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        “As befits steampunk, Law fills the pages with exciting gear action and fashion...His prose includes some brilliant descriptions including the opening sentence: ‘A black murder rose from the wound of a cliff’.”

        - Publisher’s Weekly

      

        

      
        “Adventure is what I expected going into this book, and adventure is what I got. The atmosphere was entrancing, the airships were captivating, the action was spot on. I can’t wait to see what the author has in store for us next!”

        - Mystery Author, M. W. Griffith

      

        

      
        “A different take on the steampunk genre. Most stories tend to explore the contraptions invented had the Industrial Revolution taken a different path, and the world remained stuck in the Victorian Era. Using Mark Twain as a pivotal character will likely bring about a chuckle or two.”

        - M. P. Ceja, InD’Tale Magazine

      

        

      
        “It's a fun story about a diverse group who comes together to save the world, something we've seen many times, but what sets this story apart is the quality of the writing- great dialogue, cool world building and wonderful characters, especially the women. Rosa and Vanessa are prickly, strong, smart, and capable, and couldn't be more different from one another. No damsels in distress in this Pirate story, I loved those ladies.”

        - GoodReads Reviewer

      

        

      
        “The characterization of the four main characters is exceptionally well done. The plot is a weave of two quests. The first is to find out who is stealing famous landmarks like Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower, and of course to fight them and thus return the landmarks. The second is to find Albion’s mentor, Captain Sam Clemens, and resolve the issues that caused their separation. The fantasy elements were quite interesting and the author has been very creative.”

        - ARC Reviewer
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        Living the ideal life is a human right, unless you’re unregistered.

      

        

      
        Living under the watchful eye of the Metrics Worldwide Government has its perks. Citizens are assigned a life, so they don’t worry about finding schools, jobs, or spouses for themselves. They’re even allowed to have one child, enabling them to focus on raising an ideal son or daughter and experience an optimally satisfying family life.

      

        

      
        The only people left out are the unlucky accidental second children, called the unregistered. For 20-year-old Bristol, this is the only life he knows. But he can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong with his world, and spends his nights painting controversial murals in low-profile parts of town.

      

        

      
        Metrics doesn’t like the murals, or the frustrations of the unregistered citizens they represent.

      

        

      
        They enact their long-debated unregistered solution: publicly, they announce the relocation of all unregistered citizens to far-off desert states. But when Bristol and his friends discover the dark truth behind the plan, they must work together to escape the clutches of their motherland, and survive long enough to discover an unknown world.  
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            Station 1

          

          Ghosts of the Lonely West

        

      

    

    
      The inspector landed on soil that had little known the bite of tuppenny boots, breathing the burned-wood scent that prevailed in the American winter. Her boots had been bought for a song across an ocean in a market in Camden Town, which seemed all too far away now.

      In sight of the dim evening lamps of a small town, Vanessa Hargreaves, expatriated from her beloved England, looked back up to her steel guardian. It was a ways down from the cockpit, but his hip plate made for a sturdy footstool to hop the ten feet to the ground. Alphonse certainly looked out of place here, a knight far west of the castles of Scotland where he had been built. As out of place as Hargreaves herself. To think of it! An agent of Victoria III, Queen of Pax Brittania, in exile in the wildness of America with only a steel golem for company!

      But Hargreaves knew too well that what lay in the box on Alphonse’s back had the potential to destroy the world. There were forces high and low, standards under both the black flag and the Union Jack, that would do anything to get the Cook box. Though Hargreaves pined for the high streets and low alleys of their home in London, there were still dragons to be slain in the west. So she put the thought of merry England behind her and resolved to carry on.

      Hargreaves rather thought she would be needing her steel friend before long. Sadly, his innards were starkly empty of fuel, and he would carry her no farther. Alphonse’s belly wouldn’t feed itself, which meant Hargreaves needed to impose on the local town for coal. The inspector supposed the papers might have exaggerated America’s famed conservatism just a tad, but she didn’t care to risk attracting her pursuers in any way by parading an automata down the streets. She slung her carpet bag over her shoulder and covered the bulk of Alphonse with canvas and branches. The covering served to protect her guardian from prying eyes and exposure to elements. The deep darkness of the giant’s metal eye slits seemed to appraise her with a sort of inanimate loneliness.

      “Don’t blame me. It’s your fault for being a great big shiny lump,” Hargreaves admonished it, before covering the steel frog-head. From a distance, the disguise wouldn’t be anything of interest even in the daytime. That was of special importance. Alphonse carried on his back a box that could unleash a plague of biblical proportions on the unsuspecting townsfolk. Nobody must touch the box!

      Hargreaves gave a thought to herself. Her leonine mane whipped about, comforting in the cool of autumn. That would never do. She tied it back into a neat bun. Then, she set off down the path, trying to walk casually. Respectably. Her undercover instincts came alive. Soon, the spot where she had hidden Alphonse disappeared behind the trees, and some peaked roofs and a water tower came into view over the next copse. The tower had been painted with a huge red apple.

      As she entered the town, a steaming omnibus rumbled down the nearly deserted main street. The rounded, riveted front marked it as an older model, not far removed from a locomotive. It stopped in front of the plate glass of an eatery that served double duty as a bus station. With her canvas bag and dusty clothes, Hargreaves easily blended into the group of harried passengers. There was a slight delay as the people packed on the sidewalk, apparently too polite to go onto the road. From the murmuring, it seemed there were more people than usual on the omnibus. One man mentioned something to do with the major rail lines being shut through the Midwest.

      Hargreaves bought a paper and a notebook from a freeman’s newsstand, taking her change from his dark fingers. As she turned, one of the passengers remarked on how lucky he had been to catch this bus, otherwise he would have been obliged to wait an entire week for the next transport. Another bumped into her and kept going, not even raising his cap in apology. She nearly missed the lewd look of appraisal as he glanced back.

      “Why, I never!” Hargreaves breathed. Sometimes she missed the vestiges of Victorian England. Back in the reign of the first Victoria, men were responsible for any untoward display of the baser natures. Even being alone with an unwed woman or remarking on her ankles was considered untoward. Today, women of the Pax Britannia still enjoyed the trace chivalry of that heyday, as was only proper. She reminded herself this was America, and these people had bucked English customs as easily as English rule. But she definitely felt they had thrown the baby out with the bathwater on this one.

      Hargreaves hoped there was an inn or a boarding house somewhere. Alphonse’s seat was no place to weather the cold mountain nights. But the eatery seemed the only establishment open at the moment. Faint smells reminded her she hadn’t eaten since leaving Rosa and the crashed airship ’Berry yesterday afternoon.

      Hargreaves walked into the eatery and settled into a warm, plush booth. A patina of wear had descended on everything, and the air carried just a hint of frying grease. The fare appeared to be the ubiquitous soup and Hamburg steak. A row of taps dispensed a bubbling effervescence, with a smell like sweet engine cleaner. There was an awful lot of paisley, but besides this slight, the place was welcoming in every sense of the word. It was to be expected; airships brought more than goods, they brought ideas, and not all of them were used the way it said on the tin. Hargreaves suddenly missed Auntie, the ’Berry’s resident matron, on a profound level.

      “Blech,” she groaned under her breath, watching someone consume something that looked worse than naval rations. She should have been more subtle, but the stuff was truly foul. Some sort of potted pork or beef.

      “We don’t have none of your fancy city grub,” said an apparent local. The man was two seats away. Whenever he spoke, crumbs dribbled from a spotty beard. “But I got somethin’ a lot tastier back here, legs.”

      Hargreaves was in no mood for his low brand of repulsive.

      “Beg pardon? Have you escaped from the chef, you unbearable swine?”

      Scattered chuckles sounded from the nearby diners. A cook tipped his hat from behind a service window. The sally seemed to rile up the repulsive man, who slowly creaked to his feet. Surprisingly, the man wore threadbare suit trousers and a vest under the grime. The overall effect was of a solicitor rising from the grave to settle an account. Diners nearby crinkled their noses.

      “Why, you limey little whore!” said this repulsive character.

      There were twenty-one different ways Hargreaves could have dealt with the filth, seven of which did not involve stepping in the man’s aura of stench. Fortuitously, it seemed she required none of them, for another man stepped up and delivered a sharp left hook into the roiling swamp of the breathing hazard’s face. He went down with an admirable crack, right onto the tile where a busboy began to unceremoniously sweep the rubbish out the back door.

      “Huzzah!” the diners cried, and began to congratulate Hargreaves’ savior. They looked meaningfully into the inspector’s eyes. Etiquette demanded some response, but Hargreaves lacked the social vocabulary. At last, she spotted a waitress enthusiastically lifting a half-full pot.

      “Might I buy you a cup of coffee?” Hargreaves managed, wincing as she said the word. It elicited another round of applause.

      Her rescuer turned out to be a well-dressed man of middling means, with a kempt brown beard and remarkably pale eyes. As first impressions went, Hargreaves could find no fault with his. He struck her as an earnest fellow perhaps a touch older than herself. His name was Herbert Holm Howard, or Howard, as the townspeople seemed to prefer calling him.

      “Thank you,” Hargreaves managed, though she would have preferred a quiet meal and a soft bed to the drama. Her nerves were strained from imagined plots and actual danger.

      “That was Wilford Appleby, one of Appleton’s fallen sons. We take care of our own,” Howard said, as he nursed a cup of black coffee. His knuckles, perched on long craftsman’s fingers, were flushed red where he had decked Appleby.

      “What happened to him?” Hargreaves asked, curious despite herself.

      “In life? Failed in the city, slunk back to Appleton with just the clothes on his back. It’s a common enough story. Jill, the waitress over there, tried her luck as an actress,” Herbert said, wincing as he shook out his hand. A heavy, paper-wrapped cylinder fell from it with a thunk. “Just now? I was palming a roll of quarters.”

      Hargreaves laughed. Her food arrived then, a sad, limp bovine corpse on soggy bread and wilted salad greens. She was reasonably sure she had seen the chef take the patty out of a can before slapping it onto a grill. The chips were suitably greasy, but cut too small. The apple pie, however, was spectacular, and she was told it was on the house.

      “I was under the impression America was a land of plenty, rich with industry, ingenuity and the fat of the land,” said Hargreaves. “But there were an awful lot of people like Mister Appleby, coming up from New York. I hope you do not mind my saying so, but the reality falls short of the dream.”

      Hargreaves had passed shuttered houses and people destitute, living out of their still-warm jalopies. She had parked Alphonse by lots full of clacking boilers, with the windows blocked out by belongings, not yards from centers advertising the latest in clockworked home conveniences. As an enforcer of the law, she wondered where the destitute could turn if a woman amongst them fell prey to abusers. She wondered how many amongst them could afford to eat.

      Howard glanced amusedly at Hargreaves’ table manners. At a nearby table, another diner was holding his burger with both hands, tucking in with a bloody gusto. Hargreaves snorted, and continued her surgery.

      “Do not forget: we are a nation built by people leaving the old world. We’re stubbornly independent,” said Howard. He looked toward the street where he had just thrown out poor Mr. Appleby. “Even when we are demonstrably sick.”

      Hargreaves suddenly felt like a right git.

      “The coffee, at least, is strong,” Hargreaves said.

      “If you need to stay awake this evening, there’s Miracle Drop at the fountain,” said Howard. Where he looked, Hargreaves saw no statues or vaulted sprays of water, only the row of vile-smelling faucets.

      “Miracle Drop?” asked Hargreaves.

      “Maybe it is the old country that is backward, if you’ve not heard of pop. Here, I’ll order us some,” Howard said.

      Hargreaves did, in fact, know of pop. She was accustomed to a lovely amaretto fizz in summer, at her favorite Italian café in Leicester Square. Sometimes she would treat herself to a dish of strawberries, inexpensive in season and matched with the nuttiness of the drink.

      What the waitress brought roiling and whizzing to the table did not much smell like pop. In fact, Hargreaves rather fancied she saw the spilled droplets eating through the façade of the table.

      “This is Miracle Drop,” Howard declared, inserting a straw and drinking, to Hargreaves’ horror.

      “What does it taste like?”

      “Err…red, I think.”

      “That is not touching my lips,” Hargreaves declared. The stuff gave a protesting sort of gurgle, like mad science gone sentient.

      “Amazing what our ateliers can do. The trains bring the raw material, and the contraptions turn it into a beverage on the spot. And for a fraction of the cost we used to pay for tonics,” said Howard.

      “Cost that was paid for brewers and vintners. Jobs Mr. Appleby might have done,” said Hargreaves. “There’s value in the human touch.”

      “But where’s the money in it?” Howard said. He took another sip, before shrugging. “Somebody has to make a profit. And Appleby wouldn’t take the work. He used to be a millionaire.”

      Hargreaves shook her head, speechless. It seemed beneath the fizzing red glitz of this nation, something was subtly rotting away. But she was one to talk—her own government was contemplating using disease as a weapon.
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      After the inexcusable dinner, Howard was the perfect gentleman, taking the time to lead her to a respectable boarding house in the center of the town. The signboard outside showed a merry sort of worm coming out of an apple and the words “Early Bird Bed and Breakfast” woodworked in cheerful copperplate. The worm was on a cam and a spring, so it poked its head out at certain intervals. The sign was nearly invisible in the dim light of a gas streetlamp, the only one on the street.

      Howard insisted on helping Hargreaves check in with the elderly owners, who greeted Howard on sight. They looked identical, gray-haired and pearly, like a pair of matching porcelain dolls.

      “Room 2D,” said the elderly woman, the front desk half of the pair. Howard took the key and passed it to Hargreaves. “And the husband can take care of your luggage.”

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly,” said Hargreaves. The elderly man looked hale enough, but Hargreaves had a deceptively heavy assortment of small arms and incendiaries in her carpetbag. The sparker alone would have caused a significant uproar. She struggled for a white lie.

      “There are some delicate samples I can entrust to no other. In fact, once I purchase some coal for my engine tomorrow, I must get going.”

      “Didn’t you come in on the bus?” Howard remarked.

      “Yes. The driver found me waylaid on the side of the road, and was kind enough to offer me a ride,” she lied. Howard nodded.

      “A shame. Howard talks to so few women, let alone a nice young lady. All the nice ladies are gone,” the elderly woman said, writing in the hotel’s thick, mostly blank registry.

      “Gone?”

      “To the city, I imagine. Here one day, and not the next.”

      “And which city is that?” said Hargreaves, both flushed and endeared to the lady’s remark.

      “Why, New York City, of course. No other.”

      “Esther, Miss Hargreaves, I believe I will bid you a good night,” said Howard. He tipped his hat as he went.

      “See? A right gentleman. Although one does wonder what he gets up to, with no wife in the house,” said Esther. Hargreaves blushed, as Esther looked at her pointedly. But eventually Hargreaves secured the room key and climbed the stairs to a small room, one of four on that floor. Curiously, the hall kept going for another few meters, and Hargreaves thought perhaps the other rooms had quite luxurious floorplans.

      As soon as Hargreaves found her room, she quietly closed the door and fussed about, picking her heavy bag up and putting it down in different places. When she was sure Howard had gone, she went downstairs again and approached the front desk.

      “Why, the room is delightful, just delightful, but I’m driving several hours in the morning, and I’d sooner not look on the road while I’m resting,” Hargreaves explained as the innkeeper nodded empathically.

      “Those dreadful engines! With their racket and soot. I understand, dearie. Here you go.” Esther smiled as she handed Hargreaves another key. It opened room 2B, directly opposite her current room.

      Hargreaves regarded such practices as second nature. Though idyllic Appleton had its charms, she had not forgotten she was being pursued. So she braced the door with the vanity chair, and confirmed she could climb out of the window if necessary.

      Then she sighed, loosed her golden tresses, and settled into the quilted comforter with a depressed sort of poof. She wondered when she had even begun to have these habits. Was it when she became an agent of the Queen? When the pips had landed on her shoulder, making her a plainclothes inspector? Hargreaves suspected it was even further back than that, but before she could go there her mind drew a veil of sleep over the waking world.

      Half an hour later, she was suddenly awakened by the sound of a floorboard creaking. Through the fog of sleep, she slowly worked out the sound was coming from the hallway just outside her door.

      “Likely the innkeep’s,” Hargreaves thought. “Or a resident out to the loo.” Nevertheless, she got out of bed, still fully dressed, and extracted her 9mm Browning from the carpetbag. She tucked the Browning into the band of her skirt and drew the Bowie knife. Then she looked through her peephole. The moon in the hall window was bright enough, and she didn’t bother with the room’s gas lamp.

      Howard? thought Hargreaves. Kneeling at the keyhole of 2D, her savior was stealthily but vigorously picking the lock. She wouldn’t have thought the pleasant man such a deviant, but there he was, kneeling in his well-starched trousers, intent on assaulting her in her boudoir. Hargreaves huffed. She might have stayed in the room if she’d known there would be an opportunity to thoroughly thrash a sexual predator.

      The door to 2D swung open, and she saw the shadow of Howard go into the room. Her view was blocked by the edge of the peephole, but she heard the footsteps. With the full intention of confronting the dastard, she slipped open the door to 2B.

      The blow was stealth itself, but the hard object across her temples hurt no less than if she had seen it coming. Her knife fell quietly to the rug in the hall. It would have been melodrama to faint straight away, but Hargreaves was no fragile blossom. She whirled round, her head stinging abominably, to see the vicious Howard somehow wedged into a blind spot behind a delightful bureau. His eyes were wide, the skin flush and wet, the lips open to reveal perfectly white, straight teeth. He had a knife, too, a long, thin switch that sprang cheerfully into the moonlight.

      Hargreaves waited for Howard to lunge, before stepping aside and putting her knee into his abdomen. The knife snickered back across in a vicious slash, and the inspector’s training took over. She grabbed the knife hand in a Roman handshake along the wrist, and struck at the heel, bending the arc into Howard’s chest.

      “Gahh…” said Howard, wheezing through a new and unnatural aperture.

      Hargreaves took a step back, expecting blood, only to bite her lip as the head came up and clobbered her clean under the jaw. Her last sight was of the ceiling, and the empty hallway behind her, before her crown came down on something hard.

      When the stars had faded from her eyes, she saw Howard stumble down the hall. When she followed, she found a dead end—and a secret door that had not been properly shut, leaving a hair’s breadth of opening and a bit of a draft.

      Wondrous. Hargreaves sighed. She had been in Appleton a day, and already the ghosts of this small town west of all she knew were swirling around her ankles, begging to be exorcised. She drew her Browning.

      Time to get to work, Inspector.
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          In Maman’s Footsteps

        

      

    

    
      Cezette Louissaint expected Maman to be difficult to find. After all, Vanessa Hargreaves was a trained inspector of Scotland Yard, with all the familiarity with stealth, steamcrafts, and hand-to-hand combat essential to evading capture. And she would need all her skills now. Who had led Cezette and Hargreaves’ friends this far? Who had summoned those ghastly metal spiders that so ravaged New York in Hargreaves’ pursuit? And what was the spectral train that had pulled out of the station when Cezette saw her maman escape those spiders?

      It was the airship pirates again who had saved Maman, of that Cezette was sure. But what had happened after? Not even Arturo C. Adler could tell. So here they were, driving by induction alone to find her.

      Cezette perched her slim shoulders on the seat back and arranged her clockworked legs a little more comfortably, so she could look out the window. The roads in America were longer and straighter than Parisian alleys, and wider than God. Flat gravel rivers of tar turned to rounded paving in the towns. Untamed foliage threatened to undo civilization from the banks of the road. There could be a dozen whirring, clacking monsters in the greenery, and they would never know. That was how thick and wild this country could be.

      Cezette took comfort in her maman’s resume. Hargreaves had been made an agent of the English Queen herself, survived and befriended an air pirate crew, and had the help of an iron giant built by the best craftsmen in Her Majesty’s service. If anybody could get away with the Cook box, her maman could. But Cezette didn’t have much hope of catching up to her in their stolen New York taxi leaking steam from a dozen cracks, bullet holes and seams. And though MAD—Hargreaves’ hand-picked unit—had become like family to her, Cezette wasn’t particularly fond of sharing a steaming sedan cabin with four older men.

      Wait.

      What was that?!

      Merde!

      Suddenly her maman’s trail proved all too easy to follow, or so Cezette hoped. For a moment she thought the blisters of police lights were the ones from her past, when Mordemere had laid waste to her beloved Paris. But though they resolved into American patrols, there were too many of them, and their markings reflected several different authorities. Jean Hallow, her tutor dozing in the back seat, had taught her to tell the difference. But even had she not known, and even with the dense coverage, it was difficult to miss the flocks of screaming, steaming police lorries tearing down the road, leaving rooster tails of gravel and panic.

      “Alors! Look, look!” said Cezette, rousing the napping pile in the back seat. Uncle Cid, who was driving through what seemed an impenetrable gray beard, nodded that he had seen as well.

      “Deuced loud, those American rozzers,” Arturo grumbled sleepily from the backseat. “What’re they on about?” The detective who had insisted on MAD following Vanessa Hargreaves to America had seemed less keen on the idea when he discovered the sheer distances the country was full of.

      “Those patrol chasseurs, they are all headed to the same place. Do you think another of the spider contraptions is loose?” said Cezette. Her voice drew huge, bleary looks, but there was recognition in Arturo’s face, at the least. The toff had lost some of his glitz on the trip, but preserved a remarkable amount of lace. Jean Hallow, on the other hand, emerged from his torpor as he always did: like the undead. Hargreaves had selected him for his skill, not for his charm at society soirees.

      “And what if Hargreaves has already gone on ahead?” grumbled Arturo.

      “I think we all need a respite from this dreadful cab,” said Hallow.

      “Consider it done,” said Cid in his usual basso profundo. “None too soon. My nethers feel like they’ve been clamped in a torque vice.”

      “Cid!” said Arturo. “There is a lady present!”

      “I also feel as if I’m carrying a bébé in my petticoats,” said Cezette, to the detective’s mortification. Cid exchanged a conspiratorial wink.

      “I could also use the facilities,” agreed Hallow. Arturo huffed.

      “Well, carry on then!”

      Despite the levity, there was a sort of grim note to their exchange. None of them could forget the destruction the metal spiders, some as big as houses, had wrought. And where chaos was, Hargreaves and her metal guardian would be. After all, MAD had followed her by trailing the casual destruction left by her dastardly pursuers. Ominous and nebulous, their enemies had caused several pitfalls to appear in downtown Manhattan, and also flattened a small town.

      The group took the closest turnabout and followed the sound of yowling cats to an exit, where the road deteriorated into a two-lane country track and thence into a five-street small town. MAD found the wailing sirens of the constables crawling all over a small shop. It was flanked on every side by fire engines and steaming-hot police vehicles.

      And as Cid pulled around the spot to look for a place to stop, Cezette corrected herself; those were police officers, and the shop was a general store. Jean Hallow had been coaching her on proper nomenclature, and the effect it had on “the common people.” Linguistics and psychology were subjects the archivist seemed strangely keen on. He had stressed the importance of using them, particularly around figures of authority in foreign places.

      Cezette applied her learning as soon as they had relieved themselves at a nearby eatery. She walked down the road, up to one of the stern, uniformed men and tried being as direct as she imagined Americans would be.

      “Mon dieu! Officer, what happened here?”

      The straitlaced uniform looked to her, then up past her as if he had never seen such a strange assembly of characters. She followed his gaze, to find Arturo a ways back along the road, intent on staring at everything dramatically, his spiky platinum hair quivering as he did. Merde! Cezette had hoped her modest clothes would make a good impression. She had made sure not to show any of the machinery of her legs, which were not flesh and bone but lacquer and mixed metals.

      “Run along. A crime scene is no place for tourists,” the uniform began, but when he saw Cezette more curious than pale, he relented. Perhaps he figured it was safer she go away, morbid interest satiated. “There’s a lot of blood in the hallway of the inn. We’re trying to find the body now.”

      “The body. You are sure they died?” Cezette inquired. Then the implication took her― what if it was her maman? A surge of Arturo’s detecting lessons pumped into her head. “Was there gold hair? The time frame? Is the blood dry? Les preuves, monsieur!”

      “The what? You got some wild ideas in your head. Did you see it in a picture? Crazed directors these days, making all kinds of oddness. I blame those plains-crawler dirigibles. Traveling always gives folks strange ideas.” At this point, the officer found he was talking to himself.

      Cezette had already turned away from him, intent on the rest of the scene. The others had also moved on, Cid drifting toward a nearby cafe for his morning cuppa, Jean loitering by the police vehicles. Arturo was casually conversing with the lead officer on the scene, but he soon stopped. His face announced it was a cut-and-dried case, or in Arturo’s vernacular, boring. He seemed distracted, or nervous, glancing at the police vehicles as well. It seemed she had a little time to poke about, as it were.

      Cezette felt quite odd. Something about this little town smelled of Maman. The place was certainly in range of Alphonse’s loping limbs, if a bit toward the west. His pistons were not so different from those below her thighs. For a moment, Cezette thought back to when Maman pulled her from a clockwork horror, only to find she had emerged without her legs. Uncle Cid had given her new ones, with the stipulation she learn to maintain them herself. Cezette didn’t need to be told twice. She loved her regained freedom. It was a gift that meant a lot to a girl who used to be trapped all her days; so she used them now, stepping lightly onto the crime scene, being careful to leave no trace. Her heels tended to press harder than any young woman’s ought to.

      When all four police officers had their heads turned, Cezette pirouetted on smoothly oiled knees and slipped into the inn, barely ruffling the cordon of thin crime ribbon. Inside, sunbeams lanced through dust motes, peacefully lighting up an abandoned front desk. Cezette instinctively took the stairs, remembering her maman’s teachings about high ground. When she got there, it didn’t take any detective training to see the ugly splotch of red, darkening to a mauve brown at the edges. It was dramatic, still wet at the center, but not nearly enough to kill. Cezette knew that much. The stain dripped away across the carpet, and around a corner.

      Arturo had been teaching her the craft of detection in spare moments on the airship across the Atlantic. She looked around, trying to get the feel of the place. There were drops scattered some distance apart—two people? Scuffed rugs. An unlocked door, and a recently picked one, that was clear from the scratches. But the rooms themselves were empty, without a single sock even in the wardrobes.

      There was also a lock of blonde hair caught on a door hinge. Cezette smelled it carefully: airships’ aeon steam, and the faint perfume of lilac, some days old. Even though she hadn’t mastered the art of detecting completely, she knew one thing immediately: Maman had been here! But where had she gone?

      “If there’s been a theft, follow the money. If there’s a body, follow the blood.” Arturo’s maxim. She followed the blood, leading her around the corner and smack dab into a dead end. The hallway terminated at a little nook, with a decorative table set against a blank wall.

      “Sacre bleu!” Cezette cried, but softly. She rubbed her knee where it had banged it, though it didn’t hurt.  She was simply rather protective of Cid’s gifts. But as she looked down, she observed the droplets of blood go right up to the wall. Tellingly, one of the tiny, perfect circles was cut in half by the edge of the wainscoting.

      Cezette felt around. Under the lacy edge of the table’s doily, she discovered a tiny toggle switch made of brass. When she tripped it, there was no visible change or sound, but the wall felt just a little bit looser, as if no longer part of the inn’s firmament. Cezette pushed. The section of wall fell back, taking the table with it to reveal a secret passageway.

      “Alors,” murmured Cezette. “Won’t Arturo be jealous?”

      She slipped inside, her lithe body finding the crawlspace quite spacious. A man would have trouble with the low ceilings, she surmised.  Once between the bare slats, she found there were cunning slits in the walls to let in the light. At the moment, they were showing scuffs, drag marks, old tears in the wadding of the wall. Cezette gasped, but she kept her head, looking for the fresher blood. And it was there, now outlined in a footprint. No, two. There was the trace of a large shoe. Heavy tread—a large man? Or someone struggling…

      Cezette followed the crawlspace well past the physical limits of the inn. At this point, she must be in the adjacent building, which was, as she recalled, a mixed-use residence with a general store on the first floor. What she would call une epicerie. She was about to feel for a door seam or catch when suddenly the space opened up into a room about the size of a large closet. The wall simply ended, slats sticking out of the plaster like ribs. She was looking at a room with white walls and a single object in it.

      When she got close, the object turned out to be a wooden horse, dark with old blood. Not the kind she looked for in a toy shop window, but the kind Cezette only knew from a book on medieval torture her tutor Jean Hallow had accidentally brought her. Victims would be sat, naked, on the sharp triangular block and given weights to hold. The torture took days, and it would be agonizing, until the person simply died from the blood loss or infection. How much of the torture was simply the knowledge that, even if the tortured survived, they would never be the same again? Why did Hallow have such a tome to begin with? Cezette hadn’t dared ask.

      Now Cezette covered her mouth, feeling her gorge rise. Had Maman been subjected to this?

      The fresher drops led around the horse, thankfully. Cezette stepped carefully around the terrible thing, trying not to let it touch her pinafore. She arrived at another blank wall. Puzzles upon puzzles…but the person who was bleeding had been careless. A splatter of blood showed where he had stumbled, and Cezette placed one dainty shoe against the board outlined there. The wall fell back, again impossibly quietly, and there before her was another tiny, cramped crawlspace.

      As she passed by a cleverly hidden panel, a bear trap tripped on utterly silent, oiled hinges, its teeth glinting cheerfully in the dark.

      “La vache!” cried Cezette in surprise. The cow!

      Steeling herself, she looked down—to find she was quite all right. If she were all flesh and blood, her ankle would have been crushed. But she was steel and enamel below the knees, and the teeth of the trap merely made her stumble, biting ineffectively on her shin. Cid’s steel was better—it chipped the rusted teeth of the trap. Clearly, the thing had been meant to maul, not to sever.

      Gingerly, Cezette extracted herself, careful not to snag her long, raven hair on the edges of the walls. Pulling the trap out of its hiding place, she tossed it forward down the crawlspace. And it was a good thing too. The contraption triggered two more traps: a cutting wire that struck sparks against the bear jaws and a deadfall sandbag that dropped from the ceiling, swinging back and forth through the passage. As the bear trap landed, it crashed through a false floor and made a clattering noise. When Cezette moved carefully to the lip, passing a few other rooms, she saw there were sharpened stakes on the next floor down, ready to impale someone who fell through. The place was a house of horrors. What sort of perverted mind would build something like this?

      She didn’t know what to expect after that, but she picked carefully forward, with her toes first, and discovered a convoluted passageway full of blind corners and dead ends. Ladders ascended toward the roof, and parts of the hall sloped disarmingly. On the other side was a steep metal slide leading down to the first floor, or more likely a basement, where the fresh blood made a wet skid on the surface. The steel dropped away into the darkness, and there was a foul smell, like bad eggs and pennies.

      Cezette placed herself at the top of the slide and looked. She was no fool. Cezette was well aware there might be more traps below. But her days of being trapped in her room above the Rue Fremicourt had honed her sense of danger to a fine edge. Even so, when she slid carefully down the slide, she became aware of something else in the room and gasped, nearly falling over her own feet.

      Just beside the bottom of the slide was a body.

      Voices and a rustling above caught her unawares. A door somewhere was opening!

      Startled, Cezette’s heel fell on something uneven on the floor. She felt the weight shift through her hips, her legs unable to compensate, and she caught a nearby shelf for balance. There were unsavory things on the shelf, brown with old blood.

      “What was that noise?”

      “There’s somebody downstairs!”

      The loud shifting brought the voices closer. A basement stair? She had surely slid for more than two stories. But in the time before the voices arrived, Cezette quickly took in the dim room for anything useful. The smell was stronger, choking in the enclosed space. The body was a man, his chest a ragged wound, but fresh—the smell could not be from him. His head looked wrong, misshapen, and there was a wet-looking hammer shining at his side. Signs of a struggle: an upset workbench, scattered tools. And, mon dieu, were those rags, or bodies? More blood, old, some of it on the shop stair. There! A second stair, with daylight peeking through the trap door at the top.

      Just before she ran to the stair, Cezettte managed to scoop the object that had tripped her off the floor and into the front of her pinafore. Maybe it was instinct, or a vindictive sense of needing to know what had befuddled her beautiful prosthetics, but she did it without quite knowing why. Then, she confronted her only means of escape.

      It was locked. A heavy brown chain linked the handles of the trap door.

      Cezette wasted no time. She took off her shoe and kicked with her hard metal heels. The chain crumbled into rust, and she was outside even as the basement began to fill with the footsteps of officers. She closed the doors behind her quietly, put her shoe back on and walked casually around to the front of the building.

      Then Cezette disappeared, blending into the crowd.
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      Cid had just come back with coffees for everyone in pasteboard cups plastered with some obnoxious green branding when Cezette sauntered up to the old cab.

      “The tea they serve up here is beastly, some faded ghost of a Keemun or a Ceylon. But the lattes are not bad. What do you have there, Cezzy?” said Cid. He said it with concern, but Cezette appreciated the fact that he didn’t make a grab for it. She was visibly flustered, she knew, and her leggings on one side were chewed to threads. But Cezette managed to climb into the cab, and they eased off down the road even as the officers began to pile out of the front of the general store, some of them vomiting into the bushes.

      “A notebook, I think,” Cezette said. “From the crime scene.”

      “Hum,” Arturo said. He shifted a blind inside the cabin of the taxi, and a beam of light lanced into his lap. “Give it here.”

      “What happened?” asked Hallow.

      Cezette filled them in, trying to keep to the facts as Arturo had taught her. But their conclusion was the same as her own.

      “This man in the basement must have been killing people for ages with his beastly torture house,” summed up Cid, clearly disgusted. “Funneling people from the inn. A hotel where you check in and never leave.”

      “And for once it went horribly wrong,” finished Arturo. “My, my, our Inspector Hargreaves would have beat seven bells out of a serial murderer.”

      “Is it Maman?”

      “We shall see,” said Arturo, opening the notebook.

      Inside they found a few torn pages, a scribble of some aborted poetry, some lists of numbers and calculations done in a hurried pencil. The rest of the book was blank.

      Cezette slumped back in her seat, disappointed. It was merde like this that convinced a girl her instincts were useless, she thought to herself.

      Arturo’s amused mumbling brought her out of her slump.

      “Well, hullo, Inspector. I believe we are not far from you at all,” he said.

      “Show me!” Cezette demanded. She lunged out of her seat, and her skirt rode up over the part of her leggings that was ripped.

      “Girl! What did I say about taking care of those legs!” shouted Cid. There was a moment when the whole cab shuddered with Cid’s angry piloting, and everybody else tumbled about inside the cabin. The notebook went flying out of Cezette’s hands.

      Once things were put right, Arturo explained he had been on the receiving end of Hargreaves’ missives before. Once he pointed out the straight, clear strokes and the no-nonsense block print, her handwriting was as plain as day. The calculations were promising. It was Cid who proposed they could be fuel and distance figures. Arturo pulled out their map.

      “Assuming your maman was there in the shop, almost the victim of a current-day Pit and Pendulum, and further, managed to dispatch the torturer, she would want to put as much distance as she could from it as soon as possible,” Arturo said. He pointed to a wriggling India ink line he had drawn, one of several highlighting various routes. They wound through mile after mile of untamed lands, wild forests and proud mountains surely unfriendly to any steam crafts.

      “If she started one night ago, she may be on this road here,” Cid filled in. “The grade is level, and it has short intervals between towns where she can find coal, water, and food.”

      “Those figures are enormous,” said Hallow. “Hundreds of miles at the least.”

      “We will never reach her in time,” Cezette bemoaned. She thumped the side of the poor suffering taxi.

      “Where the devil are you going, Hargreaves?” Arturo asked. “Where are you dumping the box?”

      His finger traced the map routes spread out between them in the cabin. Cezette imagined his gentle digits flying over the pines, giant, manicured tips brushing the rocky heights of the Appalachians, and into the vast flats beyond, the plains and the desserts. There would be no automata there, just lengths upon lengths of endless distance to keep the world from the terror riveted inside Maman’s iron box. Only waystations marked the interminable distances, beacon towers that only existed to field the vast plains dirigibles on their slow crawl from one middle of nowhere to another. Cezette looked at the veins spread out over the vastness, and the capillaries below them crawling where Arturo’s finger lay. Then she looked over the coast, to the Pacific, and past it, towards the gray veil hiding the interminable vastness of the Lands Beyond.

      The perfect place to dispose of the Cook box.

      Arturo’s face spread into a roguish grin. The grin soon spread to Cid’s lips, and the two of them sat there, teeth bared like baboons. Then they both looked outside, to a road sign just coming round the bend.

      “What is it about Britons and trains?” Cezette said aloud, and sighed pleasurably.

      They might have missed Maman in New York, but she could feel their reunion coming now, like the undeniable rush of a locomotive engine.
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      Vanessa Hargreaves’ breath came in a ragged wheeze, so loud she was terrified of it bouncing over the mountains and into keen ears.

      She risked a glance out of the stand of trees; nothing, no more gunshots, though because this state had legalized hunting with silencers, the quiet was far from reassuring. The last scream had come from at least thirty yards down, difficult to gauge with the thick temperate arbor pressing in on all sides. It was pitch black, even though in the day she would have been in sight of the town. The town’s leaders hadn’t wanted to make it easier for bandits, and had installed no gaslights along its streets. An antediluvian attitude at first unbelievable, until the sun set and she was left with the blanket of night that had comforted cavemen so many eons ago. It made staying hidden a cakewalk, but Hargreaves imagined she saw the shapes of wild things, restless spirits perhaps, abandoned idols cantering with eagle-feathered antlers.

      She considered making a break over the next ridge. It would be an ankle-breaking climb over rocks, in the dark, sliding down the slippery rot of leaves. In this part of the country, the snow had not descended across the plateaus. Alphonse was waiting for her behind a ridge near the road, an impervious titan. The only problem now was running through those wolf-infested woods without getting shot to bits by her pursuers.

      How had she arrived at this unenviable pickle? She hadn’t stopped asking herself since coming to this confusing place, this mournful place, so at odds with itself, this town of Spelter, Montana.
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      After the dreadful business at the waystation, Hargreaves took the next woolly bear out as far as it went, over the desert, and then took off on Alphonse alone. She couldn’t risk being connected to a murder, or running into the Ripper. Following a dim notion of keeping the Cook box from seeing the light of day, she turned west, where the world stretched out and the distances between places were still full of places to hide. She hired a man with a lorry, loaded Alphonse on the back, and at the first opportunity drove away alone, leaving the driver on the side of the road. It had been easy—she had simply asked him to close his eyes and take off his trousers, then turned and walked quickly to the cab. She had felt little guilt, which in itself made her feel terrible.

      And so, eventually Hargreaves reached the beautiful state of Montana, which seemed to her an open ocean on land: miles and miles of murderous golden desert gradually fading to rolling waves of hilly green grass in the western part of the state. Majestic plateaus skewed across the endless horizon, vast, flat ships of slate braving the waves. Roving schools of wild horses and bison occasionally came into view. Hargreaves had been reading on the Red Indians who lived here, books snatched from waystation parlors mostly. It was easy to see where their idea of a Great Spirit had come. Winter had come, but the life hadn’t gone from the lowlands. She wondered if the spirits knew her mission, if they would aid her in her quest.

      Eventually she entered those mountains and plateaus, larger than any she had ever seen. And here she saw the majesty of the American spirit for the first time, for there were signs of life clinging to those naked rocks. It showed itself in the bright green of garden plots high on the cliffs, basin-like scaffolds that irrigated and watered the crops, and the slab-like homes wedged into the crags of the cliffs. They had long, smooth roofs to catch the sunshine for the boilers inside. The whole flat table of the mountains was their home, and on the roofs stood tall, spire-like balloons ready to fly in the clear sky, their rounded tops shaped with wagon-wheel frames of spry wood. Aeon farmers, by the look of them. And by hearsay. Hargreaves could only deduce at a distance the great condensing sails that drew the stratosphere down along the narrow envelopes and the great tanks that would hold that fortune, just like the waystation pamphlets had advertised. As they filled, they would slowly draw the balloons back to the mountaintops, where the tanks could be unhitched and the balloons fitted again. In the distance, a slew of tall balloons were descending on farther peaks, and the stone framed the brilliant blue horizon with stark ruby beauty. As she watched, an airship drifted slowly by on spinning square sails, like a great windmill that had torn loose from the rolling green hills.

      The inspector turned her eyes from the spectacle with difficulty and tried to keep her mind on the small roads. These were a challenge, meandering, rocky paths bravely cut from the great American wilderness. She fancied there were bears and wolves peering out at her from the bushes. But when she looked closer, she instead came upon herds of penned-in cattle, gleaming with velvety brown flanks and shining, well-kept hooves. Perhaps one in ten glinted with the unmistakable rust-red of steamworks that had been left in the rain for some years, though the cattle did not seem to mind. They were hard to make out, but Hargreaves found a cow quite close who had a shoulder covered with a pitted, rust-dappled plate. The thing seemed to be riveted onto the animal’s shoulder bone, though it displayed no discomfort as it chewed its cud placidly.

      Hargreaves discovered just what they were when she stopped to buy a cannister of milk and some finely ground cornmeal from a farmer who was stopped with his cart. A cow and an ox grazed nearby, unhitched from their yoke. The heifer was a lovely caramel red, but the other bore a hodge-podge of metal in lieu of his back leg. When the animal’s rump settled on the leg, it hissed softly through a round copper valve. The farmer laughed when she asked about it.

      “Ruby and Copper? They’ve been with me for, oh, six seasons now. Copper ran into some coyotes and lost his back leg two summers ago. Time was we would have shot him on the spot for the meat.” The farmer struck Copper’s meat buttock cheerfully as he trod closer. Copper paid him no mind.

      “So what did you do?”

      “Well, I need him to pull my cart, don’t I? The scrap yards are full of broken horse, and it’s easy enough to hammer out a fit.”

      “Doesn’t it just stop when the coal runs out?” asked Hargreaves. Automata horses needed to eat fuel, or their furnaces would stop.

      “No, we just shovel his pies into the chute, and they burn well enough.”

      “Pies?” asked Hargreaves, but in a moment she received a most unwelcome demonstration, which hastened her departure.

      “Wait a moment,” said the farmer. He whistled, and Hargreaves looked on quizzically. But she didn’t wait long, for in a few moments a man appeared from behind a dip in the road. He had straw in his hair, and was quite handsome, with a strong aquiline profile. It looked like he had been taking a nap in the sun. Hargreaves drew in her breath. His strong, muscled stomach peeked out from between the buttons of his white shirt.

      “This is Funny Goat. The name is on account of he’s a half-Blackfoot,” said the farmer. “Some sick sort of joke by the tribe, I thought at first.”

      “No joke,” said Funny Goat simply.

      “Hello, Mr. Goat,” said Hargreaves, a little at a loss. “I’m Vanessa Hargreaves.”

      Funny Goat tipped his head to her and a little straw drifted to the ground.

      “He’s been helping me with the harvest, but I think he’s fixing on going west. Why don’t you ask the nice lady if you can ride in the back?” said the farmer.

      “Oh, no, it’s quite all right. The cabin is much more comfortable,” said Hargreaves hastily. She didn’t want Funny Goat poking around and discovering either Alphonse or the Cook box.

      “Thank you,” said Funny Goat. “The back is fine. I have a little money, and I am used to hardship.”

      The way his big brown eyes looked at her made Hargreaves feel the blush start to creep into her neckline. She just hoped her tan would cover it.

      “No, it’s no trouble,” said Hargreaves, who had known more than a little kindness already on the road. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like the cabin? There’s buckwheat cushions, and we could get to know each other,” Hargreaves wanted to say, but the words choked tight.

      “Down that way’s Spelter,” said the farmer with a strange cadence to his voice. “Those folks don’t take kindly to Injuns. Or Blackies, Mexies, Chinamen. Anybody not your pretty color, to be honest. It’d be better if he hid in the back for a spell.”

      “Oh,” said Hargreaves. Before she could protest, Funny Goat climbed the back of the lorry and hunkered down low under the cloth canopy. She tried not to stare at the backs of his legs pulling his chaps up. “I suppose I could sneak him past the town. There’s a blanket in the back there, Mr. Goat.”

      A hand came up and waved in acknowledgment.

      “You’re a good egg, miss,” said the farmer. “Not often you see a woman traveling on her own in the country. Let alone one with the gumption to help a man, ’specially a red man.”

      “Everybody needs a helping hand once in a while,” said Hargreaves. “Truth is, I don’t believe I’ve been a very good person of late.”

      “I think this will help put your accounts right,” said the farmer. “Funny Goat’s led a hard life. He’s been waiting for a ride for a week, but the moment people ’round here see his Injun nose, it’s like he’s got the pox on him. It’s those papers, talking about the Blackfoot threat all the time. Half those raids are white men dressed up in feathers and making damn fools of themselves, you mark my words.” He started cluck-clucking around like the birds in his cart.

      Hargreaves laughed, nodded enthusiastically and took her purchases to the cabin. She made to give Funny Goat one of the corn cobs she’d bought, but turned only to see a wide-brimmed hat pulled over his face and his chest rising and falling evenly. She shrugged, left the farmer to his cart, and drove on down the road.

      The meandering back roads took their toll on Hargreaves’ coal and water stores, and she didn’t much feel like scraping the dry, grassy mounds from the road to refuel her lorry. Funny Goat seemed comfortable enough on the old straw bales Hargreaves had used to hide Alphonse, though. Eventually she was obliged to use a main road, in the hopes of finding a town. Well paved and free of the old spirits of the West, it took her unerringly forward until it stopped abruptly at a checkpoint placed across a bridge. Hargreaves slowed when she saw it, and pulled over to warn her passenger.

      “Hey, Funny Goat. There’s a checkpoint here,” said Hargreaves, turning to knock on the wall of the cabin. She could see into the lorry bed from a small window, but still started when Funny Goat sat up from the pile of hay. He seemed to become swallowed up in it very easily.

      “It’s all right,” said Funny Goat. He seemed oddly calm. “Just drive up to them.”

      He could hardly know about Alphonse, disguised as a pile of scrap and some bales of hay. Hargreaves didn’t want to draw attention to her own secrets. So she nodded, and soon enough they were on their way.

      A double row of sandbags and one horse-drawn phaeton barred the near side of the bridge. There were four patrolmen, who initially seemed quite normal under their practical coats. Each man wore rifles on their shoulders. None of them wore a uniform, nor anything official. It was only when one of the men swept his coat aside to spit out a wad of sick brown tobacco that Hargreaves felt the chills march down her back. Under their coats, every patrolman wore a suit of clanker armor. The spitter strolled amicably toward her window.

      “Miss, this here’s a routine checkpoint, by order of the Militia of the State of Montana,” the man said as he arrived at her elbow. Hargreaves shook off the memory of being chased by hordes of senseless monsters and instead took in the ill fit of the suits, and the slapdash way they had been put together.

      “All right,” Hargreaves said to the militiaman. “Will you be needing my license and papers?” Of which she had forged a copy, carefully splicing her warrant card photogram onto a legitimate license in the goggle compartment. The papers were in a folder on the passenger seat, but Hargreaves made a show of rifling through some bric-a-brac on the console so she could get a bead on the disturbing armor.

      Once she took note of the rusted joints and general air of ill maintenance, she let her breath out in a slow, calming exhale. It was the gait that gave them away, she decided. No, these weren’t the cursed hauberks of piston-powered cruelty designed by the mad alchemist Mordemere. She recognized the familiar grates and riveted plates originally designed for plodding livestock. These men had cobbled together suits that surely would be useful against highwaymen with guns, but they would never be driven insane by their corrupting presence. Still, if they looked in the back, she might have to shoot them, and her .22 rounds were never any good against clankers. Alphonse would pass as some automata horse parts. Funny Goat was another matter. If worse came to worst, there were always her trusty feminine wiles.

      “Gosh, no.” The militiamen laughed. Hargreaves relaxed. “Them Feddie papers ain’t worth shit. Pardon my French. Possession is nine-tenths the law out here.”

      “I have no other papers,” said Hargreaves.

      “That’s all right. A good white gal like you’s all right by us,” said the man, leering just a bit. Hargreaves could only smile.

      “Once we take a look in the back.”

      She froze, trying not to let her panic show.

      But the militiaman was already gesturing to the other two men in clockworked suits, who were just climbing with softly whistling joints into the bed of the lorry. Hargreaves could see them in her mirror, a little. Her foot hovered over the throttle. If they found Funny Goat or Alphonse…

      The man jumped into the lorry bed, setting the springs squeaking, and the sound of his steps paused. Hargreaves felt the lorry bounce as he jumped off the back again. Then the first man appeared once more at her window, which was a little like having her heart jump ticking out of her chest. Those damned suits!

      “Looks like you’re headed to town to trade some scrap,” said the militiaman amicably. “Listen, once you’re done, the militia like to visit the Corn Hole on the east side. I’d be happy to buy a lady a drink.”

      “I’m sure,” said Hargreaves with what nerves remained to her. She tried to look inviting as she drove off, and was so concerned with getting away and checking on Funny Goat, she nearly missed the tattoo under the man’s collar, just peeking out of the makeshift clanker armor. For a moment, Hargreaves thought she saw a treacherous hound.

      Two miles past the bridge, she stopped in a deserted side road. She jumped down and walked to the back of the lorry, but Funny Goat was gone.

      Instead of the handsome burnished man, Hargreaves found two sturdy feathers joined by a glass bead. A gift, she supposed. She braided the ornament into her hair, admiring herself in a mirror. She hoped Funny Goat would be able to find his way through Spelter unharmed.

      Once she reached the town, things began to come more than passing strange. As she turned down the main avenue, a pile of sandbags at the corner made the road difficult to pass. From the milkman to the meter maids, everybody had a characteristic lump in their belts. Hargreaves gasped when she saw a small boy, no older than six or seven, sauntering down the street clutching a brightly painted, child-size rifle. She caught a newspaper that was stuck in a fence nearby, which seemed almost jubilant about the civil unrest that had enveloped Wiliston and Watford City back in the Dakotas. Hargreaves frowned. She had boarded a plains-crawler a few days ago from Sidney, not two towns from those places, and there had been no news of unrest. Not to mention those towns lay on the other side of the ether desert she had just crossed. Where would the news come from then?

      There was no shortage of space in the wide streets of Spelter, so Hargreaves left the lorry in a quiet alley and entered the town proper.  She wanted to match records from Burgess’ books to the town hall ledgers. The numbers were suspicious. For a dealer in gears, Burgess was regularly buying equipment usually used for food processing: grain mills, industrial grinders, tons and tons of salt. If she was passing through, she might as well look into the capacious pantry Burgess was building. But in her darkest heart, Hargreaves also knew what such things could also be used for. The manufacture of boiled hams, yes, but also disease mediums. Pestilence in a can. And Spelter, with its age-old automata horses and its brand of provincial xenophobia, seemed just the innocent sort of place that would produce such things without asking too many questions.

      When she reached a Greco-Roman courthouse, she discovered the book she had copied the numbers into was gone, along with some other small notes. Fumbling about, she cursed. Was it still in Alphonse? Or dropped, at the waystation, or at Appleton? Thinking she might telegraph the waystation at least to check, she found the nearest townsperson, a matron on the arm of a large, bearded man who scowled at Hargreaves. Before she could speak, the man interceded rudely.

      “Excuse me, I was speaking to the lady,” said Hargreaves, affronted.

      “I speak for her,” said the man. “And she ain’t no lady.”

      Recovering quickly from the rudeness and the double negative, Hargreaves asked for the nearest telegraph. The man pointed to a small general store before hurrying the woman away by the arm. He mumbled something under his breath, something that sounded like “foreigners.”

      In fact, most of the passersby seemed insulted by her very presence. They kept staring at her corset, worn on the outside, when she walked into the general store. When she addressed the men in it, they wouldn’t speak to her. One of them muttered behind her back. She caught something that sounded like “off her leash.” She asked the front desk for coal, and was told rather reluctantly that there was a depot within walking distance.

      For Vanessa Hargreaves, Scotland Yard Inspector, a pattern began to emerge: a woman out and about on her own was in very poor taste. Despite the bile bubbling up inside her, she had to concede things would go more easily if she was not the subject of the town’s ire. The inspector was no stranger to disguise, and it took merely one trip through some untended laundry lines to emerge with trousers, a cap to conceal her golden hair, and a thick vest to hold down her ample bosom. Undoing her corset and modest bustle was a guilty pleasure. As soon as she stepped into the street, her figure instantly separated her from the womenfolk.

      “Men. Such dolts,” she murmured, with some bitter satisfaction.

      A horse-and-four passed by drawn by automata horses. It stopped not far ahead, and two men got out with a crate of magazines. One of them began to display them to passersby, while the other put on a square wooden pack jingling with change. A third man appeared with a long pole that unfurled into a banner depicting a severe-looking man with a priestly collar. Several people appeared to offer custom.

      “The latest from Reverend Deveraux on the evils and arrogance of so-called ether science!” the man with the banner advertised.

      “Blackfoot scalpers seen south of Missoula! The Ghost Train sighted in Cooperstown, Rugby, and Bottineau—citizens unaccounted for! Is Spelter next? Congress talks soot tax! Coal miners threatened! That’ll be a nickel,” The second man joined in, as he made change for a customer from his pack. There were switches at one of the straps, which he depressed to produce the change jangling down to a slot at his waist. “Troop ships off the shores of Milwaukee!”

      Hargreaves bought one, a twenty-page sheaf about the size of a penny dreadful. It was about as enlightening, the same sort of tripe as the official news. She was just wondering who in their right mind would believe it when she heard another customer gasp.

      “They bombed it! They even got to New York!”

      Curious, Hargreaves turned the pages of the pamphlet and found a small, blurry photogram. Though she hadn’t seen it before, she knew it instantly for what it was; the wreckage of the streets of New York after the great tarantula automata had wrecked the sewers beneath it. The shot had been taken with the iconic shape of the bridge in the background. Shockingly, the headline beneath claimed that foreign powers had collaborated with the Indian nations and conceived to attack. Exactly who those powers were was a matter of some speculation, but the article was not shy about pointing fingers at everyone “from the blacks to the gypsies.”

      Hargreaves, had had enough of this mockery of journalism. She left the little knot of people surrounding the cart and soon found herself at a market, where she could enjoy her newfound gender freedom somewhat. The collection of stalls was located on a wide green, full of autumn melons and golden corn with tumbling, untrimmed beards. The farmers treated her as if she were a young, beardless man, but at least they smiled and did business. She wondered how they would feel if Rosa or Captain Clemens walked through the market, given the sorts of headlines they were exposed to. It was hard to find a single person not of European descent in Spelter, but easy to see why people who lived out their lives in such plenty would be afraid of losing it to things they had never seen.

      More of the automata horses were tied up at some public hitching rails. They got along with flesh-and-blood horses even through mouthfuls of sparking coal chips. Rust tinged the plates of their shins and their bellies. Clearly, the horses had known the sound of automata for a long time, perhaps even grown up as foals scampering about steel flanks. They did not find those clockworked horses strange or terrifying.

      “I have to bugger off out of here as soon as I can,” murmured Hargreaves to herself. She had been expecting a steamworked utopia when she touched on American shores. Instead, this place seemed rife with ancient ills.

      The trains, like they were in every other city she had passed, were not running through Spelter. At the station, she found the ticket office shuttered and the news boards quiet, the long lines of ticking letter tablets flipped to their blank place holder faces. There was some ether traffic at the telegraph office, but with the trains not running across the ether desert to Minneapolis, there was nothing to carry messages from the East than lines buried more than a century ago.

      Only the Fred Hornby’s next door seemed to be doing well, supplying good food to bustling group of locals. Hargreaves enjoyed a clandestine pastry while she consulted a map behind the counter for the fuel depot. She smiled at the two men behind the counter, a pair of twin brothers she told apart by their demeanor. One stayed behind the service window, a shy man whose dark skin made him almost invisible. The other ran the counter with a smile, a flip of his neatly tied dreadlocks, and a grin. Hargreaves watched him bring food to a pair of ruddy-cheeked ladies sitting near a window. She could just read their lips.

      “What in tarnation! You watch where you’re putting those thar hands of yours,” said one of them.

      “Maude, the boy doesn’t know any better. And look, he’s got the plates on a towel.”

      “How can you stand people like that?” asked Hargreaves when the waiter came round.

      “Hmm? Oh, them,” said the waiter as he got Hargreaves more coffee. Truly, she was beginning to see the appeal. “The town’s full of them. We’d make no profit if we turned every racist away. And the rail doesn’t just bring business, it brings more civilized folk every day, shipped in with every balloon.”

      “Why ought you care? It’s not like it’s your place…oh,” said Hargreaves as she caught the ocean of meaning in the man’s eyes. “Duly chastised, Mr.…”

      “Cormac. Fredrick, and my brother William. We just bought the franchise a few days ago. Truth be told we’re hoping nobody finds out we own the place, and don’t just work here,” said Frederick, a touch more ominous than Hargreaves cared for.

      “What will they do if they find out?” asked Hargreaves. “What would you do?”

      “Honestly? Hope the racists don’t run very fast.”

      When she left the Fred Hornby’s a little while later, Hargreaves felt more than ready to leave, and headed straight for the fuel depot. She was able to barter for some cans of water and a few bundles of coal. It would get her through the thin part of Idaho and into the gold rush towns of Washington. From there, she thought she might book passage on a ship bound for the Lands Beyond. If the fare was too dear, she could go south where adventurers and explorers congregated more often. Crescent City, or Fort Bragg. But not San Francisco, where she had discovered the Ubique western headquarters had been built. If Officers Ortega and Ferrera were right, Burgess had dark dealings with that seller of sundries, and Hargreaves did not know how far his reach would be. She could see one of their cam and cog markings in that very depot, advertising quality steamworks right over her head. San Francisco would be the belly of the beast, and she would be delivering the Cook box to the enemy.

      As she finished her fuel transaction, she overheard two men leaning against a truck, unshaven but otherwise quite civilized. Their truck had been patched with canvas and other impromptu but sturdy materials. One of them was leafing through one of the onerous pamphlets.

      “…don’t give a damn about us. It’s wild out here.”

      “Don’t tell me you believe Devereaux’s bupkiss.”

      “The Blackfoots coming out of their reservations on raiding parties? Nah. But that Ghost Train? I’d rather be safe than sorry. They say it pulls in at the witching hour to let dead men aboard. Its boilers are full of blood, and its lines are strung with the bones of the damned.”

      “The mayor is saying we shouldn’t have repealed all Washington’s gun laws. He thinks we can defend ourselves perfectly well even if we wait for a telegraphed check.”

      “And pay their fees and taxes in the meantime. No, we need our guns now against those Blackfoots and pirates and ghosts and God knows what else. Lazy Mexies taking all the jobs up north, I hear. Uppity niggers too.”

      “Hey, now, I don’t stand for that kind of talk. My cousin is married to a freedman, a decent feller up in Traverse City. Trades in furs, proper businessman he is. T’ain’t his fault he’s blacker than a kettle.”

      “Sorry, I knew it. I knew it.”

      Hargreaves nearly retched. She had been in town for most of a day, and hadn’t seen a single Red Indian or blackamoor about in the open, let alone an Arab. Now she knew why. But this talk of the Ghost Train had her attention, though it didn’t seem to be the time to think about it.

      The attendant had barely finished loading the lorry and unbuckling the water hose when a ringing alarum tore through the air. At once, the space in the fuel depot was a flurry of activity. The two chatting men jumped into their truck and steamed away, rusty pistons clacking up a complaining din. The attendant rushed into the depot’s small shop and depressed a large lever. Hargreaves instinctively ducked for cover, thinking she was under fire, but the loud clanking sounds were coming from every water pump and fuel dispensing machine. Experimentally, she tried a hose, which only regurgitated a few hot drops before going dry.

      Hargreaves dashed after the attendant, who was trying to lock and bolt the heavy, riveted door. She jammed her boot into the gap. Inside, Hargreaves could just make out a second worker, a rail-thin cashier who had been stocking tea sandwiches. Now these were all over the floor, their paraffin paper wrapping wounded and leaking. The cashier was standing there like a lump of wood, her knobby fingers knit together, lip trembling.

      “What’s going on?” Hargreaves asked.

      “Get out, get out!” said the attendant, trying to pull the door closed. He wasn’t very fit, but he was absolutely terrified, and it lent him strength.

      “Tell me!”

      “You don’t want to be on the streets when Commander Scream calls a raid!”

      “Scream?” Hargreaves asked. But just then a lock of gold hair slipped out of her cap, and the blood drained from the attendant’s cap.

      “Wilhelm Scream,” he said in a quivering voice. “Now get!”

      The attendant was not very strong, a rather corpulent young man with just the beginnings of a beard. The man gave a wheezing shove, looking like he would cough up a lung. Hargreaves let the door go, which promptly slammed shut. There was a metallic groan as a deadbolt was ground heavily into place. The entire depot was armored in heavy bars, the machinery in the lot caged in. She got the hint, and hurried back to her own lorry, with its precious cargo in the back.

      She put her hand on the pressure throttle and all the needles buried themselves in the ground. Hargreaves nearly kicked herself—she had let the boiler go cold.

      “Bollocks, bollocks, bollocks!”

      Precious minutes crawled by as she sat willing the little red needle in the gauge to climb, listening to the alarum sound and the noise of something approaching from the west. A klaxon? A machine howl. She hadn’t liked the sound of the name: Wilhelm Scream. It sounded like something from the black forests of the Old World that didn’t belong in the wilds of America.

      When the gearing finally caught, lurching the vehicle to life, she chortled an exclamation of triumph.

      “Yes! Oh, you brilliant bucket of bolts!”

      She pulled into the main road just as the street before her lit up orange, as if the sun had set early. In her mirror, a plume of black smoke rose over the town’s hall.

      This was no business of hers. Hargreaves had no jurisdiction here, and the last thing she wanted was to become more visible to her pursuers. Besides, she was one woman, towing along a great big lump all the forces in the world wanted to get their hands on. What did it matter if the idyllic, oddball people of Montana succumbed to some bandit raid? The road was invitingly empty as she pulled onto the fork leading out of town.

      Something clutched at her mind, the precision cogs there caught on some niggling piece of motivation. Instilled by years of service and the Queen’s favor, where someone needed help, Hargreaves had always been the first to appear. If she passed someone drowning, she would dive in without removing her corsetry. Her stomach clenched, and it wasn’t even her time of the month.

      “Bloody Nora,” she spat, and spun the lorry’s wheel violently.
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      Hargreaves managed to run the lorry under a concealing ridge. The tires bit into the gravel at the side of the road, chewing them into a gray plume. There was a terrible clunking noise, but she was satisfied the bend completely hid the lorry from view. For a brief, mad moment she thought of ripping the cover off of Alphonse and heading back to town encased in an iron titan. But if anything happened to her, Alphonse and the Cook box would be left to whatever sickness had gripped this place…these people. This…Wilhelm Scream. Formless but oppressive, the shape of the malady escaped her. But she saw it in the eyes, and the ridiculous preparations at the fuel depot. No, better to leave her charges under the ridge for the next strong rain to bury in the American wilds.

      It took her only a few minutes to return on foot, but by that time two more plumes of black smoke had sprung up in the midst of town. Her man’s clothes did little to keep her own body from working against her, and she had to stop and button the thin coat tightly around her front. For once in her life, she wished for some sort of supportive undergarment to hold down her assets.

      Hargreaves had nearly run back into the town proper, and was only one alley away from the smoke and din when in the darkness two black pupils blinked open. Startled, Hargreaves’s heels scraped to a halt, and her hand instinctively reached for her gun. She, could not believe she hadn’t seen the woman hiding in a corner of the alley where the brick met a wide wooden facade. She would have run right past her if not for the whites of her eyes. An arm appeared with a torn-off board in it, and the fingers that gripped the splintery wood were pale beneath skin as dark as the encroaching night.

      “Oh!” said the voice. There was a pause, and then, “You’re a woman, aren’t you?”
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