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​Chapter One: The Best Worst Tuesday of Her Life

The trouble with selling unlicensed clockwork to a baroness, Billie reflected as she vaulted a fishmonger’s stall and left a trail of scandalized herring in her wake, was never the illegality. It was that baronesses kept staff. Six of them, currently, all in matching gray coats, all considerably younger than her, and all under the impression that catching her would somehow improve their Tuesday.

It would not improve hers.

She cut left down Coopers Row, past the chimney-sweep boys who scattered out of habit rather than alarm - they knew her, knew the sound of her boots on cobblestone, knew better than to ask questions when a woman ran through Greymarch with a leather satchel clutched to her chest like a baby she intended to keep. The satchel held the Hollow Engine. Three months of work, four hundred individual components, and exactly one buyer foolish enough to pay what it was worth, which was precisely why Billie had not stopped to consider that the buyer in question was married to a man who sat on the licensing board of the Greymarch Alchemical Guild and would very much like to know how an unlicensed inventor had built a power core that ran twice as efficient as anything the Guild had patented in a decade.

In her own defense, three hundred crowns was a great deal of money, and rent did not pay itself, and the landlord at her boardinghouse had stopped accepting apologies as currency some weeks back.

“Stop!” called one of the footmen, with the winded outrage of a man who had not expected a forty-year-old engineer to outrun him. Billie was, in point of fact, twenty-nine, but she had given up correcting people who assumed otherwise. Years bent over a workbench did things to a person’s posture that no amount of youth could disguise. Let them think what they liked. It made her easier to underestimate, and being underestimated, in her experience, was the closest thing to a superpower available to a woman with no money and no license and four hundred precision-cut components she’d machined herself in a rented room with a single oil lamp.

She didn’t stop.

She took the alley behind the chandler’s shop instead, the one that opened onto Foundry Square, because Foundry Square had a market crowd thick enough to vanish into and a fountain wide enough to slow down anyone foolish enough to follow without checking the depth first. She was three steps into the alley, already calculating the angle she’d need to clear the fountain’s edge, when the light changed.

It was not the kind of light change a person noticed and then explained away. It came from nowhere and everywhere - a violet pressure behind the eyes, like staring too long at a struck match - and the alley, which had been gray brick and gray sky a heartbeat ago, went the color of old bruises.

A woman stood at the alley’s far end, where there had been no woman, no door, no possible entrance a moment before.

She was dressed too well for an alley. Silver thread ran through dark hair pinned with the kind of precision Billie associated with people who had never once been late for anything in their lives, and she regarded Billie with the mild, unhurried interest of someone examining a ledger that didn’t quite balance.

“Wilhelmina Voss,” the woman said, and her voice had the texture of a contract being read aloud. “You’ve built something you shouldn’t have.”

“I’ve built several somethings I shouldn’t have,” Billie said, because her mouth had never once consulted her survival instincts before opening. “You’ll have to be more particular.”

The woman did not smile, exactly, but something in her face suggested she had decided to be amused later, in private, when it was convenient. “The Hollow Engine,” she said. “You’ll give it to me.”

“I’ll sell it to you,” Billie corrected. “There’s a meaningful difference, and it’s about three hundred crowns wide.”

“No,” the woman said, with the same patient finality of a door closing, “I don’t believe you will.”

The violet light gathered around her hands - not flame, not quite, but something with flame’s hunger and none of its warmth - and Billie understood, in the half-second she had to understand anything, that she had badly misjudged the situation. This was not a Guild enforcer. This was not even close.

She ran. Of course she ran. Running was the only plan she’d ever needed, right up until it stopped working, which it did roughly four heartbeats later when the light caught her square in the chest and the world tilted sideways and got, abruptly, heavier.

It started in her hands. Her hands, which had spent a decade learning every gear ratio by feel, which knew the weight of brass and the give of a worn spring, suddenly didn’t know themselves at all - the skin gone thin and spotted, the knuckles swollen, the calluses she’d earned the hard way somehow both present and unfamiliar, as though someone had taken her competence and wrapped it in someone else’s hide. Her knees buckled, not from weakness but from the simple shock of carrying weight they hadn’t carried an hour before. Her spine found a curve it had never had. Somewhere behind her sternum, things she did not have names for shifted into new and unconsulted arrangements.

She caught her reflection in the chandler’s dark shop window - a fraction of a second, no more - and the face looking back was not hers. Silver hair instead of the chestnut brown she’d had since birth. Lines fanning out from eyes that were, at least, still the gray-green she recognized, the one familiar thing in a face that belonged to a stranger. A woman well past sixty stared out of that glass with Billie’s exact expression of furious disbelief, and the two of them - Billie and the woman she now apparently was - had time to share precisely one thought in common.

This is going to be a problem.

“There,” said the woman with the silver-threaded hair, sounding satisfied in the manner of someone who had balanced a stubborn column of figures. “Much more manageable.”

Billie did not feel manageable. Billie felt approximately one thousand years old and extremely interested in finding out how to feel otherwise, and the alley behind her - the one with the fountain, the market crowd, every plan she’d had thirty seconds prior - no longer seemed survivable on legs that creaked at the knee.

So she did the only thing that had ever worked for her, which was to stop thinking and start moving, and threw herself sideways through the chandler’s side door instead, which was, miraculously, unlocked, and led - by the kind of luck that Billie would later refuse to call luck at all - not into the chandler’s shop but into a gap between buildings she’d never noticed before, a gap that should not have existed given how well she knew this street, a gap with a rusted iron hatch set flush into the cobblestones like the lid of something enormous, buried, and currently humming with a vibration she felt in her newly fragile teeth.

The hatch was unlocked. The hatch should not have been there at all. Billie, who had exactly one functioning instinct left and it was down is better than dead, hauled it open with strength her new arms had no right to possess and dropped through.

She fell perhaps eight feet and landed, gracelessly, on a metal floor surrounded by the unmistakable architecture of an engine room - pipes, gauges, a pressure system she recognized on sight as criminally outdated - in a chamber that swayed, very slightly, beneath her, in the manner of something that was not currently resting on solid ground.

Above her, the hatch slammed shut on its own, sealed by some mechanism she hadn’t seen and would, under better circumstances, have found fascinating.

The engine in front of her - vast, brass, half its housing standing open like a wound - let out a wheeze that no functioning machine should make, and one critical gear, she could see even from the floor, sat misaligned by a margin that explained at least three of the other six problems she was already cataloguing on instinct.

Her hands - sixty-two-year-old hands, blacksmith-strong despite the spots and the swelling - reached for it before the rest of her had caught up with the decision.

She had it seated correctly in under a minute. The whole engine room’s pitch changed beneath her, a shudder running floor to ceiling as whatever this enormous, impossible machine was took a breath it hadn’t taken in some while.

Then the floor lurched, hard enough to knock her sideways into a coil of pipe, and through the metal beneath her palms she felt - unmistakably, gut-droppingly - the sensation of something extremely large leaving the ground.

Someone began pounding on a door at the far end of the chamber, fast and furious, accompanied by a voice demanding to know who in the name of every burning empire was in his engine room.

Billie, twenty-nine years old in a body pushing sixty-two, three hundred crowns poorer than she’d planned to be an hour ago, curled around a satchel that held the only thing in the world that was unquestionably still hers, looked at the door, looked at the rapidly receding cobblestones of Greymarch visible through a porthole she hadn’t noticed until just now, and did not answer.
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​Chapter Two: Rules of the Meridian (There Are None)
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The pounding stopped, and the door - which Billie now saw was reinforced with brass banding in a pattern that suggested someone had once needed it to withstand something with claws - swung open hard enough to bounce off its hinge stop.

The man who filled the doorway was not what she’d expected, mostly because she hadn’t had time to expect anything, but if she’d had a spare thirty seconds to construct a mental image of whoever owns the engine room I just fell into, it would not have produced someone wearing a half-buttoned waistcoat, an expression of profound personal offense, and - Billie clocked this immediately, because she clocked everything mechanical immediately - a pocket watch chain threaded through three buttonholes instead of one, which meant either he’d dressed in the dark or he simply enjoyed being slightly, deliberately wrong about things.

“Who,” he said, in the tone of a man building up to a much louder question, “is in my engine room.”

“I am,” Billie said, because there seemed little point in denying it, given the satchel, the gear-grease now on her cursed, spotted hands, and the fact that his ship had, by all available evidence, just become airborne on her account.

He looked at her - properly looked, the way people rarely bothered to look at a woman her apparent age, sweeping from her silver hair down to her boots and back up again with an assessment so visible she could practically watch him forming and discarding theories - and whatever he landed on made his shoulders drop half an inch from their previous defensive set.

“You’re not Ministry,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “Ministry doesn’t climb through maintenance hatches. Ministry knocks politely and then arrests you for not answering quickly enough.”

“I’m not Ministry.”

“Guild enforcer, then. Come to collect on someone’s unpaid alchemical license.”

“Also not that.”

He considered her for another long moment, and Billie watched him do something she recognized instantly, because she did it herself constantly: he started solving the puzzle in front of him instead of asking the question that would have solved it in three words. People who built things for a living - whether out of brass or out of theories - tended to share that flaw. They’d rather deduce than ask.

“You fixed my port intake gear,” he said slowly, glancing past her at the engine, where the housing she’d repaired sat humming at a pitch entirely different from the death rattle it had been making moments before. “That gear has been misaligned for eleven months. I had a man from the Guild quote me forty crowns and three weeks to fix it. You did it in-” He checked, presumably, some internal clock. “How long were you in here before I got the door open?”

“Under a minute.”

“Under a-” He stopped himself, visibly recalibrating. “Who are you?”

It was, Billie reflected, an excellent question, and one she had absolutely no intention of answering honestly, because the honest answer involved a vengeful witch, an aborted illegal sale, and the small matter of having been violently aged thirty-three years in the space of a single breath, none of which seemed likely to inspire confidence in a man currently deciding whether to throw her off his ship.

So she did what she had always done when the truth was inconvenient and a silence would do just as well: she said nothing, and let him fill it.

“You’re not going to tell me,” he said, and there was something almost admiring in it, which surprised her more than the question had. “Fine. I respect a woman who keeps her own counsel. Lord knows half my crew can’t keep theirs.”

“Your crew,” Billie repeated, glancing past him at the corridor beyond, which appeared, from this angle, to contain considerably more rust than crew.

“Skeleton crew. Very skeletal. We’re between contracts.” He said this with the bright confidence of a man describing a catastrophe as a strategic choice. “I’m Caspian Holt. This is the Meridian. You’re currently somewhere over the Ashfen Marshes, which means you have approximately six hours before we reach the nearest port, at which point you’re welcome to disembark, report me to whichever authority you’re not currently representing, and forget this entire unfortunate Tuesday.”

“And if I don’t want to disembark?”

That stopped him. Billie watched the calculation move behind his eyes - quick, sharp, the kind of fast mental arithmetic she recognized from her own habit of pricing a job before the client finished describing it.

“Why would you want to stay on a ship with a man you’ve known for ninety seconds?”

“Because that gear,” Billie said, nodding at the engine behind her, “is the seventh thing wrong with this engine room that I’ve spotted since I landed, and you clearly need someone who knows what they’re looking at more than you need me gone by tea time.”

Something shifted in his face - not suspicion, exactly, but the careful recalculation of a man who had just been told something true and uncomfortable about himself by a complete stranger. “There’s nothing wrong with my engine.”

“There’s a pressure valve three feet to your left venting at twice the rate it should, which means you’re burning through fuel reserves you probably think are lasting longer than they are, and the secondary coil housing has a hairline crack that’s going to become a very large and very expensive problem somewhere over open water, ideally not while you’re aboard.”

He turned, slowly, and looked at the valve. Then at the housing. Then back at her, with the expression of a man who has just watched a stranger diagnose, in eleven seconds, a problem his own crew had apparently missed for considerably longer.

“Who,” he said again, but differently this time, with real curiosity instead of suspicion, “are you?”

Billie considered her options. She could tell him the truth, which sounded insane even inside her own head. She could refuse to answer at all, which had worked reasonably well for the last several minutes but would not survive prolonged proximity. Or she could give him something close enough to true that it would hold up under the kind of scrutiny a man in his position - wanted, presumably, given the brass-reinforced door and the general air of a ship built to outrun problems - would have learned to apply to strangers who fell through his ceiling.

“I’ve spent a long time working for people who don’t ask many questions,” she said, which was, strictly speaking, true, if one counted herself among the people she’d worked for. “I prefer it stays that way.”

It was the kind of sentence that meant nothing and everything, depending entirely on what the listener wanted it to mean, and she watched, with some satisfaction, as Caspian Holt’s imagination filled in the blanks with something considerably more interesting than the truth.

“A woman of discretion,” he said, and there was real delight in it now, the wariness draining out of his shoulders entirely. “I knew a woman like that once. Worked for the Calde Republic’s intelligence office for thirty years before she retired to breed prize-winning hounds and, I suspect, occasionally still murder people for money. You’re not her, obviously, she’d be far too old-”

He stopped. Looked at Billie’s silver hair, her lined face, her hands - which, she noted with some irritation, were still patterned with the spots and swelling of a woman three decades her senior, gear-grease notwithstanding.

“No offense,” he added, with the air of a man who had just remembered, slightly too late, that the conversation contained a real person. “It’s only that you’ve got the look of a woman who’s seen sixty winters, at least, and a grip like a woman half that age, and I haven’t yet decided which detail to trust.”

“Trust both,” Billie said. “Sixty-two winters, and a grip that’s earned every one of them.”

It was, she thought, the closest she would come to telling him the truth all day - a number, offered freely, because numbers cost nothing and explained even less.

“None taken,” Billie said, and meant it more than she expected to. Let him think she was a retired spy with decades of secrets and a talent for keeping them. It was, on balance, a more flattering story than the truth, and considerably less likely to get her thrown overboard somewhere over the Ashfen Marshes.

“Well.” Caspian clapped his hands together, a gesture that managed to be both decisive and entirely lacking in any real decision. “I suppose the question becomes what to do with you. I can’t very well drop a woman of your evident skill and mysterious past at the nearest port without at least hearing your terms.”

“My terms,” Billie repeated.

“Everyone has terms. You strike me as a woman who’s negotiated a contract or twelve in her time.” He said it lightly, but there was something watchful underneath it, a man checking whether his read of her would hold.

It would hold. It would hold extremely well, in fact, because Billie had spent ten years negotiating exactly this kind of arrangement - payment for skill, discretion for shelter - with factory owners who didn’t ask why an unlicensed woman could outwork their licensed engineers, and the only real difference here was that her usual clients didn’t own flying ships, and this one apparently did.

“My terms are simple,” she said. “I fix what’s broken on this ship - and there’s considerably more broken than the gear and the valve, I haven’t even looked at your ballast regulator yet - and in exchange, I stay aboard. No questions about where I came from. No questions about where I’m going. You feed me, you don’t report me to anyone, and I don’t ask why a man with a ship this well-armored is apparently flying with a skeleton crew between contracts that don’t appear to exist.”

Caspian’s eyebrows rose, slow and theatrical, the expression of a man genuinely entertained by being caught. “That’s rather a lot of terms for someone who fell through my ceiling an hour ago.”

“You came
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