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        “Have a care who you choose as friends, Madlin. They are the ones who will come for you in times of need.”

        CADMUS ERROL

      

      

      

      “This is bad. They should’ve been back by now.”

      “Cap it, Hayfield, you’ve been saying that for half an hour,” snapped a grease-slicked scamp. He leaned against a column of pipes crusted over with grime.

      There was a click, and a snock sounded against the stone wall. A ball bearing bounced to the iron plated floor and rolled around, seeking the lowest point on the warped surface. Before it could fall through the drainage grate, a delicate hand scooped it up.

      “Not good, Pick,” Hayfield muttered. The gaunt giant of a man crouched with his back pressed against the door, his weight acting in place of a bolt. He dug a maimed, three-fingered hand into his pocket and drew out a pocketclock, which he flipped open, glanced at, and shook his head. “It ain’t five minutes from Porter’s Crossing to here.”

      A scrawny girl looked up from her work, but said nothing. Cradled in her lap she held a curious rifle. It was wrapped all down the barrel in copper wire, and had a pipe collar clamped to the far end as a sight. A metallic cylinder hung just in front of the trigger guard, carved with strange symbols, and had wires running from it. The girl twisted a knob at the bottom of the cylinder and the symbols glowed a pale blue, barely visible in the light of the exposed bulb overhead. She dropped the ball bearing into a hole at the back of the barrel, and took aim at the far wall.

      From her seat on the floor of the cramped maintenance closet, a woman in her middle years spoke up. “Buckets and No-Boots got Rascal with ‘em. He’ll get ‘em through.”She reached over and patted Hayfield on his good arm.

      “Rascal’s great at taking care of Rascal. The thunderail comes, Rascal’s getting off the track,” Pick said. He leaned his head back against the pipes and let out a long breath through clenched teeth.

      “Shut your leaking valve, Pick,” said the waif, not looking away from her aim.

      There was a click, and the ball bearing struck the wall—clang—leaving a dent.

      “Shut yours, Chipmunk, and quit with that toy of yours while you’re at it,” Pick shot back.

      “Least I’m doing something besides worrying my hair grey,” Chipmunk replied. She scooped up her ball bearing and stared Pick down as she reloaded her strange gun.

      “I haven’t got a single⁠—”

      “Shh!” the older woman hissed.

      “You hear something, Tabby?” Hayfield asked.

      “Shh!” Tabby repeated. They all stopped breathing a moment. “Yeah, someone’s comin’.”

      Pick took up a bolt-action rifle that lay at his feet and checked the chamber. Hayfield pulled his revolver out from the inside of his coat. He closed his eyes, and his lips moved in silent prayer. Tabby reached into her blouse for a one-shot; it wasn’t much, but she wasn’t one for gunfights. Chipmunk turned the dial at the bottom of her coil-wound rifle. It clicked at each increment, and with each click the symbols glowed brighter. When it could turn no farther, the runes were brighter than the spark bulb overhead. She wrapped her wool scarf around the gun so the brightness would not distract her from her aim.

      They crouched and waited; the only sounds the tiny hum of the spark bulb and the approaching footsteps. Hayfield kept his maimed hand on the door latch. The closer the footsteps came, the clearer it became that there was a single pair of boots. The echoes in the access duct muddied sound; the steps were too light to be daruu, but whether they were human or kuduk was guesswork at best. Three sets would have been a comfort, since three companions were missing. There was no good news to be had from one.

      The footsteps stopped right outside the door. Three heavy, thumping knocks echoed in the confines of the maintenance room.

      “Open up, it’s me!” a voice cried from the far side of the door. “Headknockers got No-Boots and Buckets pinned down at the end of Trolleyhouse Tunnel.”

      Hayfield tore the door open. Rascal stood panting, his face grey with coal ash where sweat had not washed it away. He carried pistols in each hand.

      “Come on, no time to lose,” Hayfield shouted to the others.“Chipmunk, Tabby, clean up our gear and get it moved. Pick, you’re with me.”

      “No chance I’m staying behind,” Chipmunk replied. She tore the scarf from about the modified rifle and held it out. “This thing’s just what we need.”

      “This isn’t the time⁠—”

      “Right, no time to lose,” Chipmunk cut in. “No-Boots and Buckets need us.”

      She pushed past Hayfield, twining the scarf back around her rifle as she ran. It was pieced from stolen parts, sketched from blackboard theories, and assembled by an amateur. It ran on aether, which worked for reasons nobody could quite explain. She couldn’t wait to try it.
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        * * *

      

      Booted feet echoed as they pounded along the steel grating of the access tunnel walkway. They ran from one island of light to the next; the oil lamps that lit the way were insufficient to fight back the gloom. The tunnel walls and ceiling were cut from stone, obscured by a tangle of pipes: drainage, pressurized steam, condensation return, sewage, hot water, cold water, spark conduit. Chipmunk knew them all by sight: the subtle differences in insulation, diameter, and material told her all she needed to know. They were following a spark conduit line that ran from Central Dynamo to Trolleyhouse Tunnel and points beyond.

      Rascal led the way, with Chipmunk and Pick close behind. Hayfield lagged, slowed by having to run bent at the waist to keep his head safe from pipe joints and the occasional overhead valve crank. Rascal came to a halt at a set of iron rungs set into the wall, spaced irregularly to avoid pipes.

      By the time Hayfield arrived, puffing from the exertion of his awkward run, they had all concealed their appearances. Rascal and Pick had wrapped scarves around their faces and pulled their goggles low. Chipmunk had tied a kerchief over her auburn hair, pulled on her goggles, and wiped a gloved hand along one of the steam pipes to smear the grime that came off across her face.

      But Hayfield took no precautions with his identity; he was too well known, too easily identified by his size and his maimed hand. He wore his beard kuduk fashion, the three-braid style he sported proclaiming him a military sergeant—or would have if humans could hold such rank.

      Instead, they branded him a rebel, and a brash one at that.

      “What we got up there?” Hayfield asked.

      “Four knockers when I left ‘em. Now, who knows?” Rascal replied with a shrug.

      Hayfield stuffed his revolver in his belt and was first up the ladder. He ducked, and shouldered open the grate at the top, and Pick and Rascal followed him out.

      Chipmunk waited.

      She looked at the induction coil rifle in her trembling hands—the first of its kind. The tests in the maintenance room had been the first time it managed to fire a shot. With a steadying breath Chipmunk followed up the ladder, using just one hand on the rungs. The other held tight to the invention that might doom her.
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        * * *

      

      The Eversall Deep Judicial Enforcement officers had Trolleyhouse Tunnel cordoned off at the Goldfork Tunnel crossing. They only needed the one tunnel blockade, because Trolleyhouse was a dead end. All that lay beyond the crossing was a trolley depot, a newsstand, and a kuduk-run eatery called The Line End Public House.

      The kuduk officers wore their thick, knee-length leather coats with too many buttons, and the bell-shaped helmets that everyone made fun of them for (when they were out of earshot). They were all about Pick’s height of five and a half feet, and wide shouldered—the kuduks who went into enforcement tended toward the brawny side. The four who huddled behind an overturned pushcart had their leather-wrapped iron clubs in hand. Two more stood off, holding traffic at bay, but none of the bystanders seemed interested in interfering, or even getting close to the site of a standoff.

      “Why’s it so dark?” Pick whispered. He was huddled with the others in the entryway of a cobbler’s shop, looking down toward the dead end.

      “Buckets shot out a couple spark lights,” Rascal replied, his voice low.

      “Of all flat-headed ... he’s gonna get nicked for spark damage too, now,” Pick said.

      “Cap it, Pick,” Chipmunk said. “We’re all hanged if we get pinched. NoBoots must have figured popping a few bulbs would make it harder for the knockers if more of them show up with scatterguns.”

      “Any clever plan, Rascal?” Hayfield asked, ignoring the squabbling.

      “Even odds if those kids holed up in the pub catch on,” Rascal said. “Just clubs for the knockers, and we’re armed proper.” Rascal gave a sidelong look at Chipmunk’s rifle, but made no comment.

      “What? We just rush ‘em?” Pick asked.

      “Chip’s right, they’ll show up with scatterguns before long,” Rascal said. “No time for havin’ tea with ‘em.”

      Hayfield led the charge along the trolley tracks. The footworn stone of the tunnel scraped under their boots, alerting the head-knockers before the human rush reached them. The knocker in Hayfield’s line of attack timed a swing of his club, but Hayfield took it on the arm and bowled the kuduk over. Few humans stood odds against the average kuduk in fisticuffs, let alone a head-knocker, but Hayfield had been a star sweeper in the crashball human leagues before he lost his fingers. The kuduk went down hard, and Hayfield followed up with several slugs to the jaw with the butt of his revolver. The square-cut beard, which the knocker wore at collarbone length, did nothing to soften the blows. Eventually the kuduk lost consciousness and his head lolled back.

      The other head-knockers saw bared firearms and scattered for new cover, not keen on being caught in the line of fire between the humans they were laying siege to in the public house and the rebels bent on rescuing them.

      “Buckets, No-Boots, move your tails,” Chipmunk shouted. She held her rifle at the ready and tried to look as if she had done that sort of thing regularly. Being out from cover was new to her though; she had always just been a lookout and sneak for the rebels.

      The pub door opened and two crouching humans skulked out. One was carrying a strongbox in both hands, the shifting coins within jingling with each step. The other had a pistol in one hand and a sack improvised from a tablecloth in the other.

      “Pox-addled dimwits, this is a rescue,” Chipmunk called out when she saw them. “Drop that rubbish and run.”

      “No way, no how,” the one with the strongbox replied. “Ain’t givin’ this up now, after all the trouble we been to gettin’ it.”

      “No-Boots, what’ve you even got in there?” Chipmunk asked. Behind her, Pick and Rascal were keeping guns trained on the kuduks. Hayfield dragged the hand-cart around to serve as a bit of cover for their escape.

      A rumbling felt in the feet alerted everyone. Any resident of Eversall Deep could tell the approach of a trolley by feel. By the hum in the stone, this one was coming in fast.

      A hand-crank siren wailed from down Trolleyhouse Tunnel, and the trolley bell rang fit to wake statues. Farther down the tunnel, where no irreverent humans had shot at them, the spark bulbs shone brightly. The car was filled with knockers, and the barrels of scatterguns gleamed in the spark light.

      “MOVE!” Hayfield shouted.

      “Can’t go back!” Rascal shouted in reply. “Head along Goldfork and find your way low.”

      Chipmunk froze. She would have had to run back toward the onrushing trolley to make it to the intersection. She still had her induction coil rifle raised, and she sighted along it as she watched the trolley hurtling toward them like a thunderail. She made a quick check that the dial on the aether dynamo was turned all the way up, and fired.

      As Chipmunk was lifted from her feet by the recoil, she saw a redstreaked comet lance out at the trolley. She thought she had aimed for the brakeman, but hit one of the front wheels instead. The recoil threw her back. A moment later, she found herself staring up at the tunnel ceiling. The world wobbled in her vision, and she puzzled out that she had hit her head on the stone floor. She heard a crash and a tortured grating of steel on stone. There were screams as well, but they were the satisfying screams of terrified kuduks.

      She felt herself being lifted, and could offer no resistance. Someone slung her over a shoulder. She muttered something, but it came short of being actual words.

      “It’s all right, Chipmunk. I got you,” Hayfield’s familiar voice comforted her. She saw his back and his legs. She could see the stone ground they flew across as Hayfield ran. She noticed her own gloved hands, dangling limp from her arms.

      “M’rifle,” she slurred.

      “Huh?” Hayfield said. “Just keep quiet, Chip, we’ll get out of this.”

      “My ... rifle,” she said again.

      “Gave its life for ours,” Hayfield said. “Think it welded itself together. Had to kick it away from you, smoking.”

      Back to vellum on that one, I guess.
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        * * *

      

      Chipmunk closed the door to her room and bolted it. By the time they had gotten safely away into the city’s maintenance tunnels, she had been able to walk on her own again. They had split the food No-Boots had pilfered, and she set her share in the corner, bundled in her kerchief. The room was tiny; she would not have been able to sleep stretched out if she were much taller. It was deep in just one direction, but that direction was dominated by the rooming house’s boiler and a forest of pipes that was navigable with some effort by someone Chipmunk’s size.

      She filled a basin from a spigot she had installed in the hot water line, and tempered it with a bit from the cold line until it was short of scalding. A polished piece of brightsteel was bolted to one wall and served as a mirror. She looked herself over and found nothing visibly amiss: no cuts or scrapes on her face, and the little rings around her eyes where the goggles had left their mark were already fading. She took a cloth that hung over one of the ceiling pipes and began washing off her disguise of grime, wringing the filthy water out over the sewer grate in the middle of the floor. Each time she raised her right arm, it hurt.

      Once she had scrubbed her face clean down to the freckles, she stripped out of her dirty clothes and took a look at her injured shoulder. There was a mark in the shape of the rifle stock pressed into it, already beginning to color with a bruise. She leaned against the cold water pipe, letting the chill soothe the pain. Of course, as one pain faded another reminded her of its presence. The back of her head throbbed. She needed sleep.

      Chipmunk pushed herself away from the pipe with reluctance, feeling sensation return as her flesh warmed. She shivered. The plain dress she had worn prior to changing into her being-a-rebel gear that evening was still where she had discarded it, and she pulled it on over her head. There were a number of incriminating things strewn about the room; she gathered up her goggles, the clothes she had worn during the firefight, and the parcel of food.

      Weaving her way among the pipes behind the boiler, she released a hidden catch, and opened a door to a second room. Once inside, she threw a switch and turned on an overhead spark light. She dumped all of her gear on a bench strewn with bits of wire, notes, and a miniature spark welder, and left the illicit food within as well.

      When the door closed once more, Chipmunk was stored safely away. Come morning, it would be time to be Rynn again, a respectable young freeman maid at the university. She spread a blanket over the floor and curled up to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “This is our place, our haven. So what if it looks like Korr? We built it with our own hands and no one can take it from us.”

        CADMUS ERROL

      

      

      

      The metal on metal pounding rang throughout the engine room. It could probably be heard a great deal farther than that, but Madlin cared not a whit; she had work to do. The Treforge was in dock for repairs, not for naptime or a quiet night’s reading, and the wrench around the pressure bypass valve was stuck. She could get it off the valve any time she wanted, but she was trying to get it to turn. Her hammer struck the wrench handle again, and she thought she could see it give a bit of ground against her assault. One final blow and the wrench flew across the engine room to clang on the deckplates. A deluge of water from the boiler leaked out around the threads as the valve loosened.

      Madlin cried out, sputtered, and hit her head on one of the boiler lines as she scrambled to escape the soaking. Her goggles kept the rust-stained water from her eyes, but she spat and wiped the rest from her face with a grease-stained rag she kept tucked in her belt.

      “...drained, my ass ... ” she muttered to herself, resolving to have words with the Treforge’s captain when she next ran into him.

      She retrieved the pipe wrench and hung it from her tool belt. Reaching under the boiler, she was able to spin the bypass valve free by hand. It had a reassuring heft when she held it, but a quick inspection confirmed the reason for its removal: it was rusted solid.

      “ ...oughtta make these out of brightsteel ... ”

      Footsteps sounded from the decks above. It was well past time for a midday meal, and Madlin hoped that someone had thought to bring hers. “Miss Madlin,” a voice called down, destroying hope of a delivered meal. Orris Fisher was not the sort of man to carry a meal, and she heard no second set of footsteps of someone who might. “Miss Madlin, is it safe to come down?”

      “Yeah, Orris, it’s safe.” Madlin set her hands on her hips and waited.

      The man who poked his head into the engine room did so with all the eagerness of a lion tamer. He smiled as he put his head in the beast’s mouth, but he wanted nothing more than credit for his bravery before beating a quick retreat.

      “Your father has a surprise for you,” Orris said.

      “My father hates surprises.”

      “Well yes, but he’s not the one being surprised. You’re on welcome duty today.”

      “What? Since when?” Madlin asked. “I never ... nah, I’ve got work to do. Just slough it off on someone else. I’ll meet the new twinborn over dinner and make nice.”

      “This is a special case. The Darksmith brought in a new girl who’s about your age. She’s already waiting to meet you. Your father hoped you two might become friends.”

      Madlin sighed and pushed her goggles farther up onto her head. There certainly were few enough women about.

      “Fine, you win. I’m on welcome duty,” Madlin relented. She underhanded the greasy, wet bypass valve to Orris, who grimaced as he caught it against his expensive suit coat. “You can take that to smelter for me. I’d say to tell Captain Tucker not to leave port, but he wouldn’t get far with his bypass valve set to ambient air.” She smiled as her own jest, but Orris just gave a perplexed look and a wan smile in return. He was useless around steam.
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        * * *

      

      Despite only being early autumn, the wind off the Katamic Sea made the walk down the gangplank brisk. Madlin’s coveralls were damp with sweat, and the weather on Tinker’s Island was as cold as anywhere humans chose to live on Tellurak. The docks teemed with activity around the newly arrived Darksmith. Passengers ducked and dodged around longshoremen who carried trunks, crates, and whatever other small parcels could be managed by hand. A pair of cranes lifted out larger cargoes: crates filled with ore, grains, and luxuries such as tea and wine. Guards with rifles patrolled the area, keeping foreigners berthed on the far side of the harbor from wandering too close to the steam ships.

      The one fixed point in all the chaos was a lone woman with a pack slung over her shoulder. She was dressed for deep winter, in a fur-trimmed coat and hat. She stood with her back to Madlin, turning to look about but with her feet rooted in place.

      “Hello!” Madlin called out to the newcomer. The girl spun around. She had smooth, dusky skin and brown eyes, shadowed beneath the hood of her coat. Madlin watched those eyes and saw curiosity. There were only two kinds of eyes: the kind that sought things out and the kind that just waited for things to happen. Madlin liked the girl already. “Welcome to Tinker’s Island. I’m Madlin Errol.”

      The girl squinted and shook her head. “No Kheshi.”

      “Sorry,” Madlin said, switching to Takalish. “Didn’t figure you for fullblooded Takalish. Took a guess you were from Mongrel Khesh, like me.”

      “You’re right, except for geography,” the girl replied. “My mother was Takalish, but my father was from Khesh. I never met my father, and my mother died when I was young.”

      “Ah,” Madlin replied. It was as polite a way of admitting to being a whore’s daughter that she could ever recall hearing. “My condolences.”

      “It was a long time ago,” the girl reassured her, smiling with teeth as white as Madlin had seen, looking all the brighter against her dark skin. “My name is Jamile. Well, here it is, anyway, in the⁠—”

      “Hold off on that until we’re alone,” Madlin cautioned. She pulled a glove off and offered her hand to Jamile. The Takalish girl knew the custom and shook it. “Come on. Let me show you around.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is unbelievable. It’s like someone built a bit of Korr right here in Tellurak,” Jamile marveled. Madlin had taken her to see the foundry. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      The two girls stood on a catwalk overlooking the foundry floor. There were no lights, but the orange glow of molten metal kept the facility bright enough to work by. Workers below poured ladles of liquid bronze into a series of molds.

      “Much as my father hates the way things are run on Korr, he’s not afraid to copy the stuff that works,” Madlin replied. “We make stuff here.”

      “I know; I was watching the ships unloading ore at the docks. I can hardly believe the amount of it. It must be frightfully expensive to import all your iron.”

      Madlin chuckled. “We only import a fraction of what we use. The reason we’re up here in winter’s root cellar is because Tinker’s Island isn’t really an island. It’s almost half the size of Takalia, if you count the parts buried under ice year round. There’s plenty of ore in the high mountains further north. We buy it up because there’s no such thing as enough raw ore, plus we get stuff like chromite on the cheap because no one else knows anything worthwhile to do with it.”

      “I’m no metallurgist,” Jamile said, shrugging before turning her attention back to the foundry workers. “I don’t know anything worthwhile to do with it either.”

      “It’s the secret to brightsteel, for a start,” Madlin replied. “So, what did you do before coming here?”

      “I worked at the sanctuary where I was raised. I helped tend the younger children.”

      “Not a lot of cause for that around here,” said Madlin. “We don’t get a lot of families up this way. Lots of workers just come here a few years, and take home enough coin to last them ‘til they’re old, or to set up with a business of their own.” Madlin glanced around. There was no one within hearing, considering the din from the foundry. “I guess we’re alone enough now. What is it you do on the other side?”

      Jamile lifted her head. “I’m a nurse.”

      Madlin gaped at her. “A human nurse? How’d you pull that trick?”

      “Well, my patron is very progressive. He takes human patients, and it’s hard finding kuduks willing to treat them. He took me on because I knew my letters and learned quickly. He said he wanted to train a young nurse so she’d last longer.” Jamile shrugged. “I was lucky, I guess. It could have been anyone he picked, but Dr. Coalear picked me.”

      “Wow. We’ve got ship captains and mill supervisors who are miners and slaves on the other side. A few have shirt-collar jobs, but not many. That’s a more impressive profession than just about anyone around here.”

      “Captain Toller told me your father had worked in the patent office. That’s got to be a lot more impressive than being a nurse,” Jamile said.

      “Look at all the things he built.”

      “My father’s an exception to a lot of things...”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner at the Errol home was an informal event done in a grand fashion. The dining hall had a single large table, perfectly circular, that could comfortably seat fifty. The outermost ring was a table much like any other, with a polished oak finish that had a solid feel to it. There was a ring within it though, that was made of steel and set with teeth, and it rotated within the outer ring. This inner ring, which was set with a buffet, drifted its offerings past the diners throughout the meal. Inside the inner ring there was an open area with a pair of stairways down to the kitchen level. Servants came up and down to remove empty dishes and replace them with full ones.

      The table was half full when Madlin brought Jamile down to meet everyone. Extracted from the three layers of her outer garments, Jamile was a striking young woman. She was taller than Madlin, a fact which was accentuated by thick-heeled winter boots, and her hair was coiled in twin braids that looped around her head. A plain brown dress fell just below her boot tops and hugged tight around her neck. It fit her well despite being threadbare. Jamile carried herself with self-consciously perfect posture, which, combined with the outfit, made her look like a schoolteacher.

      Jamile pulled up short before they reached the table.“Am I overdressed?”she whispered to Madlin.

      “Naw. There’s no overdressed or underdressed around here,” Madlin assured her. “We had a Kheshi lord—the fancy southern Kheshi sort, mind you—for dinner once, all in his silks and whatnot. My father was working on setting up the munitions factory that day, and came to dinner straight from beneath a saltpeter hopper.”

      The attendees at the dinner looked like they had mostly come straight from the factories and mines. Madlin had taken the time to change out of her sweat-stained coveralls before bringing Jamile down, but few others had taken the time for such niceties.

      “Welcome to my home, Jamile,” an older man called out, standing from the table. “My name is Cadmus Errol.” Cadmus walked over to meet Jamile before she reached the table. He was no taller than Madlin and had receding white hair pulled back into a horsetail at the back of his neck. He looked her up and down through his gold-rimmed spectacles(which had a series of additional lenses attached by a hinge to one corner). It was an appraising look, not of a lecher, but of a horse-trader inspecting a new acquisition.

      “Pleased to meet you, sir,” Jamile replied. She extended her hand tentatively. Cadmus took it and gave it a firm shake. His shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow, revealing wire-corded muscle with no hint of wasted flesh. Madlin could see he was gentle with her; despite his puny build, she had seen him make grown men wince with his grip.

      “You’re welcome here as long as you like. Mind you though, manners run a bit different in these parts. I’m no ‘sir,’ nor is anyone else here. Folk have names and jobs, not titles. Call me either ‘tinker’ or Cadmus, if you please.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jamile replied.

      “We all have lots to learn; it’s one of the reasons we’re here. I don’t abide scholars, mind you. Just a good brain gone fallow. It takes use to make knowledge worthwhile. One bit that we don’t like teaching though, is Korrish speech; that’s reserved for our kind. From here out, all business this evening will be among twinborn, so it’s Korrish for us.” He spoke the latter in Korrish—the language of the other world—to emphasize his point.

      “Oh. Yes, sir,” Jamile agreed in Korrish. Cadmus looked at her sidelong. “I mean, tinker.”

      The three of them settled into chairs at the table, Madlin keeping Jamile at her side. Madlin took a bowl of vegetable stew, some brisket, and a pair of honeyed rolls. As she bit into one of the rolls, she watched to see what Jamile chose. The Takalish girl took a bowl of chicken broth and nothing else.

      “That’s for dipping the hard breads in, you know. You can get some real food.”

      “This ... this is just so much food. I may take more later, but this ought to fill me up,” said Jamile.

      “Don’t worry, there’s plenty. It’s not like Korr where there’s some poor starving kid next tunnel over who could be eating it. No one goes hungry on Tinker’s Island. We eat like kuduk around here. One of our agents in Acardia found us a twinborn chef, knows all the best kuduk recipes—once you take out the coal ash and iron oxide, anyway.”

      Jamile hunched low in her chair as she snuck a few slices of bacon as a platter went by. Madlin smirked, but hid her amusement from the newcomer.

      “Well everyone,” Cadmus said, raising his voice over the numerous side conversations. “We have a new addition tonight. Jamile Farrule is one of ours. I’m not going to wear her out introducing you all now, but take some time in the next few days to make her acquaintance. She’s a nurse in Korr, as I understand it, which ought to make her a doctor around these parts.”

      “What?” Jamile exclaimed. “I’m no doctor!”

      “Maybe not on Korr,” Madlin said, “but around here, you probably know more than any one-worlded doctor.”

      “Indeed,” Cadmus agreed. “I am just a lab assistant in Eversall Deep, slave to a daruu eccentric who tinkers with magical devices. Here, I oversee the largest private concern in Tellurak. Arvin there is a vent-sweep in Bessel Deep, but here he runs the steel mill. Haimes works the fields as a slave outside Yellowcorn Sky, but here he’s captain of the ship that brought you here. My daughter scrubs floors and dusts bookshelves at the university in Eversall Deep, but here she’s the best tinker I’ve got working for me.”

      “See?” Madlin said. “You can be anything here. Don’t let Korr stop you. You think I just dust those books?” Madlin’s face spread in a grin.
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        * * *

      

      Jamile looked around in wonderment. She ran her hands over the huge writing desk, and felt the heavy velvet drapes. She paused to look out the window as the sunset, lost somewhere over the western mountains, lit the sky and the Katamic Sea in pink hues.

      “This is all mine?” Jamile asked.

      “For now, yeah,” Madlin replied. “It’s a guest room. Plenty of twinborn spend a month or two here until they figure everything out and find a place of their own. You’re welcome as long as you like.”

      “Oh Madlin, thank you. Thank you all so much. I’ve ... I’ve never had much, not on either side. It’s going to all be so jarring, falling asleep to see my little room back in Yerek Sky.”

      “Yerek Sky?” Madlin asked. “I guess I never got around to asking where you were from, but I guess that makes sense. That’s way up north somewhere, isn’t it?”

      Jamile nodded. “It’s in Braavland, which would be Takalia if it were in this world. Over there, my name is Sosha. Who else are you?”

      “They call me—” Madlin said, stopping herself just short of saying ‘Chipmunk.’

      “They call me Rynn.”
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        “The kuduk give nothing readily. Take what you need. Steal what you have to. Even if they catch you, they can’t take back knowledge.”

        CADMUS ERROL

      

      

      

      If anyone were to have made a careful study of the halls of Klockwerk University in Eversall Deep, they would have found that the cleanest spots—places where the tiles were polished smooth as glass—were right outside the lecture hall entrances.

      Behind closed mahogany doors, a sonorous kuduk voice droned on about the application of different materials to a spark circuit, accompanied at times by the squeaking taps and scratches of chalk on slate. In front of those same doors knelt a human girl with a bucket of sudsy water, worrying the floor with a stiff-bristle brush.

      Even though it was early in the semester and the material was introductory, Rynn still picked out new snippets. Everyone knew steam frontways and back, but the spark was still new enough that discoveries were made each year, and this changed the lectures. The professors talked of theories years before anything came out of them in the wider world. Rynn’s induction coil gun was the first of its kind, but in the practical labs, she had seen toy versions of the solenoid coil that could toss cufflinks a foot in the air. From there it was just a matter of supplying larger values for the variables—amounts of spark the little table-top dynamos in the lab could never hope to generate.

      Footsteps sounded from down the hall. Kneeling about all day in empty halls, Rynn had learned the walking cadence of all the staff and knew them by the sound of their shoes. Mrs. Bas-Klickten was heading her way. Rynn scurried across the floor, heedless of the wet, soapy mess. Her work dress was already soaked through at the knee. The bucket scraped the floor as she dragged it in tow. Rynn dunked the brush and began scrubbing a new spot with a fury. The footsteps drew nearer.

      “Rynn, are you not done this hall yet?” Mrs. Bas-Klickten’s scolding voice called from out of sight. An elderly kuduk woman rounded the corridor. She was shorter than Rynn, but twice as wide, with a broad nose and squinting eyes beneath a hedgerow of a brow. Her smoky hair was tied in a bun that looked sculpted to the top of her head. In her hand she carried a pair of spectacles fixed to the end of a wand. She raised them to her nose and peered down at Rynn.

      “I am done, ma’am,” Rynn replied. She dropped the brush into her bucket with a splash. “Just giving a bit of extra scrubbing until the lecture’s out. Then I’ll be in to wash Professor Hurmbeck’s slate clean.”

      “Fine, but be quick about it. There was a spill of ink in the library and you shan’t be leaving until it has been dealt with.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rynn replied. She kept her eyes at her feet, but glared bullets at them. Don’t you have a home to go to, hag? Mrs. Bas-Klickten always stayed late when her charges did.

      A bell rang five times, the sound echoing through the air vents to carry throughout the university corridors. A moment later the door to the lecture hall opened and a stream of kuduk students filed out.

      “We will be down in the lab this time tomorrow,” a voice hollered after them. The students gossiped amongst themselves, paying little heed to their professor and even less to Rynn.

      When the line of students had passed, Mrs. Bas-Klickten clapped her hands twice. Rynn started at the sound.

      “No dallying! Work won’t do itself.”

      Rynn scooped up her bucket and slunk into the lecture hall before she drew further ire from the head of the university’s servant staff. Semicircular tiers of tables rose like the seats of an arena, bringing focus to the desk and slate board at the center. Professor Hurmbeck was fussing over papers, wrangling them into piles neat enough to stuff into his briefcase. The slate was covered in chalked notes.

      “Good evening, Rynn,” Professor Hurmbeck greeted her. He spared a glance from his tidying to watch as Rynn started scrubbing his notes away with a wet rag. She had to hold the rag left-handed, as the bruise on her right shoulder kept her from raising that arm above her head.

      “Good evening, Professor,” Rynn replied. She did not pause in her work as she acknowledged him.

      Running a dripping cloth in circles took little concentration, and the rest of Rynn’s attention wandered to the diagrams drawn on the slate. They showed simple spark circuits of the same sort she had seen in every book on the subject. Nevertheless, she could not help but inspect them to be sure no new circuits were being depicted, in case Professor Hurmbeck had devised something revolutionary.

      “What is it you see there?” Professor Hurmbeck asked. Rynn spun around to find him watching her. He was an elderly kuduk, bald but for a wreath of patchy hair that circled his scalp. He wore his white beard in scholarly fashion, combed but otherwise left long as a mark of age and wisdom. Above his thick spectacles, he raised a pair of eyebrows which looked as if they had grabbed a spark wire.

      “I’m sorry, Professor,” Rynn said. She dunked her rag and wrung it out. “I didn’t mean to look at your pictures.”

      “No, no. No problem at all; I am simply curious. To me, those diagrams speak a language all their own, one with which I am intimately familiar. I merely wanted to know what they said to someone who doesn’t have such familiarity.”

      “Well...” Rynn said, pausing to buy time. They tell me you’re teaching introductory spark to a bunch of clerks’ sons, and you haven’t gotten as far as capacitors yet.“I imagine they have to do with the spark, since you’re a professor of spark. If I had to guess, the line is supposed to be a spark wire.” Professor Hurmbeck cocked his head and nodded slightly. “So then the little squiggles with the letters next to them must be where the spark goes, and the names of the people the spark is being delivered to.” The professor’s face fell, then slid into a smirk.

      “Most of those are numbers, Rynn, not letters,” he informed her.

      “Oh,” Rynn replied. She dropped her gaze to the water bucket.

      Professor Hurmbeck finished putting away his papers; they exchanged a perfunctory “goodnight,” and the professor left for the evening. Rynn went back to washing the slate until she heard the silence after his footsteps had receded down the hall.

      She abruptly wiped her hands dry on her dress, pulled open the third drawer on the right, and looked through the tangle of copper within. It came in different alloys and thicknesses, some wound neatly around wooden spools, while others were little more than bunched up masses, stuffed into the drawer until it would close. They were for class demonstrations, but it was no different from the wire that factories used to make all the wonders of the spark age.

      Rynn found one of the thickest wires and pulled out several yards of it and snipped off what she needed with a pair of the professor’s clippers. She returned the clippers and the rest of the wire to the drawers, leaving them as she had found them. With the hem of her dress she wiped the drawer handles, lest anyone think to check for fingerprints if anything was later found amiss.

      The remaining wire she coiled as uniformly as she was able. She held it over her bucket to judge the size, and once she had finished, she set the coil into the bottom of the bucket. It disappeared, hidden beneath a thin film of soap.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor, and Rynn scrambled back to work. She was back to the slate and washing away an example of a parallel circuit by the time Mrs. Bas-Klickten stuck her head through the door.

      “Rynn!” the elderly kuduk scolded. “We haven’t all night, and the librarian is growing cross.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rynn replied. It was the easiest answer. It came from her lips whenever she had no other reply readily at hand. “Don’t ‘yes, ma’am’ me, just get it finished!”
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        * * *

      

      Rynn expected to find that a fountain pen had leaked. Instead, the spill that she found in the university library was the size of a small lake. Someone had been refilling the ink wells, and dropped the can of ink. The ink pooled on the polished rosewood table, forming an irregular shape save for a single clean, square corner where a book had lain—it had already been whisked away by library staff before Rynn arrived. The pool continued to the edge where it dripped to the floor, forming a second lake of ink.

      Rynn had to acquire a second bucket for wringing out ink-stained rags. Ink that looked black on paper took on a deep blue hue on her fingers and the palms of her hands as the water diluted it. She sopped it with one rag, wrung it into the bucket, then went back to wash the rest clean. It took several passes with relatively clean rags to get the residue off the waxy surface of the floor.

      It was hard work, but mindless. Rynn found her eyes wandering afield from the black pool and its smaller, streakier descendants as her work progressed. One book had been caught up in the spill and taken away, but others lay nearby, untouched by both ink and librarian. One of the ones left open was a more advanced book on spark theory, the sort of subject that Professor Hurmbeck taught to older students on alternate Fourthdays. She leaned over it as she worked.

      “What have we here?” Mrs. Bas-Klickten’s voice sounded just behind Rynn’s ear. She jumped. Watery ink splashed, as she dropped her rag in the bucket. Droplets sprayed the table, but came shy of the book. “Doing a bit of studying? I didn’t know you could read.”

      “I ... I ... I can’t, ma’am. I was just admiring the pictures,” Rynn said. She swallowed, trying to sort out her insides as her stomach clenched, her face warmed, and her ears buzzed all at once. She was used to hearing the old kuduk woman’s footsteps from across the room, but had not noticed her approach. She spared a brief glance down at the floor before turning to address her superior face-to-face, and saw the padded booties that Mrs. Bas-Klickten wore over her shoes. Not everyone wore them, but they were available to all library visitors.

      “Odd choice for a picture book,” Mrs. Bas-Klickten observed. She took one thick, stubby finger and turned the book to face her way. “I cannot even decipher this spark drivel. What do you see in it?”

      Rynn pointed. “Those little loopy designs. Professor Hurmbeck told me that they show the way the spark goes, but I just think they look nice.”

      “No accounting for human taste, I suppose. Still ...”

      The old kuduk took up a pen and paper from a nearby table and scribbled something on it. Rynn tried to look, but Mrs. Bas-Klickten took care to hide the paper as she wrote. When she finished, she handed the paper to Rynn.

      Her father’s words rang in her mind. “Anyone tries to get you to read, take the paper from them upside down, if you can. You won’t take the whole of it in at once that way.” It was advice given back in Tellurak, as she hadn’t seen her father’s counterpart for years, but it was just the situation he had prepared her for.

      Rynn wiped her hands somewhat clean on her dress. She took the paper left-handed when she noticed which way the letters faced. It read:

      
        
        ˙pǝɹɐlloɔ puɐ pǝƃƃolɟ noʎ ǝʌɐɥ llɐɥs I

        ‘sıɥʇ pɐǝɹ uɐɔ noʎ ʇıɯpɐ ʇou op noʎ ɟI

      

      

      Rynn kept her expression carefully blank as she examined the paper. She could read upside down, but she had to puzzle the words out in her head, flipping them each in turn until she had the whole message. Even after she finished, she kept her eyes wandering about the words, waiting.

      “So? What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Rynn shrugged. “You have nice writing. All the little letters are very neat and tidy.”

      Mrs. Bas-Klickten tore the paper from her hands. She gave Rynn a withering glare, which Rynn needed no acting or deception to shrink away from.

      “Get the rest of that spill cleaned up and stop looking at picture books. Some of us would like dinner tonight.” She slammed the spark theory book shut, tucked it under an arm, and stalked off.

      Rynn breathed a sigh of relief and went back to cleaning.
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        * * *

      

      Rynn hunched forward and glanced all about her as she hurried down the dim tunnels of layer two. It was rare for her to be held at work beyond the hour where the day lamps were turned off, but Mrs. Bas-Klickten had no compunction against sending a lone human girl home at night. Most of the other girls roomed beneath the dormitories at the university, but she had always preferred the company of her own kind. Occasionally, she regretted her choice.

      Light peeked out from windows in the tunnel walls where kuduk families took their evening meals and leisure. A few shops kept a bulb aglow in the dark hours to keep their signs lit, or had a lamp on in the rooms above, where the day’s accounts were entered into ledgers and the tills counted. A spark bulb every few dozen paces kept the rest of the tunnel from falling into pitch darkness. The city was a haven of shadows.

      Human eyes never adapt as well to the darkness as kuduks’ do. Rynn imagined leering eyes in every unlit doorway, peering out from side tunnels, and stalking along behind her in the gloom. She carried little money, and could imagine no kuduk man taking her for a prize, but neither of those were her worry. Some kuduks needed no reason to put a free human in her place. There was no collar around Rynn’s neck to mark her as someone’s property. There was no one to demand reparation if she was damaged.

      She passed by the lift shafts with nothing but a quick glance to check for kuduk thugs skulking about. Massive birdcages sat idle, their doors chained shut and locked. The lifts had shut down not half an hour earlier; her trip back down to layer five would require the stairs.

      Rynn felt naked, and because she could see no one watching her, she assumed that everyone was—from hiding. She was unarmed, which was the worst of it. Even something like Tabby’s one-shot would have given her the comfort of some defense. So much of her skin showed, too, which she hated. In a crowd it wasn’t so bad, since everyone suffered together. As Chipmunk, she covered her hair, her face, her eyes. She wore coveralls like a workman, not a maid’s dress. Like any respectable dress, hers was cut wide enough to show she wore no slave collar.

      A civic clock hung over the stairway entrance. It showed 9:37. She had planned to meet her friends at the Tap’n’Chug at 8:00. Not only would Rynn not have time to go home to change, she was already well overdue.

      They must think something happened to me. Rynn let that worry wallow in her thoughts for all of three paces. No, they’ll think I got held at work ... again.

      Rynn quickened her pace as she neared the stairshaft. The hard soles of her work shoes clopped with each step. The landing was empty at the second layer, for which she was thankful. She looked over the railing and saw it was clear along the inside railing all the way down to the fifth layer— there were only five layers to Eversall Deep.

      Checking first to see that no one was coming down from the layer above, Rynn did something she hadn’t tried in years. She hiked up the skirts of her dress, sat on the railing, and began to slide.

      There were tricks to riding the stair rails, ones that a lot of naughty human children learn. They were the sort of skills that went rusty, but never quite rusted through completely. Rynn kept a handful of her skirts in between the railing and bare skin, varying her grip to act as a brake. The rails were polished brass, and daredevil riders were killed streaking unchecked down the slick rails.

      Rynn counted the turns—once, twice, thrice around. She let herself build speed as she approached the third layer landing. The railing went level and she skidded to a halt before reaching the down slope on the far side. She clopped over a few paces and resumed her ride.

      Once, twice, thrice more around she went. Rynn leaned into the last turn, letting herself keep speed for the fourth layer landing. She hit the level section and slid the whole way across, feeling a giddy little thrill as her stomach tried to stay at landing height while the rest of her continued on down toward the fifth layer. Her face spread in a grin, forgetting for a moment the reason for her haste.

      Once, twice, thrice⁠—

      Ahead of her, at the bottom of the stairshaft, was a knot of human workmen milling about. Alerted by the hissing of wool on brass as Rynn descended, they were all watching as she approached the bottom layer. One of them stood to block the bottom of the railing. She couldn’t slow herself in time.

      Rynn slammed into him shoulder first, but he was set for the impact. He gave a grunt like a crashball player and wrapped her up in his arms. She smelled whiskey on his breath.

      “Lookie what we got here!” remarked the one who caught her. “Eziel hears prayers even when we ain’t sayin’ ‘em aloud. Ain’t you a bit old for ridin’ the rails down?”

      Rynn struggled in his grasp, but he not only had the technique down, but he had the size and build of a crashball player as well. She couldn’t break his grasp.

      “Move aside, Raf. I wanna catch me one, too.” Another of the workers shoved her captor aside to place himself at the foot of the railing.

      Rynn’s captor stumbled, and put a hand out to catch himself against a lamppost. Rynn took the chance to twist free, but found herself surrounded.

      “Who are you, fellas?” Rynn demanded. She made a quick survey of them, looking for a weak link in the circle that spread around her, but also trying to remember faces ... for later.

      They were coal miners by their look: soot-stained faces and clothes, meaty hands, and a hunched posture from working bent over all day.

      There wasn’t a scrawny one among them. The lack of collars and just a hint of stubble told that they were freemen working for the kuduks.

      “We keep the stairs safe. Looks like we did you a favor, little lady,” said the one they called Raf.

      “Yeah, some favor. Now let me go,” Rynn said. She meant the comment for Raf, but kept turning about, looking for an escape. She didn’t see Raf and his friends letting her go easily, even as she played along.

      “Well, there’s the matter of the fee ...”

      Rynn saw bystanders carefully avoiding becoming involved. A few were keeping a furtive eye on her plight, and she wondered whether any would have the decency to do anything if the Stairway Keepers decide to accost her.

      She spotted him then: No-Boots. It was a brief glimpse, but she was sure of it. He disappeared into the crowd.

      “Since when is there a fee for using the stairs?” Rynn asked.

      “Safe stairs don’t come free,” Raf countered. “Seein’ as you already got saved, you oughtta be grateful.” A chorus of drunken laughs followed his remark. One of the workers passed a bottle to another. She heard lewd mutterings among them—it seemed as if they were meant to be overheard.

      “Piss off! I’ve lived down here my whole life and never paid for the stairs. And you’re dim if you think I needed saving there. I’ve got a bum shoulder as it is, I didn’t need to be slamming into some drunken shaver.”

      “Why you⁠—”

      The click of a pistol hammer being cocked stopped Raf both midsentence and mid-stride as he started toward Rynn. Raf found a barrel of cold steel pushed into his ear.

      “I think that’s far enough,” Rascal spoke softly into Raf’s other ear.

      “Hey, now!”Raf protested. “Whatcha doin’ with that thing?”

      “You better got enough bullets in that thing fer all of us,” another of the mine workers said.

      The circle around Rynn became fuzzy, as the miners refocused their attentions on their colleague. Rynn darted past them, but didn’t leave Rascal alone to face them.

      “Girl told you to piss off,” Rascal said. “Maybe you didn’t hear her. I can clear both your ears out in one shot. Whaddaya say?”

      “You makin’ a big mistake, mister,” another miner chimed in. “This is our territory.”

      “What you been here, a couple of months?” Rascal asked. He turned and spat on the ground. “We ain’t had trouble yet cuz you ain’t got our attention ‘til now. This is our layer.”

      “So you the gang that used to run this place?”Raf asked, despite his peril. He looked like he couldn’t decide whether to keep still or make a grab for Rascal’s gun.

      “No, it ain’t mine,” Rascal corrected. “It’s ours. Human only. No kuduk, no daruu, no breaking it into little kingdoms. Don’t know that I’d expect a shaver like you to understand that.”

      “Listen pal. You let Raf go or it’s gonna be ugly for you.”

      “No, you listen,” Hayfield’s voice came from behind the miners. All but Raf spun about to see who had spoken. “You ain’t welcome here no more. Go back up to four and stay there. I catch any of you lot down here again, it better be with yer head low, looking to make an apology.”

      Rynn drifted in Hayfield’s direction. If anyone was a walking safe haven, he was. A crowd of bystanders had become a crowd of onlookers upon his arrival. Folk moved in closer. They seemed less frightened by the knot of miners who had made an encampment of the local stairshaft.

      “But we⁠—”

      “Ain’t no buts,” Hayfield cut him off. “We don’t like drawing the head-knockers down here, but we’d let ‘em haul your carcasses off to the furnaces. No one down here woulda seen a thing, neither. Now get, before we vent you.”

      Rascal shoved Raf toward the rest of the miners. They retreated up to the layer above, grumbling among themselves. Rascal grinned across the empty patch of tunnel vacated by the miners as he made his way across to Hayfield and Rynn.

      “Barmy shavers,” Rascal muttered. He stroked his beard from moustache to the point at his chin. He had two shaved strips down his cheeks, but that was the only bare patch between his thick sideburns and the pointed circle of hair around his mouth.

      “Come on. Let’s get inside before they shoo some knockers our way. Be just like a buncha shavers to go crying to the kuduks for help.”

      Hayfield started off down Mercy Tunnel. Rynn followed, but lost sight of Rascal before the crowd had even dispersed.
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        * * *

      

      A hand slapped a folded copy of the Eversall Deep Herald down onto the table amid a circle of mugs and tankards. The Tap’n’Chug was packed, but even a trip to the stairshaft and back hadn’t cost Hayfield his booth at the back. The five of them seated at the table looked down at the headline: TROLLEY DERAILED, 3 DEAD, SUSPECTS ESCAPE.

      “Lookie there,” Tabby said, standing with her hand still mashed down on the paper, obscuring one of the side stories. “Got your flashpop in the papers.”

      Below the headline, rendered in dingy shades of cheap ink, was a picture of an overturned trolley. It lay angled off the rails, with one side crushed beneath the bulk of the lower carriage. The image was grainy, but the puddle on the ground beside it looked like blood.

      “Muffle it, Tabita,” Rynn warned. “You want the whole place knowing?” She remembered to use Tabby’s civic name in public.

      Hayfield stroked his beard. “Rynn’s right. Bet the knockers are pretty sore about this one.”

      “I’ll say,” Rynn commented. Her eyes were already scanning the article. “They got a reward out and everything.”

      “How much?” Buckets asked. He stroked his face in imitation of Hayfield, but his own chin was still years from producing a proper beard.

      “More than Pick’s gonna get from those gold coins we pinched, I bet,” Rynn replied.

      She continued reading the story, eager to discover what Judicial Enforcement knew about her and her friends. The story said that there were eyewitness accounts of a band of a dozen armed humans who attacked a trolley. It had been carrying enforcement officers responding to reports of gang activity on layer three. The official reports claimed that dynamite was used to knock the trolley off the rails. Most of the story focused on the trolley, the injured and wounded officers, and the subsequent chase into the maintenance tunnels. Nowhere did it mention their initial crime: robbing a courier en route to the Gottgram Museum with a shipment of ancient human coins. Nowhere did it imply that one of the “dozen” suspects was female.

      “How long ‘til Pick’s back?” Buckets asked, directing his question to Rascal.

      Rascal shrugged, caught in the middle of a long pull at his tankard of mead. He finished and wiped his mouth with a sleeve.

      “Dunno,” Rascal said. “Pickers knows his fences though, so he’ll get a price for ‘em. Might be he has to ride the thunderail a few stops to find someplace that hasn’t got buzzed about the theft yet. He could be gone a while. News like this, it’s probably across half of Ruttania by now.” Rynn flipped the newspaper to read below the fold.

      “Shit,” she swore softly.

      “What’s that, Rynn?” Hayfield asked.

      She pointed at the words as she read along from the article: “... and a strange sort of gun was found left at the scene. It has been sent to Klockwerk University for study.”

      “Maybe you can pinch it back,” Buckets suggested. Rynn glared at him.

      “I—” No-Boots said, “I wanted to make it a surprise.”

      “Make what a surprise?” Rascal asked. His voice was sharpened by the mead in his belly, and honed by bad news.

      No-Boots reached into the pocket of his coveralls and drew out a lump of metal.

      “I was wearing good gloves, so it wasn’t so hot as I couldn’t rip the magic bit off your gun to save it for you.”

      Rynn lunged past Buckets to throw an arm around No-Boots. She hugged him even as she reclaimed the runed dynamo from his hands.
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        “I used to wonder why you taught me math instead of fairytales. It was so I could build my own.”

        MADLIN ERROL

      

      

      

      Steel panels littered the floor. The cabinets whose innards those panels exposed contained a tangle of wires, which ought to have belonged to the nest of some giant, copper bird. Loose ends dangled or dragged along the floor, while the other ends disappeared into terminals at the backs of the cabinets.

      A lone human toiled away on the nightmare of every beginner spark student: turning those neat little sketches of circuits into a practical, working device. The human was in the latter half of middle-age, his face and scalp shaved bald. He squinted through spectacles at a table stacked with schematics; he twisted so that he could reference them as his arms were jammed to the elbows inside the spark machinery, sleeves rolled above the elbows. Satisfied that his latest adjustment was correct, he pulled a wrench from his tool belt and tightened the terminal he had just fitted in place.

      A runed steel collar around his neck identified him as a slave named Erefan, who belonged to a daruu named Kezudkan. Erefan had been working all day on the wiring, which he had done the previous day as well, and seemingly every day. He had lost count of the days he spent building the power relays for the machine.

      Bundles of wire ran from each cabinet, so thick that they had to be beaten with mallets to bend. At the other end, each wire ran to a giant coil. The coils were mounted around the periphery of a steel archway built on a dais at one end of the workshop.

      “Erefan!” a voice shouted from across the workshop. It was a deep, rumbling sound that carried through the floor as well as through the air.

      Erefan turned to see his owner come through the door. “How does my machine fare this evening?” Kezudkan stood nearly Erefan’s height, but was nearly as wide as he was tall. The skin of the daruu had an aspect of bare rock, grey and irregular, devoid of hair, to which all Kezudkan’s people were attuned. Despite his elegant attire of red velvet and gold embroidery, his feet were bare to keep the feel of the stone against his flesh.

      “Still skeptical of the wire gage,” Erefan answered. He turned back to his work as he addressed his master. “I’ve sketched up a thermal relay to open the circuit if it starts to overheat.”

      “Bah,” Kezudkan replied. “I just want to get the viewfinder up and running. I don’t expect to run it to full power on the first try.”

      “Hey, if you want it done any faster, grab a wrench and pitch in,” Erefan snapped. Rather than take offense, the daruu just chuckled.

      “You know I would, Erefan,” said Kezudkan. “I’m just no good with those little wires. You’ve got too many in too small a space for my fingers to fit. You have no one to blame but yourself for the design.” Kezudkan held up his hands as evidence to back his claim. Each finger was nearly the thickness of Erefan’s forearm. Erefan turned to see, gave a grunt in reply, and went back to tightening wire terminals.

      Kezudkan was wealthy, even by daruu standards. His estate was on the outskirts of Eversall Deep, reachable only by private tunnel, and spanned three whole layers. The workshop was just a tiny portion, tucked in the belly of the estate.

      “If you aren’t here to help... tomorrow morning at the earliest.” Erefan stepped away from the cabinet and walked to the tiny kitchen area. He poured himself a cup of tea from a kettle long since gone cold.

      “I’d like to have a look at the original schematics, and compare them against what you’ve built thus far,” Kezudkan said. He followed Erefan and took a seat at the circular table by the stove. There were two chairs, and the daruu took the one that was three times the width of the other, with a solid stone base. He eased his bulk into the unpadded seat, and squirmed about to settle in.

      Erefan paused a moment. He took a sip of his cold, unsweetened tea with a thoughtful, distant look on his face.

      “Tomorrow evening, then. And that’s if you don’t dawdle over them.”

      Kezudkan shook his head. “Erefan, you are the only slave I know of who gets away with talking to his owner thusly.”
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