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			For Porom, the wingless, furry gremlin who purrs beneath my feet while I work.
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			CHAPTER 1 

			The wrench wasn’t Rivka’s, but the heft and fit were perfect in her hand. Her tongue jabbed over her lip as she leveraged her weight through her arm. The obstinate bolt finally twisted free. She held up a small washer to her audience.

			“This was the biggest problem, the one that caused so many other issues. See? One side is almost worn through.”

			The engineers in their coveralls stood around her, arms folded, expressions uncertain. One of the men finally held out a hand to accept the washer. With a grunt, he passed it along. “Well, I’ll be. Er. Thank you, miss.”

			Rivka knew they had tolerated her meddling because she was an invitee to Balthazar Cody’s party. His guests came from wealth and stature. They obviously weren’t quite sure what to make of a young woman like her. She wasn’t sure anymore, either.

			The one-­man band dismantled around her was the sort of advanced technology the southern nations were known for. A cylinder in the chest played tunes while the figure’s sets of arms held a trumpet, chimes, flute, drum, and other instruments, all programmed to play on cue. It had created quite the impression at the party when its first song consisted of a sputtering, flatulent trumpet blast that continued a minute without ceasing. The appalled crew of engineers had hauled it down the corridor for repairs. Like a cat tempted by string, Rivka had followed.

			She held up one of the articulated hands and flexed a metal pinky finger. The artistry on the construct was extraordinary, the movement almost liquid. A shame she didn’t have her workbook along to sketch the schematics, but she could scribble her memories the instant she arrived home.

			Across the room, a grandfather clock began to chime. She glanced up. Little airships adorned the clock’s hands and hovered against a backdrop of gray-­marble clouds. Nine o’clock? She had been working on the mecha for almost an hour? Beyond the carefully staged metal parts, her gloves and silk cardigan had been discarded in a wrinkled pile. Her fingertips appeared ink-­dipped, her carefully done manicure ridged in black. Her dress . . .

			“Damnation,” she muttered. Two months of refined southern education couldn’t eradicate a lifetime of Caskentian slang and blasphemy. “Grandmother is going to kill me.”

			Grandmother Stout regarded this as something of a societal debut for Rivka. Rivka regarded it as a form of torture that stole away time better spent on the machinery she used to pay the rent; it was important to her that she support herself as much as possible, even as she lived with Grandmother in this strange new city. Rivka had shown up on her doorstep as a refugee, a letter of introduction from Miss Leander in her hand. Days before that, Rivka hadn’t known she had any living family at all. Grandmother had welcomed her wholeheartedly.

			As a show of sacrifice and gratitude, Rivka even let Grandmother choose her dress for this evening. It was a ghastly, fashionable thing, and probably worth more than Rivka would have made in a month at the little bakery she had run in Caskentia.

			She scrambled to her bare feet. The stiff leather flats hadn’t proven suitable for mechanist labor best done at a squat or on her knees. Rivka touched her hopelessly stained dress and was relieved she didn’t leave a new fingerprint. She gathered up her unsoiled things and shoved her feet inside her shoes.

			“I wish I had time to put the automaton together again, but—­”

			“We can do it,” a man said, his voice tight.

			Conversation and the chimes of crystal echoed down the hallway, and out of the babble she recognized Grandmother’s high laugh. Rivka grimaced. Grandmother was someone here. She might not be as rich as many present, but she had a commanding way about her that made her seem like more. She was more, though very few others knew that truth.

			And Rivka . . . well. She was supposed to engage in small talk and not portray any of her crude upbringing in the high towers and catwalks of neighboring Caskentia’s capital of Mercia. Nor was she supposed to acknowledge reactions to her cleft lip. The polite glances, the pity, the way some ­people couldn’t quite look at her at all. Grandmother wouldn’t let Rivka wear her hair loose to hide her face, either. “Raise your chin!” Grandmother kept saying. It drove Rivka batty and made her all the more anxious to return home, to her workshop, where five projects-­in-­progress awaited. Dismantled engines made far better conversation companions than hoity-­toity Tamarans.

			Here on the fourth floor of a city tower that scraped the clouds, Mr. Cody had decorated his flat in lush gold and dark wood. The carpet was thick like storybook grass. She spied a sink through a doorway and ducked inside the chamber. Ah, hot and cold tap water—­that was a luxury she had happily adjusted to here in Tamarania.

			She scrubbed her hands until the oil faded to gray and tugged on gloves to cover her blackened nails. The cardigan, however, couldn’t fully hide the damage to her dress. It had looked wretched on her before, and now the cloth appeared as if it had broken out in some god-­awful disease.

			“No point in trying to make a rabbit like you look pretty. Nothin’ can hide that lip of yours.” The raspy voice of Mr. Stout echoed in her brain. He’d been her benefactor, and her tormentor, when he took her in after Mama died. Rivka didn’t know he was her father by blood, not until right before he’d been killed.

			For a dead man, he was still terribly loud in her memory.

			Rivka returned to the fringe of the party, her arms folded to hide the worst of the oil. Slipping out early wasn’t an option; Grandmother had only recently dismissed extra guards from the household, certain that the threat of the Waste had abated, and she’d go loony if Rivka was out of sight too long.

			If Rivka could temporarily hide from Grandmother, though, that would delay an airship’s payload of nagging.

			Some thirty ­people mingled in the parlor. Balthazar Cody was one of the augusts of the city-­state of Tamarania, essentially a councilman over a city of millions. The man wielded tremendous political power, but his Arena was what made him a sensation. The next competitive bout between massive war machines would take place in a matter of weeks.

			Rivka spied Grandmother; she was a pasty blot amidst the darker skin tones that dominated the room. The old woman’s high mass of silver curls featured a vivid red streak that coiled into a thick bun at the back. Grandmother gesticulated punctuation to most every word in her conversation. Rivka caught her eye to offer a wave and tepid smile. Grandmother nodded acknowledgment and carried on.

			Good. Rivka had been sighted. Now she could retreat again.

			Cheers erupted on the other side of the room. Rivka saw the tall head of the assembled one-­man band.

			“You fixed it! Good-­o!” called a fellow.

			Rivka swallowed her annoyance. She spied a shadowed space behind two potted trees near the entry doors and stepped within the gap. Her shoulders pressed to the wall behind the trees. From here, she could monitor the room like some Clockwork Dagger engaged in espionage.

			The wall quivered against her back as the doors opened to admit someone.

			“Well, greetings of the evening to you!” Rivka recognized the rich tones of Balthazar Cody. The man talked like a salesman. She could barely see him through the leaves. He was likely near Grandmother’s age, his skin like mahogany, his short and frizzy hair striped in white. “I wasn’t sure if you’d come.”

			“I wasn’t sure if I would, either.” The voice was teenaged, maybe close to her own age. Rivka peered through the plants to see better. The girl wore a creamy column dress that contrasted with her warm, nutmeg-­toned skin. Her black hair was braided and molded into triple buns. She looked like the perfect Tamaran young lady. “Why did you invite me? I doubt you’ve forgiven me.”

			Cody laughed. Guffawed, really. “You’re so like your brother.” He sobered. “No, I have not fully forgiven you. Because of you, I lost my grandest creation.”

			“I lost my brother then, too.”

			“Ah, your Alonzo’s still alive, and I doubt he’s stayed angry with you, even if you did shove his lady-­love medician into a box and ship her to Mercia as freight.”

			Lady-­love medician. They were talking about Octavia Leander. Rivka smothered her gasp with a gloved hand. Miss Leander was the kindest, strongest person Rivka had ever known—­and this girl had shipped her as freight?

			“I want to know why you invited me to your party tonight.”

			“You’re so young to be so—­”

			“Why?”

			“I heard your mother has fully recovered from a dreadful illness. Is it true she’ll be moving here soon?”

			“Yes. She’s selling her house in Mercia and will move in the spring.” Silence dragged out. “You want something from Mother. It’s because she’s in Mercia, isn’t it? She knows everyone there. What, did you lose your spies during the riots?”

			“Come now, I’m not permitted to care for the welfare of an old friend?”

			“You’ve cared very little up to this point.”

			“Your suspicion wounds me. Consider this party invitation a gesture of reconciliation between us.”

			“I might as well eat. You do serve good food.”

			Mr. Cody laughed as he walked away.

			Rivka waited a moment, then leaned out of her hiding place with a rustle of branches. “Hello! I’m Rivka Stout.” The new surname still felt strange to say, but Grandmother said it was for the best, that it would raise fewer questions about their relationship. “I heard you talking to Mr. Cody. I wasn’t trying to, but I was right there, and . . . anyway, you know Octavia Leander? You’re Alonzo Garret’s sister?”

			“Oh. Yes. I’m Tatiana Garret.” She quickly recovered from the surprise of someone emerging from behind potted plants. “You’re related to Mrs. Stout, the publisher? Alonzo mentioned her. Why are you back there?”

			“It looked cozier than anywhere else in the room.” Rivka stepped out into the open again.

			“What’s all over your dress?”

			“Just oil.”

			“Just oil.” Tatiana arched an eyebrow. “Your accent. You’re from upper Mercia, aren’t you?”

			Upper Mercia, meaning the towers, trams, and high catwalks. Not to be confused with the formal accent of the refined street-­level denizens, with their lilting syllables and absent contractions.

			“Yes. I’ve only been here a few months. I . . .” Rivka froze. Grandmother had worked her way through the crowd. She spoke with someone only ten feet away. If she turned, she’d see Rivka.

			“Damn it. I can’t stay here.” She dashed toward a different hallway.

			“How did you stain it like that?” Tatiana trailed her.

			“The one-­man band over there. I fixed it.” A cheery flute carried over the conversations. Tatiana’s incredulous snort made Rivka turn around with a frown. “What?”

			“In the middle of Mr. Cody’s party, you fixed a mecha.”

			“Why’s that so hard to believe?”

			“It seems very . . . Caskentian to dirty yourself like that.”

			“Isn’t your brother from Caskentia? Aren’t you?”

			“I haven’t lived there in years.” Her tone made it clear that this was a very good thing.

			They reached the end of the hallway. Rivka released a huff of breath. This didn’t seem far enough from Grandmother, from everyone. As awful as Caskentia had been, as many horrible memories as she had, Rivka missed it the way a bird misses a cage. It was familiar. It was home. Defective as she was, she didn’t stand out that much. Among soldiers and civilians alike, missing limbs, scars, and burns were common after fifty years of near-­constant war.

			Rivka tried the doorknob. It didn’t budge. She stooped to stare at the lock.

			“It’s locked for a reason,” said Tatiana. “Mr. Cody owns much of this building and the Arena next door. He doesn’t want ­people stealing things.”

			“I don’t intend to steal anything. I just want to get away from the party.”

			She pulled her small screwdriver from where she had threaded it beneath her satin belt. Grandmother was fine with her always keeping such tools on hand so long as Rivka was discreet. “One must always be prepared!” Grandmother often said. Considering Grandmother’s own past, she’d know.

			It took a matter of seconds to pick the lock; Mr. Stout’s lessons had come in handy. Mr. Cody had obviously intended the mechanism to slow down rather than prevent an intruder. The high-­society sorts at the party down the hall wouldn’t be able to pick their own noses, much less a door.

			“Then what are you doing?” asked Tatiana.

			“I told you, getting away from ­people for a while. Why are you following me?”

			“I thought we were having a conversation.”

			This side of the hallway looked much the same, but the feel was quite different. The sounds of the party didn’t carry. Rivka released a deep breath at the welcome quiet. Seconds later, men’s voices echoed down the way. Rivka and Tatiana ducked into the nearest room.

			The light was dim, but Rivka could see the sheen of glass and metal. Shelves were lined with display cases of mechanical limbs. Hands, arms, legs, feet. Skin was absent, the artistry of construction bared to the eye.

			“Wow,” Rivka said, leaning closer to a display.

			Fifty years had passed since Caskentia’s Golden Age, and near-­constant wars had retarded its development. Not so in the progressive southern city-­states. Tamarania boasted well-­kept tramways, airship buses between the metropolitan islands, even pneumatic tubes for communication within its towers.

			Once Rivka was caught up with her academic work, she needed to find an apprenticeship. Tamarania abounded with masters of mechanical crafts, and Mr. Cody likely employed the best of the best. That was evident by the limbs in this room.

			“My brother has a mechanical leg. I’ve never . . . really seen what it looks like inside.” Tatiana was clearly rattled.

			Rivka pulled herself away from the enrapturing displays. “I wonder what else is around here?” She looked sidelong at Tatiana. Despite her squeamishness, Tatiana didn’t seem eager to go back to the party. How long had it been since Rivka had mucked about with anyone near her own age? The companionship felt . . . odd, but pleasant.

			There were three more trophy rooms with limbs on display. Several other doors were locked. According to hallway signs, they contained valuable things like crystals to power mechanical limbs and silver scraps.

			“Odd. The silver is locked up, but parts with integrated gold are only kept behind glass,” said Rivka.

			“Mr. Cody created gremlins. If any got loose inside . . .” Tatiana shrugged. “Gremlins love silver.”

			“Oh. I never had gremlins around. I’ve never even seen one up close.” Not like her part of Mercia had much silver for gremlins to steal.

			The end of the hall had another locked door, this one also secured by an alarm system. Rivka couldn’t resist showing off a bit since she had an audience. It took a few minutes to disarm the box. Tatiana didn’t offer any praise, though. She headed straight down the hallway to where an empty lift waited.

			“I’ve heard rumors . . .” Tatiana said as she scanned a panel labeled with the floors of the skyscraper. “There! A laboratory in the basement.”

			“What’s down there?”

			“Let’s find out!” She tilted her head. “This building connects to the Arena next door. I’ve been in that basement with my brother. The machines down there were marvelous.”

			If they were caught deep in Mr. Cody’s facility, the consequences could be much more dire than being nagged about an oil-­stained dress, but Rivka was enjoying this far more than that horrid party. There was science to be found. She cranked the cage doors shut behind them. Tatiana managed the button panel. The lift rumbled as it descended from the fourth floor.

			Rivka recalled why she wanted to speak with Tatiana in the first place. “When you were in the Arena basement, was Octavia Leander with you?”

			“Yes.” She scowled. “I don’t like her.”

			“How can you not like her?” To Rivka, that sounded as plausible as hating chocolate.

			“I barely get to see Alonzo. He left right away because of her.” Tatiana’s voice faded, then she shook herself out of it. “You heard what Mr. Cody said. I shipped Miss Leander to Mercia. I knew my mother was really sick and that Miss Leander would help. She did.”

			“But you still say you don’t like her?”

			“I used to hate her. Now . . . I don’t know.” Tatiana shrugged, facing away. “So how did you meet her?”

			Through the gilt cage, each floor blurred by. What could Rivka really say? Miss Leander’s mission in Mercia wasn’t something she could talk about.

			“Miss Leander changed my life,” Rivka said. “I thought . . . I thought I was an orphan. I didn’t know I had a grandmother or aunt or baby cousin.” Or great-­grandfather, though the thought of him always brought tears to Rivka’s eyes. Miss Leander had recognized their familial connections through the power of her magic. “Now I live with my grandmother, Mrs. Viola Stout.”

			The lift came to a gentle stop. Together, they cranked open the cage doors.

			Belowground, it was strangely cold. The walls were brick whitewashed in lime. She clutched her thin cardigan to her ribs. A strange sound carried from close by. Whining, crying, at various octaves. Rivka’s sense of unease grew as the cacophony increased, but when Tatiana opened the next door, she didn’t hesitate to walk forward.

			At least a hundred cages stacked three levels high and extended around a rectangular room of some thirty feet. Little green bodies were inside, tiny limbs flailing through the bars. The smell struck her as strange and wild, with a whiff almost like the chemical vapors of aether enchantments.

			“Are those . . . gremlins?” asked Rivka.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 2 

			“Yes. Gremlins. My God, they are ugly,” said Tatiana, shuddering. She had to speak loudly to be heard.

			The creatures mewed, cackled, and banged on the copper and wood bars of their enclosures. Nothing was made of silver. Rivka stepped closer.

			The bright electric lighting showed the green gremlins well. Some had tint variations, like patches in a quilt. Their sizes ranged from pigeon to husky tomcat. Long, bat-­like wings folded along their sides. Hideous hybrid faces featured round, black eyes, some of their noses compressed and others more elongated. Their arms tended toward long and skinny, hind legs stubby.

			Gremlins had split lips, just like her.

			Rivka traced her upper lip with her tongue. Doctors in Tamarania could fill the gap that partially exposed her front teeth. She was slowly saving up money for that very surgery.

			“Hi there.” Rivka reached out. A gremlin’s three small fingers clutched her fingertips. There were no claws, nor did it try to lurch her off balance. The little gremlin pressed its face to the bars. Long, whiskered ears trembled. Rivka felt a vibration against her hand, and with a start realized that the creature was purring.

			“A lot of them—­no, all of them—­are injured.” Tatiana pointed.

			She was right. The gremlin whose hand Rivka held had bandages girthing most of its torso. The one to the left had no ear, just a rounded stub. The one below had no wings, and therefore, no arms. A cage over, the gremlin actually had separate arms, but its wings were gone as well.

			“Is this like a medical ward for maimed gremlins?” Rivka frowned and looked around as she wiggled her hand free. It certainly seemed like a sterile surgical space. She pulled out her trusty little screwdriver again.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Being nosy. There has to be a ledger or something around here that chronicles their injuries.”

			The cages were numbered and denoted with colorful flags; not all were occupied. Most of the cabinets and drawers held tools and blades with purposes she didn’t wish to contemplate. No paperwork had been left out. She pulled a cart from beneath a steel table. Lifting the hinged lid, she found a snarled pile of dead gremlins. She gasped.

			“What?” called Tatiana from across the room.

			“Bodies.” Rivka shoved the cart away. She’d seen all kinds of dead things before, ­people included, but there was something especially disturbing about a haphazard knot of that nature.

			Oddly enough, there had been no smell, but the handle had been warm to the touch. There must have been some kind of sanitation enchantment in place. Even so, she wiped her fingers against her skirt.

			“Well, they wouldn’t be able to save all of them,” said Tatiana, quite matter-­of-­fact.

			Rivka reached toward another living gremlin. A yellow flag adorned its cage along with a number fifty-­three. The gremlin’s little hand gripped her fingers against the bars as its mouth parted in a sound that she couldn’t hear above the cacophony. She took comfort in the touch. This gremlin looked healthy, even if it lacked both wings. Maybe it wouldn’t end up in that horrid cart.

			Tatiana walked toward another open doorway. Rivka wiggled her fingers. The gremlin reluctantly let go.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She felt its unblinking scrutiny as she walked around a large, steel table.

			The next chamber was huge, the ceiling high. Shelves of books and storage receptacles lined the gray-­brick walls. A circle of copper was inlaid in the tile floor. The copper itself was about three inches in width, flat on the floor, the circle extending some twenty feet. In the middle, thick chains were bolted to the floor and over a massive lump of dark blankets. Blankets that moved, rising and lowering like a person slumbering.

			Tatiana walked forward, her eyes wide. “This is a medician’s circle. I didn’t know they could be made this big.”

			“I thought Tamarans didn’t like magic? Isn’t it considered old-­fashioned?” Rivka asked. “And what is that in the middle?”

			“Most Tamarans hate magic, yes. Not Mr. Cody. He’s obsessed with the subject. It’s why my brother and Miss Leander ended up working with him. That thing . . . Mr. Cody is making a new big chimera for the Arena.” Her eyes sparkled. “That’s exactly what I hoped to find!”

			“A big chimera for the Arena? Why?” The sport of Warriors in the Arena featured jockeyed mechanical creatures that fought for the top of a fake mountain. It was based on a tabletop game found in most taverns though those mechas were about the size of a hand. Mr. Stout had often bet on matches, big and small.

			“You’ve been here for months. Don’t you know anything?” Tatiana rolled her eyes. “All gremlins are chimeras. Mr. Cody originally made them from bits of other animals, but now they breed on their own. Well, a few months ago, he debuted a new creation for an Arena bout. It was part gremlin, but huge, with metal legs, arms, and wings. No one had seen the like before. My brother rode it in the Arena. He and Miss Leander named it ‘Chi.’ He rode away on Chi, too, when he went north.”

			“That’s why Mr. Cody is mad at you.”

			“Yes, well. He’d be better off blaming Miss Leander.” Tatiana stood a little straighter. “For some reason, the chimera really liked Miss Leander and Alonzo. And the Arena crowd loved the whole exhibition. Mechas in the Arena are rigged to blast fire or fly or shoot grappling hooks, all controlled by the jockey. Alonzo and the chimera worked together as an intelligent team. It was glorious.” Her dark skin held a rosy, excited glow. “Since Mr. Cody really is making a new one, I need to talk to him again. I can be extra nice . . .”

			“Talk to him about what?” asked Rivka.

			Tatiana shrugged away the question as she held a hand toward the copper circle. “Feel that?”

			Rivka repeated the motion. Her fingers penetrated an invisible wall that felt like hot, sticky spiderwebs. Unpleasant, certainly, but nothing like the enchantment she had crossed in Mercia with Miss Leander. Frowning to herself, Rivka walked over the copper line.

			Warmth tingled across her face, as if she leaned close to a fire after being in a bitter wind. A tiny pop rang in both ears. Ahead of her, the bundle of blankets shifted, the top layer shedding onto the floor.

			“What are you doing?” squealed Tatiana. “Can you even get out?”

			Good grief, what was Rivka doing? She stuck her arm out behind her and had the same warm sensation travel over her skin.

			“I’m not stuck. I think the magic is only set to contain . . . that.”

			“Chi killed men! Mr. Cody said so. That’s why its attachment to Miss Leander and Alonzo was so strange.”

			“Oh. Well, this one is chained down. I don’t think it can reach me.” Rivka forced herself to sound nonchalant. She could easily retreat across the barrier again but remained still. The little gremlins had reacted to her with desperation and yearning. What if this creature was the same?

			In the middle of the circle, the last of the blankets slithered to the floor to reveal green skin and a long, knobby ridge of spine. The beast had
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