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Dedication

To my children, Donkey and Butters, for always being there . . . even when I’m trying to write





One

Westie had left the valley at dawn to head home. The sun had risen soon after and followed her throughout the day. By four it just felt spiteful. Though her skin was burned and blistered, she preferred the sun over darkness during her travels. The road between the valley and Rogue City was a long, perilous one with dense woods on either side.

She tried to push away any thoughts of danger. They’d taken up too much space in her head on her journey. All she wanted to think about was home. Only a mile now stood between her and a hot meal that didn’t consist of canned beans—she’d be home in plenty of time for supper.

Twigs snapped behind her like breaking bones, and Westie twisted in her saddle. There were plenty of harmless things that lived in the forest, but there were plenty of other things too. For the last hour she’d heard cracks and creaks, too uniform to be commonplace. Ahead of her the road was barely wide enough to fit a stagecoach. The idea of trying to run her horse over its deep wagon ruts to escape made her nerves hum.

Another branch cracked, this time on her right. She gripped her reins tighter as she gazed out into the forest, searching for unlikely shapes or movement, too absorbed in finding the thing that stalked her to notice the dark figure on her left until it was right beside her.

Her muscles stiffened and she held her breath. Slowly turning, she saw the familiar hunched figure sitting atop a painted horse, looking at her with a smudge of a grin.

“Dammit, Bena, you scared the shit out of me,” Westie said, her entire body sighing.

She slid from her saddle and reached for her horse’s reins with the copper clockwork machine that had replaced her missing right arm. A labyrinth of brass gears and cogs moved when she flexed her metal fingers around the leather.

Bena Water-Dancer, named for the way she glided through the water while fishing, was a hunter in the Wintu tribe and moved like a shadow. She’d tried teaching Westie the technique once, but as birds scattered from trees and rabbits darted back into their holes, it became obvious Westie was more battering ram than cougar.

“If I’d been a creature, you’d be dead by now,” Bena said, her accent dull in comparison to the beautifully fluid tongue of her native Wintu language. She too jumped down from her horse. Her long black hair was pulled away from her broad face into a braid as thick as her wrist. Though Bena was thirty, she still moved like a girl half her age and looked no older than when Westie had met her seven years ago.

Westie shrugged. “Creatures don’t bother me none.” It was common for creatures to attack travelers, but Westie had never run into any problems. She assumed it had something to do with the strangeness of her metal arm, or the creatures’ fear of what she could do with it.

Bena scanned Westie’s unwashed hair and her filthy clothes. Disapproval seemed the final judgment.

“It’s no wonder. I could smell you from across the cow pastures. Let’s get you home and in the bath before someone uses you as a weapon.” Bena’s eyes were crushed between her low forehead and high cheekbones when she smiled.

Westie grinned back and climbed onto her horse, cringing from saddle burn.

Ten minutes later they reached Rogue City. The tension that had been building up over the last two months melted from Westie’s shoulders. She pulled at Henry’s reins to stop him before crossing the shimmering dome of magic that surrounded the city. Like a soap bubble, it glistened with color and was near invisible if one wasn’t looking for it. Westie was watching the last of the sunlight glitter across its surface when the dome suddenly vanished.

She gasped. “Did you see that?”

Bena looked around. “See what?”

“The dome—it disappeared.”

It was only gone for a moment before it flickered back into place. Had she blinked, she would’ve missed it. She stared in stunned disbelief, wanting to make sure it didn’t happen again.

Bena squinted up at the sky even though Westie knew the woman’s eyesight was better than any creature’s. “It’s still there. You have been on the road too long. Perhaps you are seeing things.”

“Perhaps,” Westie said, becoming suspicious when Bena didn’t make eye contact. It wasn’t like Bena to dismiss anything when it came to the protection of her people.

They passed through the watery-looking membrane. When Westie had first crossed paths with the dome on her way to live with Nigel as a child, she’d thought her clothes would get wet with the way it sparkled like water, or that she’d feel somehow changed when entering a place of magic, but it was the same as being on the other side.

The road cut between the parallel storefronts of Rogue City, each painted a different shade of ordinary. Ahead of them on the right was the Tight Ship saloon, a squalid hole in the wall with piano music and cigar smoke rolling out of the open windows. Westie’s horse reared up as an elf and a young man crashed through the swinging doors into the street, a twisting ball of fists and foul language. Westie grabbed the horn of her saddle before she could be dumped off and glared down at the pair.

An ogre and a dwarf (or what Westie thought was a dwarf; she was always getting them confused with the bakhtak—stocky little creatures blamed for causing nightmares) stepped out of the saloon behind them to watch the fisticuffs. As soon as the dwarf saw Westie and Bena, he crossed his arms protectively in front of himself and went back inside.

The elf, nimble and rather beautiful with his long, fair hair and soft features, was fast, avoiding the brunt of the young man’s advances. But the human was quicker with his feet, kicking the elf’s legs out from under him each time he tried to stand.

Each seemed too drunk to get the best of the other until the young man noticed Westie and Bena nearby. His eyes went wide, mouth falling open as he looked at Westie. The distraction allowed the elf to gain the upper hand and pin the human against a hitching post.

“You’re strong for a girl,” the young man said to the elf, a cocky grin moving his lips. He couldn’t have been older than sixteen, an aristocrat from the looks of his clothes, with skin that looked as smooth as the petals of a spring magnolia.

The elf’s prominent forehead was even more so when he frowned. “I’m a male.” He spit out another word in a language Westie couldn’t understand.

The young man’s brows rose high on his forehead. “You are?”

With a growl, the elf pushed the young man into the ogre’s waiting arms.

“Hello, beautiful,” the young man said in a strangled voice. The ogre squeezed him in a vise grip around his torso and then flipped him upside down. Coins fell from the young man’s pockets onto the ground.

The ogre, built like the trunk of a redwood with boils and warts covering its greenish skin, released a noxious odor—reminiscent of a polecat—that nearly knocked Westie out of the saddle.

She pulled her kerchief over her nose and laughed as Bena shook her head. Most creatures kept to the wilds, but those who wanted luxuries only humans could provide, and chose to live under the dome, behaved just like any other fool. Though Westie couldn’t say she liked them much, at least they were entertaining.

“That’s enough,” Westie said, her laughter trailing off as the ogre exposed jagged, bloodstained teeth. The boy was no match for a creature. “Put him down.”

When the ogre didn’t let go of the boy right away, what remained of Westie’s smile slid from her face. “Go on now. Let him go before this gets ugly.”

A vein protruded from the young man’s forehead, his face red and swollen from being hung upside down. “I think this got ugly five minutes ago,” he said with a not-so-subtle nod toward the ogre.

Westie rolled her eyes. Clearly he had no idea of the danger he was in. The Wintu might have cast a spell over the town making it impossible for creatures to kill humans without giving up their own lives, but there were things worse than death.

The ogre looked from the young man to Westie’s mechanical arm, then dropped him to the ground.

On the opposite side of the road, at the blood brothel, a group of vampires cheered for the fight to continue, only a glimpse of pale faces and the glint of dark-lensed goggles visible under the awning that protected them from the sun.

The young man stood up, brushed the dust from his clothes, and ran a hand over his dark, oiled hair, never taking his eyes off Westie. The color came back to his face, leaving a beautiful flush in his cheeks.

Frowning, Westie covered her chin with her hand, wondering if there was a blemish worth all his attention. She was used to people staring, but it was usually at her mechanical arm.

“Are you some kind of dummy?” she said.

He blinked up at her. “Pardon me?”

She pointed a metal finger toward the elf and the ogre as they receded back into the saloon. “Picking a fight with creatures like that.” She didn’t like getting mixed up with creatures—not only because of their penchant for violence, but also because they were known for holding grudges.

“I didn’t start that fight. . . .” He tilted his head in thought, a smile spreading across his face. “Actually, I suppose I did. You see, the elf had been killing me at cards all afternoon. I tried flirting to throw her—er, him, I should say—off his game. I don’t think he liked me running my hands through his hair, but how was I supposed to know he was a male? I thought all the hitting was some sort of creature foreplay.”

Bena snorted behind her.

Westie shook her head. “The ears,” she said, exasperated. “Males have longer, pointier ears.”

“I see.” He chuckled, looking around, up at the dome. “What a strange place, this Rogue City.”

“You new in town?”

Of course he was. Westie knew everyone in their small town. Not too many humans liked the idea of cohabiting with creatures, and the ones who did were often hiding from something.

He pulled a flask from his hip pocket. “Just arrived today.”

Westie watched him take a drink and felt her mouth begin to water. “You’ll be lucky to survive the night at the rate you’re making enemies.”

He had the kind of slick smile that could turn sharp girls into simpletons. “Luckily, I have you here to protect me.”

Bena cleared her throat. “We should get you home. It’s getting late.”

“Perhaps I’ll see you again,” the young man said.

“Let’s hope not.” Westie tugged at her horse’s reins, urging him in the opposite direction. “You seem like the kind of trouble I want no part of.”

His laughter came easily. There was something oddly familiar about the sound of it that put her at ease. She wondered what a dandy like him was doing in a place like Rogue City but didn’t want to give him the wrong idea by asking such a personal question.

Past the east side of town there were few creatures to be seen. No laws had been set in place or lines drawn in the sand, but creatures kept to the east side of town and humans kept to the west for the most part in order to avoid one another.

Westie slowed her horse, and they strolled at an easy pace through the center of town. The buildings looked a century old even though Rogue City had been only in its infancy when Westie had first gone to live with Nigel seven years ago. Two traveling men stood outside the Roaming Inn, their heads bent in discussion. When they looked up and saw Westie and Bena, their hands eased toward the weapons at their belts. Curious townsfolk looked out from their shop windows to catch a glimpse of the pair.

Westie wasn’t concerned for herself. It was Bena the townspeople had eyes for. They didn’t trust the natives. They didn’t trust the creatures either, but all the creatures had were teeth and claws—natives had magic. No matter that Wintu magic was the only thing that kept the teeth and claws of creatures from tearing out human throats.

Bena ignored the fear in the eyes of those watching. Westie raised her arm to them, sun beaming off her metal hand as she made a rude gesture with her fingers. The corner of her mouth hooked into a smile when she heard the yelps of women and disapproving grumbles of men before they scattered back into their holes like cockroaches.





Two

Bena didn’t want to get between Nigel and Westie if he started in—yet again—about Westie being gone too long, so they parted ways at the border of Nigel’s property, and Westie headed down the long path alone.

Opening the door and seeing that the foyer was empty, she walked inside. The familiar smell of exotic spices brought her back to a happier place. Nigel’s house was something to behold, a two-tiered kingdom of baubles picked up during his travels around the world. The place had a cluttered, lived-in quality that Westie loved.

Hearing the tick-tack of claws on hardwood, Westie turned and saw Jezebel, their pet chupacabra, stalking toward her. Westie braced herself, but it was no use. Jezebel pounced, knocking Westie into a flock of metal telegraph birds hanging on strings from the ceiling before falling to the floor.

Despite her aching tailbone, Westie laughed, wrapping her arms around Jezebel’s neck. Nigel had saved the young beast from Mexican poachers, who’d had her hung up in one of their traps and were about to cut off her paws for good luck charms.

“Hello, big girl. I’ve missed you,” Westie said as the beast nuzzled against her hand. Jezebel was nearly five hundred pounds, the size of a lion.

Westie had never seen a chupacabra before moving to California and had thought they were just myths, like most of the creatures native to the West that she’d never seen in Kansas. Hunched like bears, with a thick, wiry coat and bone-like spikes that started from the neck and rode down the back to the base of the tail, they weren’t pretty. Their fur was black as obsidian, and their faces were elongated, with tufts of hair on the cheeks and chin like a werewolf midtransition.

Westie scratched the beast behind one pointed ear and listened to the deep chuffing sound she made, almost like a purr. She’d wanted to take Jezebel hunting with her—chupacabras were excellent hunters and could easily have tracked a cannibal—but, alas, Nigel never would have allowed it. “You’re just an overgrown pup, ain’tcha? You really are a lovely beast when you’re happy—”

“Just like someone else I know,” said a voice behind her.

Nigel stood in the doorway of the main sitting room. He was from Africa but had lived most of his life in England before moving to America at twenty. He had a handsome face and wore a handlebar mustache waxed to points at the ends.

“Seems a little empty around here,” Westie said as she brushed Jezebel’s fur from her trousers. Though the house was full of souvenirs, she could see bare spots where some of his inventions used to be. Instead of the display case full of mechanical limbs, there was a rectangle stamped out of the clutter, showing the green-and-gold damask wallpaper behind it. In a corner, the chest of nonsensical inventions he liked to tinker with was missing.

“I needed the copper,” Nigel said.

She looked curiously at him. He rarely recycled copper and found it difficult to part with any of his inventions, even the ones that never worked.

“For Emma?” she asked.

In his younger years, Nigel’s inventions had been transportation-inspired because of his love for travel: airships and land engines, mostly. After he took Westie and Alistair into his charge, his creations became more prosthetic and medically geared.

But something had changed recently. All he’d worked on for the last year was a heaping pile of copper parts that seemed to have no function other than taking up space in the great room. He called it Emma—Earth-Magic Mechanical Amplifier.

Westie didn’t know much about his new invention. He had told her once what the machine did, something about pulling magic from gold or some such nonsense, but she hadn’t cared enough to pay attention.

“Of course,” he said.

Westie looked toward the hallway just as Alistair walked around the corner. Paying attention to Westie instead of where he was walking, he bumped into a wall, knocking down a shelf of novels. She would’ve laughed had her heart not seized at the sight of him. He wore a mask that enabled him to speak, made of clockwork bits that rotated when he breathed. It was lined with leather to keep the metal from touching his skin, and it covered his face from the bridge of his nose to the bottom of his chin. His high-collared shirt hid scars on his neck. Every inch of him was covered except for the top half of his face.

As he looked at Westie with large eyes as blue as a broken heart, a dormant ember stirred within her.

“Hello, Alley,” Westie said, hoping her dirty face would conceal the blaze in her cheeks.

He nodded without speaking.

“How did it go?” Nigel asked Westie.

She’d been looking for the cannibals who’d killed her family since she was fourteen. In the beginning Nigel didn’t approve of her leaving for weeks without knowing how to use weapons properly or fight, but he never stopped her—even after he’d taught her those things, he still didn’t like her being gone. When he looked at her this time, there was hope in his gaze, like maybe she’d finally given up.

“Could’ve gone better,” she said. “Maybe next time.”

Nigel released the breath he’d been holding. “I see. Well, anyway, we’ve missed you around here. You’ve been gone too long. The road is no place for a teenage girl.”

After two months away, Westie had forgotten what it was like to have someone worry over her. It came as both a relief and an annoyance.

“I’m no girl. Women my age are married and sprouting children.”

Nigel shrugged his lips and shoulders together like a ventriloquist dummy with one string for all motions. “Perhaps you should be doing the same.”

Westie glared at him. “Maybe you’re right. I reckon I ought to stop turning down the suitors lining up, waiting to take my copper hand in marriage. Imagine the wedding night.” She grabbed two walnuts from a decorative glass tray on the table beside the door and crushed them together into a fine powder with a gentle flex of her metal fingers.

Nigel gave her a thoughtful look and sighed. “I fear I’ve done you a great disservice by letting you run wild all these years. It’ll be difficult finding proper suitors for you with those manners.”

She let the walnut dust slide from her fingers onto a Turkish rug and looked at her copper machine. “Manners don’t have a thing to do with it.”

“Have you been keeping up with your lessons?” he asked.

She patted the leather satchel slung across her chest. “Right here.” Ever since she’d gotten kicked out of school, Nigel had been her teacher—a rather relentless one at that.

“Wonderful.” Westie pretended not to notice Nigel holding his breath and leaning away from her. It had been some time since her last bath. “Then I suppose you’ve earned your prize.” He turned to his assistant. “Alistair, would you be a saint and fetch Westie’s reward? It’s in my study. Oh, and some drinks, if you will.”

With a nod Alistair disappeared.

A gray-haired Chinese woman wearing a maid’s uniform walked in holding a broom and pushed Westie to the side to sweep up the dust at her feet. Confusion twisted Westie’s features as more and more servants buzzed in and out of the room. The only time Nigel hired anyone to clean was on special occasions.

“What’s with the help?” she asked.

Nigel looked down, brushing some invisible thing off his shirt. “I’ve invited a guest for supper. He’ll be here shortly; the rest of his family will be traveling from Sacramento via airship tomorrow morning with Mayor Chambers. They’re possible investors for Emma.”

“But you detest the mayor.”

“No . . . I dislike the mayor’s charging-bull approach to politics, but he’s bringing me investors, so for now I find him quite agreeable.”

Alistair walked into the room holding a jug, two glasses, and a parasol of fine antique lace and pearls tucked under his arm. Seeing tea in the jug instead of wine, Westie frowned. Her disappointment deepened when Alistair handed Nigel the parasol. It was beautiful, no doubt. All the gifts he gave her were beautiful, but they were usually swords, or daggers. Westie had never been the type of girl to sit in front of picnic baskets or stroll down city streets with a handsome man on one arm and a parasol on the other.

“Thank you, Nigel. It’s, uh, something, but . . .”

Nigel ran a long finger down the length of it before gripping the end of the parasol and giving it a sharp yank to unsheathe a gleaming sword made of Japanese steel.

Westie immediately reached for it. “Now that’s something.”

Nigel made a tsking sound, holding it just out of her reach. “You must be careful.”

He pointed to the umbrella tip of the parasol. Westie noticed the opening of a barrel, and just above it, a bolt and trigger.

“Oh!”

A gun. Nigel carried a weapon just like it himself, hidden beneath the dark wood of his cane. He took it everywhere and used it to aid the limp he’d acquired from an orc bite during the creature war, when man and creature had been fighting over territory in the West.

Westie smiled down at her gift. Not even an outlaw would take a lady’s parasol from her. She liked the idea of never being without a weapon.

She threw herself into Nigel’s arms for a hug. He tensed beneath her. Nigel was not affectionate in a physical sense, nor was Westie, usually, but she was thrilled with her gift and he was getting a hug whether he liked it or not. Her mechanical arm with the power of a hundred horses was there to see he didn’t argue.

“All right, that’s quite enough,” he said, pushing her away with a smile in his voice. “Go on, clean up. Supper is in two hours.”





Three

After a bath and a short attempt at a nap, Westie entered the dining room. The servants were still in the house. They prepared the meal and set the table. The food smelled far better than any of Nigel’s concoctions.

Nigel and Alistair had already taken their seats. Alistair had an empty place where his plate of food should’ve been. It was no surprise, for he never ate with them, not since he’d stopped taking off his mask. There were two other settings, one for Westie and one for the mystery guest. Westie sat down next to Nigel and watched a young servant girl haul a stack of linens up the stairs.

“Did someone piss the bed?” Westie asked.

Nigel coughed into his hand. “Honestly, Westie, at the table?”

“Well,” she said, noticing Alistair’s eyes squint the way they did when he smiled, “why are the servants changing all the sheets in the house?”

Nigel said, “I told you the mayor’s friends will be in town tomorrow.”

“You mean they’re staying here?”

“I’m not about to let them stay at that flea-infested inn.”

“How long will they be staying?”

“However long it takes to convince them that Emma, when it’s complete, will be worth the money they invest and then some.”

Westie meant to ask Nigel more about the investors but was distracted by movement in the corner of the room as a man—no, a boy—peeked in from the hall.

“You?” she said, twisting in her seat to look at the young aristocrat from the saloon. Her knife fell off the table with a clatter.

He smiled with his entire face. “Hello again.” He’d cleaned up and had changed his clothes since the last time she’d seen him, wearing a crisp white shirt beneath a leather vest. “Sorry I’m late.”

Alistair and Nigel rose from their seats. When Westie tried to stand, she stepped on the hem of her gown, teetering before righting herself. She hardly ever wore dresses while on the road. It would take some getting used to again.

“You two know each other?” Nigel asked.

The young man exposed a trellis of brilliant white teeth when he opened his mouth. “She saved me from a troll this afternoon.”

Nigel’s face was electric with joy when he looked at Westie. “You did?”

“It was an ogre, actually,” Westie said, enjoying Nigel’s smile for the moment. If tradition held, it was only a matter of time before she disappointed him again.

“Wonderful!” Nigel said, turning to his guest. “James, this is my daughter, Westie, and my assistant, Alistair. Westie, Alistair, I’d like to present James Lovett Junior, the son of our former mayor and nephew of the investors.”

“Pleased to meet you,” James said.

“Why didn’t you travel with the rest of your family?” Alistair asked. His words were monotone, part of the mask he wore. There was a sharp grinding noise as he spoke, like the gears were starting to seize. It was the sound her own mechanical device made when it needed to be oiled.

James leaned away from Alistair, clearly not used to the quirks of prosthetic machines.

“I’m terrified of air travel, actually. I prefer my horse,” James said.

His easy admission of fear was somewhat endearing to Westie, but she was still uncertain what to think of him. At a glance he appeared good-looking, wealthy, and well bred—a stark contrast to the tipsy boy she’d seen fighting with creatures in front of the saloon.

They sat down to their meal. James took his seat across from Westie and tucked his napkin neatly into his collar, pressing it down. One of the servants set a steaming plate in front of him.

“This looks delicious,” he said.

He used the tips of his fingers on his fork and knife to slice off dainty pieces of meat. When he chewed, his jaw barely moved. It looked tiresome.

When Westie bent to grab her knife off the floor, Nigel shot her a look that said, Don’t even think about it. On the road, dirt and manners had been the least of her worries. She rolled her eyes, sat back up, and began to eat.

James watched the twisted fork in Westie’s metal hand as she scooped heaping loads of food into her mouth and smacked her lips. Nigel tapped his fork against his plate, a reminder for her to chew with her mouth closed.

Westie pressed her lips together, breathing heavily through her nose.

James continued to watch her. It wasn’t just her machine he studied—that she could handle; she was used to it. When James looked at her, he looked at all of her. She felt exposed, as if he could look inside her head and see all her secrets.

She dropped her fork on her plate, startling the servants refreshing their drinks.

“Anyone ever tell you it’s not polite to stare?” she said.

“Westie!” Nigel stuck a sharp elbow into her rib. She winced, grabbing her side. He turned to James. “I’m so very sorry—she didn’t mean it. She’s just a bit cantankerous from traveling.” Nigel’s eyes bulged when he looked back at her. “Isn’t that right?”

Not wanting to upset Nigel on her first day back, she submitted, sagging in her chair. “Sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “I’m just tired from being on the road, is all.” That part was true. Her eyelids and limbs felt heavy, and a yawn waited at the back of her throat. When she was traveling alone, it wasn’t safe to close her eyes more than a few minutes. The lack of sleep was finally catching up with her. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll turn in for the night.”

All three men stood when she did. She kicked at the hem of her gown to get it out of her way so she didn’t trip over it and make a fool of herself. She walked away, unaware that a piece of the tablecloth was stuck between the copper joints of her mechanical elbow. It wasn’t until dishes crashed to the floor behind her and servants shrieked like loons that she realized what she’d done.

“Sonofabitch.” She closed her eyes and groaned.

Westie heard the buzz of Alistair’s mechanical laughter. When she opened her eyes, she saw James biting his lip to keep from smiling. Nigel’s mouth was agape as he took in the destruction around him.

“Nigel, I’m sorry—” she tried to say before he cut her off.

“Go to bed, Westie.”

She sighed and, with a nod, went upstairs to her room.

Westie was brushing her hair in front of the vanity when there was a knock at her door.

“It’s open,” she said.

She watched Nigel in the mirror as he limped across the room and took a seat in the chair beside her bed. He still dressed like a chap in the London fog, wearing a jacket the color of strong tea, just a shade lighter than his skin.

“I need to tell you something,” he said.

“This isn’t one of your stories, is it?”

When she was young, he used to sit in that very chair, crossing his legs just like he was doing right then. His stories were always about the things she loved: castles and dragons, slaying evil with broadswords. Though she loved the medieval subjects, Nigel was a terrible storyteller. His characters were flat—the maidens were always beautiful, helpless half-wits, and the heroes handsome and perfect, when she knew darn well that after traveling for days to rescue the princess from her tower, they probably stank like pigs and were in need of a good shit.

“Not this time, I’m afraid.” He tapped his cane on the edge of her bed. “Come on over—let’s talk.”

She placed her brush on the vanity, lay down on the bed, and settled in beneath her covers.

The puffy skin beneath Nigel’s eyes made him look like he’d been in a fight. “I’ve given you freedom to do what you want and be who you are, which I’ll never regret, but I do wish, for your own good, that I had contained the wildness just a bit.”

Embarrassed, she asked, “Is this about what happened during supper? I swear I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Yes and no. Please, just listen.”

She nodded.

Nigel continued, wringing his hands as he went. “The thing is, I need you to rein in that wildness of yours if only a little. It is of the utmost importance.”

She didn’t like the sound of that.

He said, “I’d like you to be nice to James—and the investors when they arrive. Emma isn’t just some silly little contraption to give us more leisure time. It is my most important work yet, and their money is my last hope to finish it.”

Westie leaned her head back and let out a loud breath. Nigel thought all of his inventions were important. “Emma is the silliest thing you’ve made, if you ask me. It takes gold and turns it into magic. It’s not like you can do anything with the magic once you make it. Only the Indians know how to use it.”

“It doesn’t turn gold into magic—it pulls magic from the gold and amplifies it. Gold is to magic like quartz is to sound. It conducts”—Nigel shook his head, looking and sounding worn out—“oh, never mind. That’s not important, but what I’m about to tell you is. It is paramount that you keep what I’m about to tell you confidential.”

She didn’t like the sound of that either. Keeping secrets wasn’t something she’d ever win a blue ribbon for.

“Well, what is it?”

He took a deep breath and let it sift out through his teeth before saying, “I don’t know exactly how to put this. The thing is . . . well . . .”

Westie had never seen Nigel struggle to say anything before. She sat up in bed, thinking whatever it was must be worse than she’d imagined.

“Go on, spit it out.”

He puffed his cheeks and blew the words out. “Magic is disappearing.”

“Disappearing?” Westie pushed out a breath of laughter. “When did you grow such a warped sense of humor?”

Nigel frowned. The only other time Westie had seen Nigel look so sad was the first day she’d met him at the Wintu camp, when Bena had told him how Westie had lost her arm. “I’m afraid it’s no joke.”

“But magic doesn’t just get up and leave—” Westie’s words caught like a hook in her throat and she was yanked from the water, unable to breathe. A fragmented memory flashed before her eyes: earlier that day she’d been standing in front of the dome, the last of the sun’s light clinging to its shimmering membrane . . . and then it was gone.

“The dome,” she said, her face drawn. “I saw it disappear for just a moment before it fell back into place. I thought I was just tired and was seeing things, but I wasn’t, was I?”

He rubbed his nose as he sometimes did when he was upset. “No, you weren’t seeing things.”

She didn’t know the consequences of no magic. She didn’t understand how magic worked at all, really. Nigel told her once that it belonged solely to the American continent. She knew Native Americans, through some evolutionary process, were the only ones able to use the magic because they came from this land. Creatures were magic too, but unlike the Indians, the magic was born into the creatures. It was in their blood, muscle, tissue, where they themselves had changed. Because of magic, a vampire could live for four thousand years, a werewolf could transition from human to beast during a full moon, a banshee could see the future, and so forth. The Wintu controlled magic, therefore the Wintu could control creatures. It was how the Wintu could cast a spell that protected humans from creatures and not creatures from humans. Those protection spells were how the two groups had lived in harmony on the continent for thousands of years.

“How do you know it’s disappearing?” Westie asked.

“Big Fish told me the earth wasn’t responding to her commands. And now the dome is fading. I’ve been going out to the Wintu village to take care of the injured and ill now that their healing spells aren’t working. They’d only ask for my help if things were dire.”

“If magic dies, does that mean Rogue City won’t be protected from creatures anymore?” Westie asked. It was a scary thought. There was rarely a kind word passed between her and a creature. She’d made plenty of enemies over the years.

“Technically, yes. There will be no protection for us against creatures, but it won’t matter because it also means there will be no creatures. Magic lives within the creatures. If magic dies, they die with it.”

A sinking feeling settled in her gut. “Does that mean the Wintu will die too?” She thought of Bena and Big Fish, and the rest of the Wintu tribe, who had taken care of her after she’d lost her arm. Losing Bena would be like losing family.

“No. The Wintu are human. They just won’t have magic to control. They’ll be like the rest of us.”

The sinking feeling dissipated instantly. “Well, why didn’t you say so? I don’t see the problem. No creatures means no need for magic.”

Nigel shook his head, disappointment warping his kind features. “The Wintu’s control of magic is far superior to most tribes. Settlers stay away from the tribe for the most part because of their fear of magic. It’s what has kept the Wintu safe all these years after so many other tribes were slaughtered. Not only that, but killing off creatures is not a small thing either. They have a right to this land and to their survival just as much as the Wintu.”

She knew better than to argue with Nigel when it came to the importance of creatures. He’d been a die-hard advocate for their rights ever since he was a soldier during the creature war, when a faery had saved his life after he was bitten—even though her kind was the enemy.

Westie picked at her nails with the tips of her copper fingers. There was a long, awkward pause before she said, “I get why you want to save magic now, but unless these investors of yours are creatures, there’s no way they’ll want to put money into that machine. They’ll see a way to get rid of creatures and Indians alike.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.”

“How in blazes do you plan to get folks to buy this machine?”

“Simple. Only the Wintu, Alistair, and the two of us know that magic is disappearing and that when it does, the creatures will die with it. All I have to do is tell people I’ve built a machine that will produce enough magic with one nugget of gold to protect a town the size of Rogue City from creature attacks for years. Of course, only certain native tribes can use the magic the machine harvests to cast the protection spell.” He raised a brow, watching her to see if she understood.

Westie’s lips tilted into a knowing grin. “Thus ensuring the safety of the Wintu people, while keeping magic alive for the creatures.”

He smiled. “If I can just get these people to invest the money I need to finish the machine, they can in turn sell the technology to other towns and be richer than any tycoon.”

Westie glanced back down at her hands and tugged at the sheet stuck between the gears at her wrist. She said, “I take it the moral of this story is not to scare away investors with my rotten manners.”

He tapped her knee with a gentle hand. “Don’t forget the cussing.”

She grumbled. It would be a hard task to pull off, for she rarely thought about such things. “Don’t worry. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

“Thank you,” he said as he stood up. “Now get some sleep. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”





Four

The next morning Alistair walked into Westie’s room holding a silver tray with a cup and kettle on it. Her heart thumped like a cart with a loose wheel when she saw him standing there in his mechanical mask, dark hair in anarchy around his face. His eyes settled on her, two glowing blue moons behind thick lashes.

“Hope you don’t mind me barging in. Nigel sent me to bring you some tea,” he said.

There were aches and pains all over her body from the long ride home, but it was the stiffness in her shoulder that stood out most. She tried to move her arm but realized her machine was stuck to her head.

Her face warmed with embarrassment. “Can I get a little help here?”

The skin around Alistair’s eyes creased when he smiled under his mask. He placed the tray on the bedside table and sat down beside her. Westie stared down at their touching knees.

“You were gone longer than usual,” Alistair said, gently unwinding her hair from the exposed gears of her arm.

“I was closer to them than usual.”

The fresh smell of soap wafted from his skin each time he moved. She’d missed that scent so much while she was away.

He kept glancing at her face to make sure he wasn’t hurting her. Each time their eyes met, he stole a little piece of her that she’d been trying to take back from him for the last three years.

“Nigel was worried,” he said. The voice emanating from his mask was metallic and without emotion, like talking through a fan. But his eyes, they were full of life and sharp as daggers. They could cut a hole in a heart and stay there long after he had looked away. No one knew that better than Westie.

“Oh.” She made a huffing sound. “Nigel was worried.”

He hesitated. “I was worried too. It’s dangerous for you to be out searching alone. It’s a fool’s errand.”

Her voice climbed an octave. “A fool’s errand?”

Her hair was a knot on the side of her head by the time he was done.

“I know you want justice, Westie, but you’ve become obsessed.”

He always said such things, but she couldn’t understand why. As loyal as Alistair was, Westie knew if it was the other way around and the killers of his family were never caught, he would go after them no matter what it took or how foolish it seemed.

With her hands free, she took the kettle from the tray on the table. “You don’t understand anything.” She blew into her cup, steam wetting her cheeks. “The cannibals who killed your family and took your voice are dead. The ones who killed mine are still out there.”

“You don’t know that—”

“I do know that!” she snapped. “I feel it in my gut.”

Alistair of all people should’ve understood her need to catch the cannibals. It had been only six years since they’d found him on the wagon trail. Westie was just eleven years old when she and Nigel came upon two men hunched over Alistair like they were praying over their dead. When Westie had asked if they were in need, both men looked up with blood on their faces and flesh between their teeth. Bodies had been scattered across the forest floor, their faces chewed to a pulp. Alistair was the last one left of his entire family too. The two of them were made of the same leather.

The thought of Alistair’s close call with death brought forth memories of Westie’s own family: her mother and father tied up on the floor of the old hunting cabin, waiting to be slaughtered; her younger brother murdered and made into a stew. There was a throbbing sensation in the stump of her arm. Looking down, she half expected to see her bloody limb hanging on by a tendon. When she saw her machine instead, she took a slow breath and lifted her gaze.

Alistair looked out the window, eyes sparkling like sea glass in the light. She could tell by the crease on his forehead that there was a frown beneath his mask. She didn’t need to see his expression to know that. Her memories of him were enough.

“You should get dressed,” he said. “We leave for the airdocks in an hour.”

He started to walk away and was halfway to the door when he stopped and looked back at her. The crease on his forehead softened. “I’m glad you’re back,” he said, and left the room.





Five

Using strategy and some acrobatics, Westie managed to figure out all the different straps and ties of the dress Nigel had brought back for her when he’d traveled to France last year. A visit from the investors was the perfect excuse to wear it. It was white silk with a gold-colored fabric bustle and matching buttons on the front of her bodice like those on a military coat. She liked the masculine way it squared off her shoulders. It even came with a leather jacket like men wore, though it was too hot out to wear it.

On her way downstairs she noticed Bena standing in the foyer beside a dracaena. Westie stopped, watching Bena touch the brown leaves of the dying plant. Nigel had plenty of greenery in the house. He thought the foliage would balance out all the metal, but neither of his thumbs were green, so he left their care to Bena.

All Wintu had a special relationship to the earth and the things that came from it. Westie remembered playing with the Wintu children when she was younger, in awe of their abilities. They’d whisper to a branch high in a tree, and it would bend so they could reach it. Once, while Bena and Westie had been caught in a storm and needed to cross a flooded creek, Bena whispered to the water, her fingers dancing in the air, and rocks began to pile on top of one another, making a path for them to walk.

“Aren’t you going to heal it?” Westie said.

Bena turned around, a glimmer of unshed tears in her eyes. Westie had been kicked in the chest once by Alistair’s horse, and it didn’t feel as crushing as the look on Bena’s face. If Bena couldn’t heal a sad little houseplant, the earth’s magic must be in worse shape than Westie had thought.

“Not right now,” Bena said. As she let go of the leaf, it fluttered to the ground at her feet. “We don’t want to be late.”

After breakfast they left for the airdocks. It was early, but already the day was sweltering. Westie fidgeted. She hated riding sidesaddle, but it was the only way she was able to fit on her horse in the dress she wore. Her skin was slick with sweat, and James and Alistair looked just as uncomfortable in their long boots and trousers—James more so with all the decorative metal pieces covering his sack coat. Bena was the only one who didn’t seem affected by the heat. She wore a long buckskin dress with different-colored fire beads in the zigzag pattern that identified her as Wintu. It was also adorned with hundreds of polished deer teeth that let others know she was a great hunter.

While Westie and the others rode horses, Nigel drove a wagon made of brass and wood that looked like a simple box. It had two smokestacks, and he had to continually feed coal to the fire while trying to steer at the same time. He had pulled out all his special inventions in hopes of impressing the investors. Westie had to ride upwind to keep from getting an eyeful of soot from the belching stacks.

When they reached the town, there was a herd of people plodding around, their carts and horses weighed down with mining gear.

“Who are all these folks?” Westie asked.

Typically there were equal numbers of humans and creatures in Rogue City—though there had been times when creatures would overpopulate the wilds after a rigorous mating season and find their way into town by the dozens—but she’d never seen so many humans in town before.

“Walter Cowley struck gold up on Devil’s Crag a few weeks ago,” Nigel said. “When word got out, people from all over the north valley made the pilgrimage. An airship landed this morning with a flood of prospectors.”

Westie’s eyes narrowed at a man who bumped into her horse without apologizing. “That’s Wintu land. He can’t mine up there.”

The look on Bena’s face grew dark, but she didn’t speak. Her tribe wasn’t far from that stretch of rock. It was a sacred place used by her people for various ceremonies.

Nigel sniffed and flexed his jaw. “I tried everything I could to stop it. No one will listen. They know the gold will do wonders for the town’s economy.”

Westie turned to Bena. “Why aren’t you saying anything about this? That’s your land.”

Bena’s face remained unmoved, but there was tenaciousness in her eyes when she looked at Westie. “Without the tribe, Emma will not work. If people want their towns protected, they will need our help. It will come at a price. We will get our land back, just not today.”

Westie smiled. She’d thought Bena had come along to support Nigel, but it seemed she had her own agenda.

A horde had gathered at the pier where the airship was to dock. James parted ways from the group and headed for the Tight Ship.

Alistair fiddled with his horse’s reins, eyes twitching as people stared and whispered. He had always been wary of gatherings and rarely went into town unless it was to assist Nigel in the surgical rooms. He was the ghost of Rogue City. People knew of him, but rarely had he been seen—unlike Westie, who waved her mechanical arm in people’s faces for no other reason than to make them squirm. Folks spread rumors about Alistair. They called him a vampire because he only traveled into town under the cloak of night and never removed his mask. Some said it hid fangs, while others claimed there was nothing but bone underneath.

Westie remembered his face beneath the mask quite differently. He had scars on his cheeks and throat, nothing creaturely. If anything, his scars gave him a rugged, outlaw look that she thought made him more handsome. His lips were soft, his teeth white and perfectly crooked. His smile was his most endearing feature, the way it swayed to the side. Before he stopped taking off his mask in front of her, she used to stare at his lips, watch the way he moved them to form words when he’d communicate through sign language even without a voice.

Alistair turned abruptly, catching her watching him. His metal sound box crackled inside his mask before he spoke. “Everything all right?” he asked.

She shifted her eyes beyond him, toward the crowd. “Not really. All these folks shuffling around remind me of the Undying.”

The Undying were just that—people who’d died of poisoning after eating creatures of magic but didn’t stay dead. When they rose again, they were evil, their skin moldy gray and covered in pustules, killing anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path.

Westie shivered at the thought and backed her horse away from a hunched, arthritic-looking woman tottering by, half expecting her to lunge and start biting.

“I’m not too fond of them myself,” Alistair said.

Hired hands came by to take their horses to the livery yard. After she dismounted, Westie heard someone call her name in a shrill voice.

“Westie, yoo-hoo!”

Isabelle Johansson maneuvered through the crowd, holding her skirts in her good hand. Being just an itty-bitty thing, she had to bully her way with
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