack, and after one failed attempt, quickly fastened her to his own. The cord hung over his shoulder near his neck, but once they were in the air, he hoped it would move into a more comfortable position.

Theo gritted his teeth as he pulled on the cord at his side and his glider expanded. He brought out his guiding poles and took in a deep breath.

Don’t fight the air, let it lift you.

The hymn came unbidden to his mind. His lips mouthed a prayer. Theo took another deep breath and started running.

The grinding of metal sounded behind him. That was no Turned. Was it Luron? A shot rang out behind him, confirming his suspicion.

He wanted to glance back, but one false step would send both him and the glider plummeting to the ground. Instead, he focused on the long slope ahead of him and where he would put his feet. Seconds later, his straps began to tighten as the glider and gravity clashed. The leather straps creaked, and Cass let out a groan, and her head fell forward.

“Cass,” he cried out, gripping the guiding poles.

His feet lifted off the ground.

He drew on all his knowledge and experience with flying, tilting the glider slightly to the left to catch an updraft, letting the air lift them higher and higher. For a moment, the glider stalled slightly, and he feared their combined weight would send them crashing, but then the air swept them up again.

He reached the treetops, glided for half a minute, then caught a thermal and began to circle. He scanned the area they had just left. Four Turned were shambling out of the woods and up the hill. Then he looked again. There was no sign of Luron, but Theo knew he was there somewhere.

Theo turned his attention back to the air current. He readjusted the guiding poles and continued his ascent. Was it possible the Turned had somehow subdued the automaton after that first shot? He doubted it. Luron seemed very equipped to deal with anything within the Mist. He just hadn’t been prepared against Theo’s unconventional means of attack.

Which also meant even if they reached the Daedalus, they weren’t really safe. Luron would continue to hunt down the contents of the box, no matter what.

Seconds later, they finally broke through the Mist.

Or at least he thought they did, but the air was as thick and hazy as it had been below, almost like smoke. He took a big breath through his mask. Smelled like smoke, too.

And then he saw it. A ball of flames growing higher and higher, almost reaching the balloon that kept the ship afloat.

The Daedalus was on fire.
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Disbelief swept over Theo, and he mentally cursed Luron, the Staggs family, the House of Lords—and everyone and everything that led up to this.

A spark reached the balloon that held the Daedalus aloft.

A deafening boom filled the sky as a burst of red and orange flame enveloped the ship. Theo watched in shock. Pieces of burning wood began to fall into the Mist below.

He let go of one of the poles and wrapped his arm around Cass. He was thankful she was unconscious and unable to see the destruction of what she had told him was home and family. Numb horror spread across his body, replacing the shock.

He didn’t know how long they hovered there, but Theo gradually became aware again of Cass slumped against him and the need to get her to safety.

He forced himself to think. There was a small village along the western mountains. Duskward. About a hundred miles away, if he remembered the maps correctly. All he had to do was follow the mountain range north and, once there, he could find transportation back to Belhold. After that, he had no idea. But for now, it was the only thing to do.

One step at a time. Or in this case, one flight. A wing and a prayer. Theo closed his eyes. A lot of prayer.

The glider faltered as he began to turn it around. Theo countered and set the glider heading back the other direction. He couldn’t hear the fire roaring behind him, but he could smell the smoke and see the slight coloring from the flames reflected in the Mist.

His heart was heavy, and his throat thickened as they soared. Had anyone escaped? Surely there were emergency measures in place. There had to be. He would hold on to that hope.

Over time, there was no sound except for the whooshing of the wind. Exhaustion overwhelmed him, coupling with grief. He fought to concentrate on catching the updrafts along the edge of the mountains and to keep on gliding. By his calculations, it would take a couple hours to reach Duskward. He had to stay awake and alert.

He reached around Cass and was able to feel her forehead. It was a little strange she hadn’t woken up yet. By now she would have certainly Turned if that were going to occur. If there was any similarity to Luron’s history, Cass should be conscious by now.

Her forehead was warm to the touch. Too warm.

He returned his hand to the guiding pole. He thought of those bright eyes. The flushed cheeks.

He was an idiot.

Sometime during the night Cass had taken ill, and he had never noticed. Maybe he had but he’d simply suppressed the truth in their need to escape. This complicated things. What was wrong? Was there a doctor in Duskward? What if she died?

He’d left the box behind to save Cass. Had he made the wrong decision?

No. He shook himself. He needed to get them to Duskward.

One step at a time.

Theo took in a deep breath. The Mist moved beneath him like a sea of greenish-grey fog while the sky above was a dull grey. He closed his eyes, uttered a prayer, and let go of everything inside him until all he could feel was wind, the subtle tugs of the air, and his feet dangling as he glided along the mountain range.

They would make it to Duskward. Cass would get better.

And together, they would continue to seek and discover the cure for the Mist and humanity.
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