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Just like we had the night I’d woken after being attacked by Mary Briggs, Franziska and I kissed. With my back against the door of the dingy apartment she had brought me to, she pressed her hands against my chest and I lost mine in her thick blonde hair. Despite our kiss growing increasingly passionate, I couldn’t get what she had said only moments before from out of my head. When I had asked Fran where she came from, she had simply said the future. But those two words weren’t so simple to digest or reconcile. Not to me. What had she meant when she had said that she had come from the future? Was she some kind of time traveller? Fran definitely wasn’t a witch. She had no magical powers that I had seen. Even the staff she had was powered by freaking batteries. And as she continued to work her hands over my chest and fumble with my shirt buttons with her fingers, in my mind’s eye, I could clearly remember how fast—how unnaturally fast—she had moved when attacking those freaky clockwork people who had come at me out in the snow on the other side of the veil. Were those clockwork people from the future, too? Was Fran like them? Images of her hands gleaming like metal as she drove them into the throats of those clockwork men and women flashed across the front of my mind. Therefore, despite my growing arousal at being kissed by Fran, I had to stop her. I couldn’t let myself fall into the same trap that I had with Holly Felderstafe. I thought I had known her, only to discover that I hadn’t. What we had shared had meant nothing. I didn’t want the same thing to happen again. Sure, I had known a lot of men in my life who would have jumped at the chance of being smothered by a young woman like Franziska, but what kind of woman was she? Most men wouldn’t have given a damn what kind she was, but I wasn’t like those men. I wanted something more. I wanted someone—not anyone. And I wasn’t so sure that I wanted to go and fall in love with a young woman—however beautiful—who claimed to be from the future. Because I couldn’t see any future in that for her nor me. 

With all the resolve I could muster, I broke our kiss and eased Fran gently away from me. I looked into her beautiful green eyes. “Stop,” I whispered. 

“Don’t you like me?” she asked with a smile. But I could see right through it. I could see uncertainty and perhaps a little hurt and discomfort, too. 

“You know I like you,” I said. 

“So why push me away? It’s the second time you have done so,” she reminded me. “Is it because of this other woman—the one you said had stung you?”

“It was then, but not now,” I said, stepping away from the door and her. 

“What then?” she asked.

I spun around to face her, a look of bewilderment on my face. “How can you ask that? You just told me you’re from the future. You told me once that you were a witch. I thought you were like me. But now I discover that you have no magical abilities whatsoever. The staff you have been poncing about with runs on fucking batteries, and—”

“Okay, I’ll tell you the truth, but you might not like it, nor me, once you know everything,” Fran cut in, sounding exasperated. Working her fingers at great speed, she unbuttoned the front of her shirt. She pulled it off, then threw it onto the floor. She stood before me, stripped to the waist, her small but pert breasts cupped in a black bra. Lowering her arms to her sides, she stood and stared at me. 

In the pale blue light that shone from the bedside lamp, I could see that both of her arms were scarred. A jagged and purple line ran from each of her wrists, to the crook of each elbow and then up to her shoulders. The scars didn’t look fresh, but I could see a series of black pockmarks running parallel to the scars where there had once been stitches. And as I stood and looked in shock and confusion at what Fran had revealed to me, I couldn’t help but be reminded of those freakish clockwork people. I could remember how some of them had been covered in unsightly and sickening scars that had been haphazardly stitched together with black thread. 

“I have the same hideous scars running the length of my legs if you want to see them,” Fran said, beginning to loosen the belt about her waist. She still sounded frustrated. No, not frustrated—hurt and angry. 

“No, stop,” I said, raising one hand. I sensed that Fran felt the whole situation demeaning for her to have to undress in front of me and reveal scars she had kept secret and hidden. “You don’t have anything to prove to me.”

“I thought that was the whole point?!” she said, sounding bitter and resentful. 

I took a deep breath, glanced away from the scars, and met her stare. “I just wanted to know the truth that was all.”

“This is the truth,” she said, springing across the room. 

Before I’d had the chance to step away, she had grabbed one of my hands. She closed my fingers about her wrist. She then opened and closed her fingers, making a fist. 

“Do you feel that?” she asked, not taking her eyes off me. “Can you hear it—can you hear them?”

As Fran continued to open and close her fingers, I could feel what felt like pistons and pulleys sliding back and forth beneath her cold flesh. And if I listened very carefully over the dull thud of music that came from the bar across the street, and the hollering and shouting that came from adjacent apartments, I was sure I could hear the faint sound of tick-tocking, like the inner workings of an old grandfather clock. 

My eyes grew wide as I stared back at Fran. She released her grip on me and my fingers fell away from about her wrist. I watched her step away, cross the room, and sit on the edge of the bed. She took a pack of cigarettes from her jacket, which lay next to her. She lit one, then blew out a stream of blue smoke in a deep, shuddering breath. 

Fran looked at me through the smoke that wafted in front of her. “So now you know, Jake. You know what kind of freak I truly am.” 

My brains felt scrambled. I wasn’t sure I understood what Franziska was trying to say—to prove. I took a deep breath. When my heart had started to find a rhythm that was something close to normal, I said, “So are you like the others? Are you a clockwork person? Are you like Mary Briggs?” 

Fran blew a jet of smoke from the corner of her mouth. “No, I’m human—it’s just my limbs that are clockwork—for now, at least.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, still trying to make sense of everything she had revealed about herself. 

“Time is running out for me, Jake,” she said, a fearful tremor making her voice sound rattled. “I don’t want to become like the others.”

“Like Mary Briggs, you mean?”

“No, not like Mary Briggs,” Fran said, dropping the cigarette onto the warped floorboards and grinding it flat beneath the heel of her boot. “Mary Briggs and the other clockwork people you have seen are little more than prototypes. They were just the start.”

“The start of what?” 

“The start of humans becoming little more than slaves,” Fran said. “In the future, humans like me become mindless, tick-tocking machines.”

“Slaves for whom?” I asked. 

“For supernatural creatures like you, Jake Stranger,” Fran said before lighting another cigarette.  
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Wanting to prove to Fran that she didn’t scare or revolt me, I crossed the room and sat next to her on the edge of the bed. Despite her revealing to me her scars and that she was part machine, I still thought she was beautiful. But it wasn’t her beauty that had really drawn me to her. Despite discovering the truth about her, I had made a connection with Fran. If I shunned her now because she had kept secrets and not told me the truth, then I would be little more than a hypocrite. I had kept secrets, too. When Fran had asked me why the Warlocks and Wiser Witches had sent me to Grey Edge, I hadn’t told her the truth. And despite that truth now being known, thanks to the report the Warlocks had sent to Marshal Platz, I had still lied. I had told Fran and the others that I had killed those human men because they were going to hurt the young woman named Carol. But if I had told the truth, not only to Fran and the others, but also to myself, I would have confessed that I cursed those human men to die because I was trying to impress. I had been trying to impress that young human girl. I had wanted her to know that people like me existed. I had wanted to tear down the veil that existed between the human and supernatural world. In my arrogance, I cursed three human men to die. But there had been something more. When those men had seen my magic, when they had seen my hands that sometimes looked a little like claws where I leaked magic from my fingers, they had called me a freak. They had feared me. They had hated me. It was for that reason alone I had really cursed them. Those human men should have marvelled at my abilities, not mocked them, and me. So how could I be angry with Fran for keeping secrets and lying, when I had been keeping secrets? But worse than that, in my arrogance, I had been lying to myself, too. 

“How long have you got?” I asked Fran, glancing sideways at her as we sat next to each other on the edge of the bed. 

“What do you mean?” she asked, not looking at me, but slumped forward, wrists dangling over her knees, cigarette smouldering between her fingers. 

“You said time is running out for you?” I reminded her. “What happens when it does? Do you become...” I struggled to find the right words. 

“A machine is the word I think you’re searching for,” she cut in. 

“I guess,” I said, not wanting to hurt her feelings, but still needing answers so I could truly make sense of what she had told me. “How did all of this start? When did it start?”

“It started on your side of the veil,” Fran started to explain. “The whole clockwork thing started in this year—1985. That’s why we have travelled from the future into the past, so that I might change my future and the future of all humans.”

“Who’s we?” I asked her.

“Platz and Grace. The three of us travelled back in the hope that we might be able to change the future,” Fran said.

Blowing out my cheeks, I got up from the bed.

I heard Fran sigh in frustration. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

I turned to look at her. “Clockwork people, time travel. It sounds impossible.”

“Says you, who can shoot bolts of lightning from your fingertips. Says the man who travels around on the back of a freaking werewolf,” Fran reminded me. 

“But... time travel!” I said, throwing my hands into the air. “How is such a thing possible? How do you do it?”

“Through that padlocked door at the Talisman office,” Fran said, before taking another puff on her cigarette. The end of it glowed a fierce orange, illuminating her eyes in the gloom. “It’s some kind of portal. A doorway between different times—”

“You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” I didn’t mean to scoff, but I just couldn’t help myself. 

Fran flattened the cigarette beneath her boot before leaping to her feet. “Is it any stranger that there is a veil that separates the human and the supernatural world?” She sounded angry. “If you can pass through the veil into the human world, why shouldn’t we be able to pass through something similar in time?”

“So how does this portal work?”

“How does the veil work?” she shot back at me.

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“And neither do I,” she said. “Anyway, it’s Platz who has it all figured out. It was Platz who asked Grace and me to come through the portal and help him change the past. It was his idea.”

“So are you three like cops in the future—in the human world?” I asked. 

“No,” Fran said with a shake of her head. “Just three strangers who came together to try and fight back.”

“Fight back against who and what?” 

“The supernaturals,” Fran said. “Against the vampires and werewolves.”

“But I thought you said it was people like me, witches and wizards, who had enslaved humans in the future by turning them into mindless machines,” I said. 

“There is only one like you in the future,” Fran said, turning away and sitting back down on the bed. “He is a powerful Warlock. He turned on your people. He ripped up the Peace Accord of 1971 that the Warlocks and Wiser Witches had negotiated between the vampires and shifters. He brought the two species together to destroy the rest of the witches and wizards. He then set about tearing down the veil that existed between the human and supernatural world so he could enslave the humans.”

“Why not just kill the humans?” I asked, my brain racing as I tried to make sense of what Fran was telling me. 

“For the same reason that humans built machines to make their lives easier,” she said. “You have no idea what the future is like, Jake. We humans got lazy. We built machines and smart devices that did much of the work for us. That Walkman you have is just the start. In the future—where I come from—children are taught by robots. Robots carry out operations, as there are no more surgeons or doctors. Cars drive themselves, while humans sit lazily in the back and stare out the window. Even the cars are built by robots. Robots deliver groceries while the humans sit and watch TV or play with their smartphones...”
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