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PART I



FRIENDS IN THE GAME




One cannot accomplish as much by well-doing as by having friends in the game.


—BUSINESS PHILOSOPHY OF KILIAEN VAN RENSSELAER, A FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE DUTCH WEST INDIA COMPANY






Thos.: They write here one Cornelius-Son Huygens hath made the Hollanders an invisible eel a metal man to swim stalk the Haven at Dunkirk Estuary, and sink all th’ shipping there.


Pennyboy Jr.: But how is’t done?


Cymbal: I’ll shew you, Sir. It is an Automa….


—BEN JONSON, THE STAPLE OF NEWS, FIRST PUBLISHED 1631; POST-ANNEXATION VERSION FIRST PERFORMED CA. 1693 (AUTHOR UNKNOWN)






Q: Why must my mechanical(s) undergo alteration before the ship can set sail? I adhere to the terms of my lease and keep my Clakkers in excellent order!


A: Many leaseholders are surprised and confused by this requirement when they first travel overseas with their mechanical servants. Rest assured, the requirement is not an indictment of you as a leaseholder. It is a requirement of maritime law, first put forward in a royal decree of 1831. It is a special precaution with the sole purpose of ensuring your safety, the safety of your fellow passengers, and the integrity of the vessel. Under certain rare circumstances, standard shipboard operations may subject your mechanical(s) to situations not covered by the standard hierarchical metageasa embedded during their original forging. The nautical metageasa are temporary addenda that ensure all shipboard Clakkers will function properly under all circumstances, no matter how unlikely or unusual.


Q: I’m only traveling for a short time. I don’t want my Clakkers to become bogged down and inefficient because they carry superfluous metageasa.


A: They won’t be. The metageasa for all noncrew mechanicals will automatically and instantaneously revert to their prevoyage conditions upon disembarkation at the destination port.


Q: I lease my servants with my own money. They should be loyal to me!


A: They are, and always will be. The nautical metageasa in no way alter the terms of your lease. However, just as safety considerations require human passengers to comply with the instructions of captain and crew, shipboard servants are subject to geasa imposed by the crew. This may, under limited circumstances, delay fulfillment of your own directives.


—EXCERPT FROM INTRODUCTION TO NAUTICAL METAGEASA FOR FIRST-TIME LEASEHOLDERS, A PAMPHLET FOR PASSENGERS OF THE BLUE STAR’S NORTH-ATLANTIC LINE, PUBLISHED BY THE WORSHIPFUL COMPANY OF SHIPWRIGHTS, ROTTERDAM (1919)

















CHAPTER 
1



As had become his custom in recent mornings, Hugo Longchamp, captain of the guard of Marseilles-in-the-West, climbed the tallest tower in New France to await the end of the world. Doom had proved slow to arrive. The captain was getting impatient.


Puffs of frozen breath limned his beard with silvery hoarfrost, aging him a year for every step he mounted. The ice beads dangling from his eyelashes lent a kaleidoscopic beauty to the play of torchlight on the slick snow-dusted ribbon of stairs. The winds had dropped with the temperature overnight. So, while Longchamp’s nose had frozen shut the moment he stepped outside, forcing him to breathe through his mouth like a leaky teakettle, at least he didn’t have to contend with breezes eddying around the tower to jiggle the stairs. Or was it too cold for the polymers to retain their elasticity? That was the province of chemists and technicians. Longchamp was neither. He was a soldier.


The twinkle of stars slowly dissolved into the steely gray of a predawn sky. A rosy band ascended from the horizon; it grew brighter, and the stars fainter, each time he completed a circuit of the helical stairwell. One celestial light did not twinkle; it glowed like a garnet suspended in the Belt of Venus. Mars.


He paused to admire the lights of Marseilles-in-the-West spread before him like votive candles in the narthex of the Cathedral Basilica of Saint Jean-Baptiste. Torchlight dotted the boulevards of the city, hinted at the spindly spokes of avenues and wagon paths, shone from kitchen windows and bakeries, glinted from ice in the basins of dormant fountains, and sparkled on the shore of the Saint Lawrence. A boundary of hard shadow cleaved the tapestry of lights where the city met the seaway. The darkness stretched across the inky waters to envelop the border with Nieuw Nederland and the lands beyond. Where, even now, the enemy stirred.


An orange flare momentarily lit the sky over the river. Fire from a gas burner stoked the envelope of hot air holding a tethered observation balloon aloft. The flames illuminated the balloon’s bulb-shaped canopy like a paper lantern. A few moments later, another flare pierced the darkness a mile downriver from the first. Cold morning; the balloonists would burn through their fuel quickly. Longchamp imagined those mad bastards shivering under layers of fur and grateful for any chance to hold numb hands to the flames if even just for a moment.


He wasn’t alone in his early-morning vigil. In addition to the observation balloons and their airborne watchers, he knew that somewhere far below, wardens shivered in shoreline blinds, their dark-adapted eyes trained across the waters straining for any signs of a tulip incursion. Part of him expected that, any moment, the shriek of a warning whistle would pierce the darkness. A tight ache radiated from the spot between his shoulder blades. Though partly the symptom of a pointless effort to suppress his shivering, the ache had become his constant companion. Even in the warmest barracks his shoulders had taken to hunching in subconscious expectation. It took an effort of will, and a longtime campaigner’s discipline, to force himself to relax. Only a fool wasted energy on things he could not control.


The enemies would arrive according to their own schedule. No sooner, no later. Their return would be as the Lord’s return: like a thief in the night, the day and hour of their coming unknown to even the wisest of men.


Instantly regretting the thought, Longchamp crossed himself. Only an inherently evil impulse would drive a man to compare the risen Christ to the heretical Dutch and their sacrilegious contempt for the immortal soul. He wasn’t a saint. Just a recidivist sinner, like all men. He made a mental note to include this transgression in his weekly confession. Then he fingered the rosary beads looped around his belt and said a quick prayer to the Virgin, begging her to intercede on his behalf.


His knees creaked like a lych-gate in dire need of oiling when he gained his feet. They never used to do that. Perhaps the aging wasn’t entirely an illusion.


By the time he ascended another revolution of the cloistered spiral stairwell, the sky glow had brightened sufficiently for Longchamp to extinguish his torch. He shouldn’t have used it in the first place; soon the citadel would be under siege discipline, and then they’d all have to get reacquainted with working in the dark. But the stairs of the Porter’s Prayer could be treacherous at the best of times, not to mention when glazed with frost. He couldn’t serve the Throne and the Church with two shattered legs.


The stairs passed beneath the skeletal frame of an unfinished gantry and the tracks of a recently rebuilt funicular. Longchamp’s breath frosted the metal tracks as well as the dark insulation wrapped about the pipes that shunted water ballast between the upper and lower cars. He wondered, not for the first time, how they kept the ballast water from freezing. They had a thousand little tricks, the storied chemists of New France.


Tricks that had kept the tulips and their mechanical demons at bay for centuries. That alone was a miracle. But they couldn’t keep the upper hand forever. This was the most frightening thought of all, and one he tried to keep to himself: that the long tradition of French chemical innovation would falter, or hit a long plateau, and the precarious balance in their centuries-long arms race with the Dutch would irrevocably shift. One day soon the clockwork tide would once again crash against the outer keep of Marseilles-in-the-West; perhaps this would be the time it swept them away.


The final revolution afforded him a grand view of fallow farmland stretching to the west and north, bordered by leagues of winter-bare yellow birch. The Saint Lawrence flowed to the east and south of Mont Royal, upon whose slopes Marseille-in-the-West sprawled like a lazy cat. Standing atop the Spire always made Longchamp feel as though he could see clear across the world: across New France, across the ocean, all the way to Europe and Old France. Longchamp had never seen Paris, of course; he’d only heard family stories passed down from some great-umpty-great uncle who’d fought for Louis XIV before the Exile.


By now the predawn light was bright enough for him to see the sentries pacing the star-shaped perimeter of the Vauban fortifications hundreds of feet below. His soldiers, the distressingly few men and women who had survived the last siege and the later massacre inside the walls, paced the inner and outer keeps. They looked like a handful of peppercorns sprinkled across the icy perimeter of the Last Redoubt of the Exile King of France. They were too few, the perimeter too great. The forced conscriptions weren’t bringing in new bodies quickly enough. Longchamp made another mental note, this time to speak to the comte de Turenne, who carried the marshal general’s baton.


A renewed breeze fluttered Longchamp’s beard, drew tears from his eyes, snaked through buttonholes and seams. But the exertion of the climb had warmed him enough that the icy streamers didn’t stipple him with gooseflesh. And later, when he wore armor and fought for his life—and the lives of his people, and his king—he’d be too hot, too exhausted to feel cold. The cold would come after his frail human body had succumbed to the relentless advance of the ticktocking metal horde. He pulled a knit cap over his brow to cover his ears and wiped the wind-tears from his eyes. He squinted to the southeast.


Looking for the telltale glimmer of burnished metal. For the beginning of the war. And, if Longchamp were feeling particularly fatalistic, the beginning of the end.


End? Perhaps. But a long, slow one. And extremely hard-won. The tulips and their clockwork slaves would have to earn their victory.


Mingled scents wreathed his perch atop the Spire. A faint hint of muddiness from the river, woodsmoke from a hundred hearths, the humid weight of impending snowfall. The wind tickled his face not unlike the soft touch of a lady down near the docks with whom he had a passing familiarity. He wondered if he’d have time to see her again before the dying started. Not killing, he thought with a sigh; you can’t kill a clockwork. Only deactivate it. And pray to Jesus, and the Virgin, that another didn’t take its place. That the defenses outlasted the metal men.


They’d managed it the last time, though barely. But that was before some fool in New Amsterdam had destroyed the tulips’ brand-new Forge. The first ever built in the New World.


Nobody knew who had done it, but people on both sides of the border assumed French agents were behind the sabotage. Though why the king or pope would sanction such a blatantly suicidal act of war, nobody could say. The French consoled themselves with the belief that if the destruction of the Forge had been carried out by their own countrymen, it was surely at the behest of the semimythical Talleyrand. Clever, cunning, courageous Talleyrand: hero of dozens of folktales and twice as many songs. Voyageurs passed the miles of their endless treks belting out chansons de geste celebrating the exploits of New France’s trickster hero.


Talleyrand has a plan, the citizens of New France reassured one another.


Not the present Talleyrand, thought the captain. He couldn’t plan his way out of a garderobe without a map and two gallons of axle grease. They wouldn’t take such spurious comfort in the machinations of a mythical stranger if they’d actually met the inbred ass wart.


Longchamp knew no more than anybody else, but he would have sworn the destruction of the Forge sounded like the handiwork of an exiled and notoriously single-minded former vicomtesse of his acquaintance. A rather stubborn one with an infuriating penchant for overestimating her own cleverness. Whose hubris caused no end of trouble and worse for the people around her. What insanity had driven her to twist the tiger’s tail like that? What game had she in mind? Did she, in fact, have a plan?


But the speculation was pointless. The past was forever in the past. Longchamp could only look forward and prepare for what was to come.


The sun crested the horizon. Sunlight glinted on the jagged crust of ice hugging the riverbanks. Longchamp watched for the glint of newly risen sun to betray the movement of burnished clockworks across the border. When they came, they’d march straight to the shoreline, and into the water, and under it, and across the riverbed, and burst through the ice as they mounted the French side of the border. They would march and march until they reached the walls of Marseilles.


They would swarm across the Saint Lawrence to occupy and burn the villages and farmhouses along the seaway. They’d swarm through the fishing villages of Acadia, along the Atlantic coast. They’d spread like a disease through the Great Lakes. They’d spread north and taint the shores of Hudson Bay.


But not today. Not yet.


A riot of color greeted the risen sun. The plastic cloister bannisters blazed like braided chains of rubies. Nacreous lacquers in the massive chamber atop the Spire shone with a rainbow swirl of blues, greens, and yellows like a sheen of oil atop a rain puddle. Longchamp adjusted his cap, pulling it lower over his brow to shield his eyes from the glare. The tip of the Spire, where the funicular tracks ended, housed the chambers where the privy council met. And, above that, the king’s apartments.


Winter sunrises came and went without the tumult of birdsong that accompanied mornings other times of year. Most birds had flown south for the winter. No birdsong to serenade the sun; only the whisper of air, the hiss of frost under his boots, the scritch of scarf and beard. He peered over the railing to the wall of the outer keep far below, where a few dozen new conscripts shivered in the shadows. Their training unfolded with a curious silence, the shouts and crashes and curses dispersed by the chill winter air before they reached Longchamp’s ears. Even the unique—and uniquely dreaded—chug-chug-chug of the epoxy cannon compressors was inaudible at this distance. Wisps of vapor wafted from the pressure valves.


It was never a good day when they needed the cannon. Needing the cannon and having nobody to operate them would be catastrophic. Hence the new conscripts. For centuries, every able-bodied man in New France did three years’ service when he reached majority. But the king hadn’t won any hearts with his edict extending that to women and forcefully conscripting one in every five able-bodied citizens under the age of fifty. Thank the Lord he was smarter than his father, the previous Exile King of Fallen France.


The shivering conscripts circled around the cannon, their breaths forming a line of silvery pennants as the first rays of the rising sun swept down the Spire to graze the walls of the outer keep. Tough as meringue, these recruits. He’d consider it a blessing if even a quarter of the newcomers developed a crumb of usefulness. Merchants were the worst. Fishermen: Now those were folks who knew hard work and didn’t flinch from it. The coureurs de bois, too. The forest runners were tough as moose jerky, and no strangers to hardship. If anything, they reveled in it. He wished the king’s call to arms all Godspeed through the waterways and wilderness of New France, that it might reach the ears of every voyageur, coureur, and trapper in the realm. Some might ignore the call, or pretend they’d not heard it. But Longchamp knew these men; he’d been one of them, for a while. Few would want to return to civilization only to find their contracts nullified, the scrip crumpled in the brassy fist of a mechanical demon, their hard-earned money worth less than a mouthful of a Dutchman’s piss.


The low sun elicited no telltale glinting from the forests and fields on the south side of the Saint Lawrence. No omens. Well, then. It seemed Queen Margreet and her bootlicker colonial governor of Nieuw Nederland didn’t intend to murder the good men and women of New France quite yet. Longchamp could make use of the extra time by polishing a few turds.


He turned his back on the sun and started the long descent to the inner keep.


[image: image]


It took ten minutes to reach the base of the Spire. Another ten to navigate the maze of barricades and trenches before he could gain the top of the inner wall. A Clakker could leap over most obstacles; the trick was to slow them down enough to give the gunners a snowball’s chance in hell of spraying them down. Or to funnel them together so that they could be incapacitated most efficiently. Certain trenches and moats contained corrosives intended to destroy delicate mechanisms. Others brimmed with chemical reagents that needed just a dollop of catalyst to initiate the reaction that would solidify the moats in an instant, complete with Clakkers trapped inside like raisins in a Christmas cake. Longchamp fucking hated raisins.


Just like he hated the thought of the inner keep’s defenses ever seeing use. Because the war was already lost if the tulips’ mechanical servants made it this far. The obstacles and rearguard tactics could only slow their final advances, and maybe, just maybe, give the king enough time to escape. Though where he would go when the Dutch truly ruled the earth was an open question. Perhaps he’d go north and become king of the White Bears.


When he finally reached the outer wall, he sidled behind the cluster of new conscripts, taking care the crunch of frost beneath his boots didn’t signal his arrival. Even the civvies tended to shrink when they felt his eyes on them; they’d heard the stories, too. Sergeant Chrétien saw him lurking behind the group but continued to harangue the newcomers without acknowledging the captain. The newest conscripts shivered as though palsied, wiping their noses on their sleeves while they shuffled and muttered to themselves, hardly listening to anything the sergeant said. Half of them looked barely strong enough to raise a glass of wine much less a pick and sledge. Christ! Their forearms weren’t even the size of Longchamp’s wrists! What in the seven hells were they supposed to do with such a motley piss-poor group? Only two men in this group could be less than forty.


The captain wondered if they could slow the mechanical horde by tossing the bodies of the useless in their path. The image brought him a modicum of satisfaction, though he knew that even this tactic would be pointless. Military Clakkers were walking scythes who churned through men like razor-edged tornadoes. They left nothing but screams, limbs, viscera, and arterial spray in their wake. Mere meat and bone could never slow them.


Longchamp knew. He’d seen the ticktocks at work more than once. He’d seen friends fall to the snick and slash of alchemical blades. He’d seen the fountain in the inner keep run red in the aftermath of a single Clakker’s rampage. He shook his head. But no matter how he tried to free his head of memories and horrors, they clung like dusty cobwebs.


“All right,” said Chrétien. “Let’s see if you civvies have listened to a single thing I’ve said.” He selected three men at random. “You, you, and you. Congratulations, you’re now a gunnery team. Step to it!”


Two men shuffled forward with all the enthusiasm of a criminal gang going to the gallows. The third hung back, perhaps hoping the soldier had been pointing at somebody near him. The flecks of silver at his temples, the thick ruff of his coat, and the faint hint of nascent jowls made him a merchant or trader. Softened by success. Longchamp grabbed him by the fur-lined collar.


“I could swear the sergeant told you to move,” he said. “So I find myself wondering why you haven’t done so with alacrity. A fine gentleman like yourself would surely do so if he could. So what’s the problem, friend? Legs broken? Or perhaps an imp has nailed your feet to these stones?”


The merchant squirmed within the voluminous fur coat. He shot an alarmed glance at Longchamp. The captain didn’t loosen his grip.


“I notice also,” he continued, “that you seem to have lost your voice. And your eyes are bulging just a bit. Choking on your own fear, I’d wager. Well, not to worry. I’ve seen this, too. Happens on the battlefield from time to time. We’ll get you right in no time.” Longchamp clapped twice, calling for the attention he knew he already commanded. “Lucky us! This’ll give me a chance to teach proper emergency surgery techniques. Sergeant, hand me your knife. You and you,” he said, pointing at the two closest bystanders, “kneel on his arms and legs. And put your fucking weight into it. They flop around like a trout in a canoe once the knife goes in the gizzard.”


At this point Longchamp loosened his grip just enough for the lazy merchant to slip free. He scuttled over to join the other men at the epoxy cannon.


“Thank the Virgin!” said Longchamp, crossing himself. “She’s cured him! It’s a Goddamned miracle.” He clouted the nearest conscript on the back of the head. “Show some respect to the Holy Mother, you cretin. All you cretins.”


As one, the conscripts crossed themselves, good Catholics all.


Sergeant Chrétien made one man the spotter; he crouched inside a crenel, alongside the barrels. The other two, including Longchamp’s lazy merchant, manned the chemical compressor and the firing mechanism. Under the soldier’s direction the latter pair turned the crank that charged up the compressor. The measured chug-chug-chug of the hydraulics climbed a few registers and adopted the quickened tempo known to everybody who’d been through a siege: the dreaded rhythm of an epoxy gun fending off an attacker.


The sergeant mounted a battlement and waved a yellow flag half again his own height. The flagman at the edge of the forest returned the semaphore, and then another soldier bolted from the treeline. The newcomer dashed across the field, tracing zigzags and serpentines in the frost. Longchamp wondered which hapless conscript had drawn the short straw for this demonstration.


“Runners on the field!” cried the sergeant. “I say again we have INBOUND MECHANICALS!”


The spotter muttered a string of bearings. “North by northeast. No, wait, he’s turning east. I mean he’s running from the east. East by north… Wait, he’s turning again—”


“I can’t fucking hear you!” said Longchamp. “And it’ll never be quieter than this. When the walls are aswarm with clanking murderers, and every cannon in the keep is chugging along loud enough to wake the Devil after a six-bottle bender, you’d better be able to MAKE YOURSELF HEARD!”


Meanwhile, the hapless sprinter had covered a third of the distance to the wall. Far, far slower than a real mechanical. But far too fast for the novice gunners to handle gracefully.


“He’s getting closer!” cried the spotter. The onset of true panic improved the volume and urgency of his voice, but at the cost of his judgment. “Just fire! For God’s sake, fire!”


The second man flipped the levers that opened the breach chambers on the double-barreled cannon. A momentary glug interrupted the rhythm of the compressor as epoxy and fixative sloshed into place. He waited a moment until the breach attained the proper hydraulic pressure, then closed off the chamber again. This one, at least, had listened to the lecture and, miracle of miracles, learned something.


“He’s halfway here!” said the spotter.


Chrétien asked, “He? Who’s he? All I see is a murderous ticktock that’s about ten seconds from leaping on this wall, scuttling up like a spider, and killing us all.”


“Jesus Christ,” cried the spotter, now in the throes of true panic, “just fire!”


“You’re oversimplifying, Sergeant, and shame on you for it,” said Longchamp, picking his teeth with a fingernail. “It won’t kill us all at once. It’ll start with the gunners, you know. Cut them in half before moving on to us. So we’ll enjoy a few more seconds to make our peace with the Lord before that Clakker carves us up.”


The merchant, hunkered behind the bulk of the cannon, blindly swung the barrel back and forth. “I can’t see! Where is it?”


“Anywhere! Northeast! Everywhere!”


The merchant-gunner squeezed the double trigger with a grip that turned his knuckles whiter than freshly fallen snow. Twinned streams of blue and yellow water vomited from the cannon barrels, combining over the crenels to make a single stream the color of the first springtime fringe on the maple trees. The explosive release of pressure from the breach set the cannon to kicking like a mad stallion. The barrels snapped up, forcing the controls down with enough force to make the merchant yelp. He lost his grip. The breachman leaped aside. The cannon fired uselessly into the sky, then slewed back and forth to slam against the battlement hard enough to knock chips from the granite. Another wild swing caught the spotter by surprise. It connected with the characteristic celery-stalk crunch of broken bones that sent him sprawling along the wall. The sprinter reached the wall a few seconds later without a drop of green on him.


The sergeant rounded on the spectacularly unsuccessful gunnery team. Over the crying of the spotter, he yelled, “What the hell was that?”


A spot of motion over the seaway caught Longchamp’s eye: a fluttering blur of gray and white against a powder-blue sky. Soon it resolved into a pigeon. The messenger flew low over the town of Marseilles-in-the-West. It climbed as it passed over the walls of the keep, twice circling the Spire. The pigeon coops were situated about halfway up the tower.


So. News from downriver. Longchamp sighed. Maybe for once the news would be good. Perhaps the tulips had caught the saboteur and found no connection to New France, no reason to swarm across the border to avenge their damaged pride. That would certainly merit the use of pigeon post. Pigeons were faster and more secure than the network of creaky semaphore towers snaked across New France.


He snorted hard enough to clear his sinuses, then spat salty phlegm over the parapet. It would take a particularly callow fool to stake hopes on such fancies. Longchamp retied his scarf, stamped the creeping numbness from his feet, and headed back to the base of the Porter’s Prayer to begin the long ascent.
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The news from downriver was not good. It was a shitstorm of the Old Testament variety.


Dozens of messenger pigeons occupied the rows of cages situated within the alcove stretching halfway around the Spire. The coops were louder than a whorehouse on payday, though not as enjoyable. Cleaner, too: every ounce of guano went to the chemists. An apprentice birdkeeper was seeing to that duty when Longchamp barged, panting and sweating, through the door from the Porter’s Prayer. The boy jumped; the tray he’d been sweeping hit the floor, the splash stippling his clothes with flecks of white and brown.


“Saw the news arrive,” Longchamp gasped. “Where’d the little fucker go?”


The boy pointed across the rows of coops toward the interior of the Spire. His hand, which still held the brush, shook. Longchamp shook his head and scowled, because it was friendlier than growling. It had been like that since the massacre in the inner keep when he’d deactivated a rampant military Clakker the old-fashioned way, using a hammer, pick, and his entire life’s quota of good luck. Now every stupid bastard on the street looked at him like he was some kind of hero, and not an extraordinarily fortunate son of a bitch who’d gritted his teeth and done his job fully expecting to get skewered like a hairy pig. Longchamp left the apprentice to his ill-advised hero worship and tromped through the aisles of cages.


“Over here, Captain.” He recognized the voice of the on-duty birdkeeper; they’d attended school together. That had been before he was expelled, though not before they’d fumbled a bit behind the chapel, playing fisherman and fisherwife. Brigit Lafayette wore a matching blouse and skirt of marigold and midnight-blue satin under a rainproof cloak of otter fur. She looked like a clown. The years had been kinder to her face than her dress sense. She added, “You must be sleeping atop the Spire these days, if you’re seeing the pigeons almost before we do.”


He followed her voice to the workshop she shared with the other birdkeepers. Brigit held the cooing messenger in one hand, delicately peeling away the message capsule strapped to its leg with the other. She glanced at Longchamp while an apprentice—a different one, a girl spattered with less bird shit than the boy he’d startled—caged the bird.


“You’re not getting enough sleep,” she said. “Your eyes are bloodshot.” She dropped her head, focusing her attention on the desk. Her voice dropped close to a whisper when she asked, “When was your last decent meal? I mean a real meal, with real food, and dessert, and company with whom to share it?”


“Shit,” he said.


There was only one capsule, he realized. Bad sign. Economy preferred loading the feathered rats with as much information as they could carry. A single capsule usually pointed to urgent news. Urgent news rarely pointed to rainbows and blow jobs.


“It’s a wonder for the ages why you never married, Hugo Longchamp.” For some reason she spoke more stiffly than she had a moment ago. Brigit turned the capsule over in her hand. “No special markings. It isn’t coded.”


After checking that none of the apprentices lingered among the nearby cages, she offered the capsule to the captain. He’d convinced the marshal general to grant him authority to read all uncoded traffic as it arrived. It was one of his conditions for accepting the promotion to captain of the guard. He’d expected it to become an argument, but in truth the marshal seemed content to let Longchamp shoulder as much of the real work as he could.


He said, “You might as well read it with me. Good or bad, the news will be all over the place before the bells ring Sext at midday. Earlier, if the news is terrible.”


Brigit unfurled the scrap of paper, but couldn’t read it until she’d rummaged the desk for a magnifying glass. It depressed Longchamp no small amount to think that she and he were of the same age. His eyes were no younger than hers, and they’d seen more terrors. His stomach growled. He was hungry enough to eat one of the pigeons, feathers and all, he realized. In fact… what had Brigit been saying about a meal? Had she been—


She put a hand over her mouth and swallowed a sob. The curled scrap of paper fluttered to the bench as she crossed herself with a trembling hand. Longchamp retrieved it. She found her voice and used it to call for an apprentice.


Pope Clement strangled. No murderer in custody. Swiss Guard silent.


Longchamp crossed himself for the third time that morning. Then he looked at the sky. He couldn’t see the entity of his attention, but felt confident he’d be heard. If the Virgin wasn’t inclined to intercede on his behalf when his thought strayed the tiniest bit from the pious path, she could damn well listen while he expressed his feelings fully and honestly.


“Is this a fucking joke? Go ahead and take a crap in our porridge while you’re at it.”


A boy arrived just in time to hear Longchamp’s tirade. His face turned the color of a broken bone. Brigit pried Longchamp’s fingers open to pluck the crumpled message from his grip. She handed it to the boy. “Run this up to the Council Chambers. If there’s nobody to take it, get it to one of the king’s attendants.”


“No.” The lad looked ready to piss himself when Longchamp snatched the scrap of paper away from him. “That lot has a bad habit of blaming the messenger. You shouldn’t be the one to bring them this news, lad.”


Longchamp bundled up once more, not looking forward to ascending the Spire again. The wind had picked up; it whistled through the cages.


“Remember what I said.” Brigit’s hand brushed his elbow. “About sleeping, and eating. You’re not the young man you once were. You have to be careful. This place needs you.” Her gaze flicked to the message scrap and back. “More and more every day.”


He headed for the Porter’s Prayer. She trailed after him. “At least ride the funicular, Hugo.”


Shaking his head, he said, “My strength is my livelihood. I’m worthless without it. The day I can’t climb the Spire on my own is the day you should bury me.”


He emerged in the lee of the tower. The wind hit him in the face when he’d climbed a quarter circuit. It carried a faint dusting of ice that forced him to squint. Low, dark clouds scudded across the fields to the west of Île de Vilmenon. Longchamp launched into a jog that took the stairs two at a time. Soon he was sweating.


Unless he’d forgotten his history, the tulips hadn’t moved against the Vatican since the so-called Migration of Cardinals long ago. Sure as deer fucked in the woods, this was retaliation for the Forge. That ice queen on the Brasswork Throne had a burr up her ass.


A patch of frost caught him unawares. He stumbled, fell. He slid outward and down, bumping down the stairs toward the blood-colored banister. He caught a slat and arrested his fall before he went corkscrewing all the way down to the inner keep. Snow flurries, the advance units of the coming storm, dusted him with a thin white coat as he climbed to his feet. He’d have bruises from knee to hip.


What a clusterfuck. Longchamp wondered what the former Talleyrand would have made of it.















CHAPTER 
2



Berenice Charlotte de Mornay-Périgord—formerly known as the vicomtesse de Laval (prior to her banishment); formerly known as Talleyrand (before her post as spymaster for the king of New France went to a rival); formerly known as Maëlle Cuijper (when traveling incognito through the lands of her enemies); but, currently, a prisoner—looked up as the dark shadow of a mechanical centaur fell over her. The Stemwinder’s arms, all four, snapped like caged hounds catching a whiff of fox. Its clip-clop gait brought it close enough for her to hear the tintinnabulation of its clockwork heart; even standing, she would have felt like a child alongside the beast.


Berenice held a small knife the length of her index finger. It was dull. The Stemwinder could turn its arms into harpoons worthy of a kraken in half the time it took her to blink. It existed solely to serve the Verderer’s Office of the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists: the Clockmakers’ secret police force. Stemwinders were mute witnesses and accessories to every act of murder, torture, sabotage, and coercion deemed necessary to safeguard the Clockmakers’ secrets. Rumor said that even other Clakkers avoided the Stemwinders, and they had the benefit of alchemical alloy plating.


It loomed over her now, this self-aware amalgam of magic and mechanism. Its reconfigurable arms were wonders of horological ingenuity, equal to any task deadly or delicate. Berenice shifted her grip on the blade and cleared her throat.


“This pomegranate is excellent,” she said. “I would have another.”


The Stemwinder took her tray in its lower arms. As it pirouetted, turning for the kitchen, she added, “More coffee, as well. And don’t be stingy with the cream this time. Your masters practically rule the world, for Christ’s sake. They can afford to milk one extra cow.”


The clockwork servant opened the door, exited, and pulled the door closed with a rear hoof. As usual it gave no indication of having heard or understood what she said. But she knew it would return with another pomegranate, another cup of coffee, and a Delftware creamer. Stemwinders made excellent domestic servants.


She sipped the lukewarm dregs of her coffee and gazed through the immense pane of paper-thin alchemical glass that afforded her sitting room a view of the snowy hills and bluffs of the North River Valley. The contours of the countryside presented a peculiar flatness that contradicted her knowledge of the region; her depth perception had gone to hell after she lost an eye to a rampant military Clakker inside the walls of Marseilles-in-the-West, hundreds of miles to the north.


Her glass eye, an exquisite gift from her friend Hugo Longchamp, matched her real eye rather well. But it was a mere ornament. She hadn’t worn it since the Stemwinders returned it, a day or two after her capture.


The whole world had lost its texture the day Louis died. The mangled eye was just a detail compared with the devastation wrought upon her heart by her husband’s death. Guilt cut more deeply than any knife.


Berenice blew her nose on the tablecloth and forcibly changed the direction of her thoughts. Based on the duration of the carriage ride on the night of her capture, she estimated this estate lay sixty or seventy miles upriver from New Amsterdam. She’d traveled the same river valley en route to the capital of Nieuw Nederland not long before she’d infiltrated the Forge, and this landscape looked familiar. A sentient airship had crashed along the river north of here, near Fort Orange; it had been shot down by its fellow mechanicals. There’d been a single survivor. She wondered, idly, what had happened to Jax, and whether he’d escaped the destruction of the Forge.


Doubtful. She’d heard the ear-shredding Rogue Clakker alarm before the building fell. Meaning they’d discovered him. She wondered if, in his dying moments, Jax had regretted the serendipitous series of accidents that had granted him Free Will.


Today had dawned cloudless, giving Berenice her first glimpse of a blue sky since her capture. Bare boughs of sugar maple, red oak, and hickory crosshatched her view of the hills like the withered hands of a crone waving her away. (Too late, she thought.) The snows of recent weeks still coated the countryside like a thick and exceptionally clean woolen blanket. A sheen of sparkling white caked the windward boles, suggesting steady winds from the northwest. Berenice made note of such information as she could glean from her picture window. The collecting of information had been her stock-in-trade; a habit etched into a woman’s bones wouldn’t succumb to the mere fact that she’d been banished, supplanted, and was now in the custody of her enemies.


The winter landscape was barren as the future of New France in the coming war. The war she had started. Well, she and Jax. She had to assume he was responsible for the Forge’s destruction; she’d been busy cutting out a traitor’s eye, making her displeasure known to the man she had tracked from Marseilles-in-the-West across the border to New Amsterdam.


The view from her window also encompassed a long gravel drive. A carriage appeared there now, pulled by two Stemwinders galloping in perfect synchrony. Berenice glimpsed a crest on the lacquered blackwood: the rose-colored cross of the Clockmakers’ Guild.


She took another sip, seeing now not the landscape but a calendar. The timing was about right. She’d been sequestered here in the countryside for over two weeks since the Stemwinders caught her dulling her blade in the duc de Montmorency’s eye socket. He’d revealed her identity as Talleyrand to the tulips. So: say a week to get an urgent message across the Atlantic to the Central Provinces; several days while the rulers of the Dutch Empire decided what to do with their windfall; and another week for somebody important to make the trek to the New World. The timing worked if they commandeered the most advanced ships and airships in the world. Which is exactly what they’d do for a chance to get in a room with a former Talleyrand.


Berenice wondered, not for the first time, what they had planned for her. She’d spent the first few days of her incarceration waiting with nauseating dread for the knives and hooks, the hot coals and devilish machinery, to appear. But her captors had treated her no worse than they might a royal princess confined to the grounds of a single estate for some trifling transgression of the byzantine social order. They fed her, clothed her, bathed her, did everything they could to ensure her comfort. For what purpose she couldn’t begin to guess. But the Stemwinders were fanatical about her comfort. The food was excellent. If the tulips thought they could win her cooperation with honey rather than vinegar… well, so much the better. Why waste all that delicious honey?


But all good things did eventually find their end. Berenice took it on faith that the appearance of the black carriage signaled the end of her enforced holiday. She wondered if her hosts intended a hard end, complete with white-hot flensing blades and broken bones.


She sighed and set down her cup. An ache took root in her eye socket like the moaning ghost of her body’s integrity. From the leather pouch hanging between her breasts, Berenice gently removed a glass marble. She swished it around in her mouth, then flinched when it popped into her eye socket with a wet squelch. It wasn’t fitted to the socket; she’d have the world’s worst sinus headache if she kept it in long. Her tongue tingled.


The black carriage appeared again. It emerged from the snow-blown shadows of the house, passing through the porte cochère beneath her window to roll to a stop before what she assumed was the front door, though she could not see it from her vantage. The rumbling of the carriage wheels along the drive shook loose a cornice of windblown snow from the corbels over the porte, leading to a heavy wet thump accompanied by a man’s yelp.


Berenice turned her chair so that she faced the door rather than the window. These accommodations were smaller than the apartments she and Louis had shared within the keep of Marseilles-in-the-West as members of the court of King Sébastien III. It was just a single room with a locked door and unbreakable glass, plus a private lavatory, but the mattress was soft, the goose down warmer than a widow’s bed had any right to be, and the furniture handsome.


A Stemwinder entered a moment later. It didn’t knock. There followed a woman, a man, and a second Stemwinder. She’d expected the humans. But the sight of the additional centaur caused Berenice’s confidence to collapse like a fragile cornice of wind-sculpted snow. She hadn’t accounted for two monsters.


Christ on a blood-smeared cross, you tulip bastards just had to throw another wrench at my head, didn’t you?


The second Clakker carried a chair upholstered in button-tufted chintz matching the one Berenice occupied. The man wore a topcoat of gray twill. He held a somewhat wet and battered top hat and the sour expression of a man much put-upon by the world; he brushed snow from the former and muttered to himself, which did nothing to dispel the latter. The woman was dressed as though she’d been invited to a sleigh ride at the premiere winter ball of the season. The brim of her own hat was just narrower than the door through which she entered; the peacock feather in the brim had been dyed a ghastly shade of lavender that matched her gloves. Beneath the hat she wore a head scarf mottled in a jacquard pattern. Sunlight evinced a lustrous sheen in the voluminous fur stole that threatened to swallow her, suggesting a petite woman wrapped in ermine or mink.


The second Stemwinder placed the chair across the table from Berenice. Then it extended its arms, allowing the newcomers to use the centaur like a coatrack. They draped it with hats, coats, and stoles. The machine retreated into a corner while the other stood motionless beside the door. The man went to the window, where he squinted at the glare of sunlit snow. The woman seated herself and peered at Berenice across the remains of her breakfast of fruit, toast, roasted potatoes, and chicken sausage. Her leather boots dripped snowmelt on the rug, but the corners of her smile dripped something much colder. Sunlight glinted from the rosy-cross pendant on the fine silver chain around her neck. Nestled in one corner of the cross was a tiny inlaid v denoting the Verderer’s Office.


Clearly this was the person for whom Berenice had been waiting. So who was this tarty bitch from the Clockmakers’ Guild? Somebody with the clout to commandeer ships of the sea and ships of the air. But not so high up the ladder as to score her own retinue of Royal Guards. Not royalty, then, but somebody high in the Guild.


Berenice concluded the woman now settling across the table was the Tuinier: Anastasia Bell. The woman who ran the Stemwinders.


It seemed a solid guess. But as for the fellow who plodded along like a piece of flotsam caught in her wake, Berenice hadn’t a Goddamned clue. If Bell had come to question Berenice, she had her own skills and the Stemwinders to apply to the problem. Anybody else was superfluous. Unless questioning wasn’t what they had in mind. They could have questioned Berenice and ripped the answers from her broken body several times since her capture. The fact they hadn’t suggested a different aim.


A name fluttered to the forefront of Berenice’s mind. Like a scrap of paper caught in an errant breeze, it snagged in the bramble of her thoughts. Visser.


A pastor from The Hague. Who had, whether intentionally or inadvertently, given Jax the errand that led to his emancipation from the geasa. Visser had known things only a French agent should have known. But, according to the mechanical, when they met again in New Amsterdam, he’d seemed an entirely different person. The previously pious and compassionate man had become a murderer. It was as though he’d been caught and… altered.


Berenice tried, with middling success, to sever the tendrils of fear now twining themselves around her stomach and spine. Not wanting her enemies to sense her anxiety, and hoping to set them off-balance, she said, “I assume you intend to change me as you did the pastor.”


She knew instantly that her stab in the dark had found a target because it cut the supercilious smile from the other woman’s face. She blinked. She cocked her head as if reassessing. It reminded Berenice of Jax.


“Yes.”


Nauseating dread sloshed in the pit of Berenice’s stomach. Being right wasn’t much comfort when faced with the impending ministrations of the Verderer’s Office. Berenice willed herself to outward calm.


“How?”


The woman removed her gloves and reassumed her composure. “Oh, I couldn’t explain it if I tried. My colleague here, Dr. Vega, is the expert. A pioneer, if truth be told. Isn’t that right, Doctor?”


The man snorted. His breath frosted the glass.


A doctor. That wasn’t a good sign.


Berenice said, “You’re a medical doctor?” Now both newcomers looked at her. “Perhaps later you can inspect my wound,” she said, pointing to her eye. “It’s giving me a bit of trouble.”


“We certainly can’t have that,” said the other woman. “It’s very important to me—to us—that your comfort is completely uncompromised.”


“So I’ve noticed. You must be Anastasia Bell.”


“I am.” Again that unctuous smile. “The duke was right about you.”


“He survived? That’s a shame.”


“Yes, though you did him no favors. I’ll admit I appreciate your notion of poetic justice more than he does,” said Bell, pointing to one of her own eyes. “Since you admit to knowing Henri, I assume you also admit to being the one known as Talleyrand.”


“It brings me great pain to have to tell you, Mademoiselle Bell, that our mutual friend’s information is outdated. I no longer carry that title.”


“It’s not the first instance of Henri being mistaken. He told us you were dead.”


“Very nearly.” Berenice paused to rub her eye. “Don’t fault him for a lack of effort. He really did fuck us.”


Bell’s laughter was like that of a noblewoman caught unawares by the blunt pronouncements of a longshoreman. It carried just a hint of scandal, of thrill in taking momentary enjoyment of something untoward.


She said, “Oh, well. Doubtless even a disgraced spymaster carries all manner of fascinating information in her head.” Berenice tensed without intending to; Bell saw this. “But don’t worry. We won’t have to be crude about extracting it.”


Berenice groaned, rubbing her eye again. “In that case, I wonder why my comfort is so important. Gratifying as it is, one assumes this is a bit out of character for you.”


The head of the Guild’s secret police force waved off the question as if shooing away a bothersome housefly. “Oh, again, that’s something more suited to Vega’s expertise than my own.”


“I see.” Berenice plucked the glass from her eye socket. “Damn this thing,” she muttered. She blew on it, as if clearing away dust.


“Hmmm. I’d heard about your eye,” said Bell. “It’s a shame you couldn’t find something that matches. But I think it’s safe to say that once you’re working for us—”


Berenice snorted. “And people accuse me of overconfidence.”


“—we’ll have no trouble at all outfitting you with something slightly less conspicuous. No need to call attention to your wound, after all. I’m sure we can give you a better and more comfortable fit as well.”


The tendrils of unease twined through her insides gave Berenice a firm cold squeeze. Turning somebody was long, hard, delicate work. Frequently painstaking—best suited to the patience of a craftswoman. So the matter-of-fact way Bell took it for granted that she could and would turn Berenice… The temptation was to discount her as a loon, and she would have, if not for what Jax had told her about Pastor Visser.


“Good with glassworks, are you?” Berenice asked.


“As with so many things,” said Bell, “our skill in that arena is without equal.”


“The Chinese make better porcelain. I’d bet their glassmaking is likewise superior.”


At this, Bell shook her head. Smirking, she added, “Nobody makes glass like we do.”


You’re telling me. Berenice knew well the strange bauble that Jax had shown her, the lens or prism that had somehow broken his bonds and imbued him with Free Will. Thus turning him into a rogue and leading, somewhat indirectly, to Berenice’s current predicament.


Inspecting the piece from her eye for dust and scratches, she said, “This’ll scrape the inside of my head raw if it isn’t clean as a newborn’s conscience.”


She popped the glass in her mouth. It coated her tongue with the faintly metallic taste of blood. The doctor made a little grunt of disapproval. Bell was unmoved; surely she had witnessed far more unpleasant things as Tuinier. But she did frown.


“If you’re trying to choke yourself,” she said, “it won’t work. You wouldn’t even reach unconsciousness before the Stemwinders and Dr. Vega unclogged your throat.”


Berenice swished the bauble around her mouth, as though giving it a good tongue scrub. She wedged it to one side of her mouth. It was difficult to speak around the thing without running the risk of swallowing it, but she managed to say, “If I wanted to kill myself, I’d be dead already.” Her tongue shepherded the bauble across her mouth.


The Tuinier continued to affect an amiable sangfroid. “Perhaps it would be better to have the cleaning done professionally. That doesn’t seem terribly sanitary.”


“Oh, this isn’t as bad as it looks.” Swish, slurp, swish. Berenice used the table cloth to wipe spittle from the corner of her mouth. It gave her a chance to turn her head back and forth without obviously gauging the distance to the mechanical sentries. Too far. Again speaking around the glass in her mouth, she said, “Look, if we’re going to fence, I’d at least like some more of your coffee. It’s better than the shit we get in Marseilles.”


“I sense in you a civilized kindred spirit,” Bell said. Berenice assumed this came with a hefty dose of sarcasm, as at that particular moment she was finding it rather difficult not to drool with the bauble stuffed in her mouth. “I have a feeling that, given time, I’ll come to feel sadness that an accident of birth made us heirs of opposing ideologies. Perhaps if history had unfolded differently we might have been sisters, eh?”


Berenice rolled the glass around in her mouth. It clicked against her teeth. “I doubt it.”


Bell addressed the Stemwinder that wasn’t doing a passable imitation of a coatrack. “More coffee, now.”


Somewhere inside the clockwork centaur, Berenice knew, a new geas sprang to life. A burning ember of compulsion, the first flames of a searing fire that could not be extinguished by anything other than unswerving obedience. The Stemwinder had no choice but to obey Bell because, unlike the humans in the room, it had no Free Will.


The hulking machine crossed the room in two steps. It reached for the coffee service. It loomed over both women. Bell showed no concern for the deadly limbs just inches from their throats. Berenice took a deep, steadying breath.


And used it to launch the alchemical bauble across the table.


Bell recoiled from the spray of glass and spittle. She raised an arm to shield her face. For a heart-piercing moment Berenice thought she had missed. But then Jax’s prism glanced from the Stemwinder’s outstretched arm with a quiet tink. The alchemical glass made a louder clunk when it fell to the silver coffee service, where it rolled to a slimy stop. But for the creak of Bell’s chair, the room fell still. Even the Stemwinder now stood frozen in midreach.


Bell wiped beads of spittle from her sleeves. The veneer of jocund civility dissolved. “I spoke much too soon. You’re just another jack-pine savage, like all your countrymen. How dare you spit on me?”


Berenice ignored her. Instead she addressed the Stemwinder, which still hadn’t moved. She met its strange, impassive eyes. Suppressing a shudder, she said, “You’re welcome. Have fun.”


A frown pulled Bell’s eyebrows low over her eyes. An instant later she saw the bauble on the coffee service. Her eyes widened as comprehension dawned. Indignation became abject terror.


Berenice had just granted Free Will to a Stemwinder.


“You—”


Whatever Bell intended to say, it was cut off by the high-pitched whir of machinery. The freed Stemwinder’s torso spun like a dervish, its equine body motionless while the rest of it rotated to face its companion. One limb clipped Bell hard enough to knock her to the floor. The other Stemwinder, untouched by Berenice’s trick, flung the hats and coats aside as it leaped to Bell’s defense.


Two of the rogue Stemwinder’s arms extended faster than Berenice’s eye could follow. The deafening squeal of tortured metal accompanied an explosion of violet sparks, and then one of the other Stemwinder’s limbs clattered to the floor in a spray of cogs and shrapnel.


Dr. Vega took just a few seconds to assess the situation. He sprinted for the door. He’d managed two strides before the rogue extended another limb, piercing his throat and momentarily pinning him to the wall. Red arterial spray fountained from his neck as he slumped to the floor, twitching.


What have I unleashed?


The last time she’d witnessed a Clakker rampage, her husband had died shuddering. The rampant killer dispatched three dozen citizens of Marseilles-in-the-West before it was deactivated. All because of Berenice’s miscalculation…


She shook her head, forcing herself to focus lest she die transfixed by the terrible spectacle of a rogue Stemwinder. She reached for the bauble on the coffee service but touched an empty pool of cold spittle. Meanwhile, the Tuinier crawled on hands and knees toward the door at the far side of the room.


Just as Berenice made to tackle her, the damaged Stemwinder leaped upon the rogue with a tooth-loosening clang like the bells of Europe’s greatest cathedrals smashed together. The collision sent the rogue skidding into the table and knocked Berenice off-balance. Another appendage, reconfigured into a spear, sliced through the space where her head had been an instant earlier. She couldn’t tell whence the nearly fatal blow had come; the warring Clakkers assailed each other with a speed invisible and strength incomprehensible to human senses. The two machines became blurred ghosts highlighted by the glinting of sunlight and gouts of sparks as they smashed at each other in a relentless sequence of concussions. The floorboards groaned under the assault from their pounding hooves; another bodily collision smashed the table into flinders and sent the Clakkers into the wall, crushing the beams and sending great jagged cracks zigzagging through the plaster. Cracks appeared in the alchemical windowpane with a report like cannonshot. Dust sifted from the beams to salt Berenice’s hair. She scuttled on elbows and ankles as quickly as she could manage away from the killing zone. It wouldn’t take an errant blow to crush her skull or skewer her heart—all they had to do was step on her, or slam into her, or brush against her with a fraction of their alchemically enhanced strength, and her shattered ribs would shred her lungs. The unchanged Stemwinder was now slave to a directive that superseded even the human-safety clauses in the hierarchical metageasa. Collateral damage was acceptable in the drive to disable a rogue. No rules burdened the rogue Stemwinder.


Vicious combat embroiled the rival mechanicals. They fought without consideration for the humans in their vicinity. Blood slicked the floor. In spots it had already begun to congeal in dark tacky puddles that tugged at Berenice’s blouse and skirt.


She wouldn’t get far in the wintery hinterlands of Nieuw Nederland wearing wet, bloodstained clothing. She needed a change of clothes and she needed her Goddamned prism back. If she escaped, she’d still be the most wanted woman in the world; Jax’s mysterious glass was her insurance policy against any Clakkers that tried to snag her. It was also her ticket to unraveling the forbidden knowledge of the Clockmakers’ Guild. Which, in time, would be the lever with which they overturned the Dutch once and for all. But at the moment, that lever was inching toward the door, clenched in Bell’s fist.


The Stemwinders slammed into the wall again. The house shook. The impact sent a spray of shrapnel, broken cogs, and hot sheared metal across floor. Berenice could barely glimpse the warring machines, so rapidly did they move, but it looked as though they’d both taken substantial damage.


Shit, she realized. Bell’s carriage had been pulled by a pair of Stemwinders. Plus my butler. So where’s centaur number three? The deafening commotion from the fighting mechanicals surely warned all and sundry of a rogue on the premises.


Bell reached the door. Unable to turn the knob from her spot on the floor, she rose into a crouch. Berenice leaped at her. But her compromised depth perception caused her to misjudge the distance and overshoot—


—Thereby sparing her an incapacitating injury when the third Stemwinder burst through the door. It trampled Bell. Her body crackled under the Stemwinder’s charging hooves. The impact sent her skidding across the blooded floor; she came to rest as a heap with one splayed arm bent above and below the elbow. The third Stemwinder threw itself into the fray. It plowed into its kin with such force that all three mechanicals smashed through the window. A gust of wintery air chilled Berenice as the clockwork trio rolled atop the porte cochère, kicking up great gouts of snow before they fell out of sight. A moment later a horse-drawn carriage, not Bell’s Clakker-driven conveyance, drove away from the house. It swerved to avoid the fighting machines. Clockmakers, or their staff, fleeing the rogue Stemwinder.


Berenice struggled to catch her breath. It steamed in the suddenly cold room. So did the blood congealing on the floor. A dusting of snow swirled through the massive hole in the wall.


Bell groaned. Berenice staggered across the room. She knelt over the whimpering Tuinier. Bell still held the fist of her shattered arm clenched tight. But new cold, a different kind of cold, shivered down Berenice’s spine when she saw the rivulets of blood leaking through Bell’s curled fingers. The woman whimpered when Berenice pried her hand open.


The bauble had been pulverized. A few larger shards of alchemical glass had sliced the flesh of Bell’s hand to ribbons. But most of the lens, or prism, or whatever the hell it was had been crushed into sand. Berenice’s insurance policy, and her best chance of unraveling the Clockmakers’ most closely guarded secrets, was no more.


“You wretched pus-dripping cunt!” she said. She punched Bell on the nose. “I needed that, Goddamn you.”


The smash-clash-clang of Clakker combat shook the house. The rogue Stemwinder—the last Clakker to ever be freed by the strange bauble that Jax had obtained—was outnumbered. Berenice didn’t like its chances. And even if it did prevail, there was no telling how it would interact with her. Would it kill every human it met, just for spite? Judging by their haste to escape, the Clockmakers in the house considered that a possibility. She needed to get as far from this house as possible before the fight ended. Which meant trekking through the cold and snow without any means of fending off any mechanicals that confronted her.


Berenice sifted through the wreckage for Bell’s hat, gloves, and fur stole. All lay in sticky pools of blood and had to be peeled from the floor. Berenice removed the woman’s boots, too. She tried to do it without jostling the broken legs but failed, judging by Bell’s groan. Last, Berenice unclasped the Guild pendant. She had to lean close and put her arms around the dying Tuinier to do this. Close enough to hear the watery gurgle in her exhalations. Close enough to feel the woman slide into shock. Close enough to remember how it had felt when Louis had died in her arms. Her husband, whom she’d loved ferociously, whimpering in a lake of his own blood until the shine left his eyes.


Now it was her whimpering enemy who lay dying in her arms, covered in blood. Her enemy whom she detested with similar ferocity.


Berenice fastened the chain around her own neck. She sighed. It took a few seconds’ work to assess Bell’s injuries and know they were beyond anything Berenice could do for her. Multiple broken bones, at least one compound fracture, and massive internal bleeding. She needed a team of physicians, not palliative first aid. The wintery air breezing through the demolished wall turned her inconstant breaths to a ghostly fog, as though her spirit was already leaving her body. Bell shuddered.


Good, thought Berenice. But then she pictured Louis again, shuddering much the same way as he drew his final breaths. If she was going to leave the woman for dead, she didn’t have to be quite so cruel about it.


“Oh, damn it.”


Berenice could at least do something about the cold. Physically carrying Tuinier Bell was out of the question, not only because Berenice lacked the strength but also because Bell’s body was little more than a loose sack of broken bones and that amount of jostling would surely hasten her demise. So Berenice hooked her hands under the other woman’s shoulders and physically dragged her across the room. Bell whimpered and cried out. Berenice had worked up a good sweat by the time she’d pulled Bell out of the room. She deposited the dying woman in the corridor, out of the wind. Then she took the coverings from the bed, wrapped Bell as best she could, and closed the door.


Berenice considered searching the house. If the Guild had been using this property for a long time, it might be a storehouse of useful information. But the thunderous crashing of Clakkers at war with each other reminded Berenice that she couldn’t spare the time.


She escaped through the hole in the wall. The wintry air felt like an ice cube rubbed along the empty socket of her eye. She stood atop the porte cochère. The Clakkers’ passage had wiped it clear of snow. She clambered over the edge and fell into a snow bank.


The clanging and squealing of tortured alloys echoed from behind the house. Berenice crept along the drive. She glimpsed flashes and sparks in the shadows of the carriage house. Well, if there were any horses left on the property, she wasn’t getting to them.


She turned around. Bell’s carriage had pressed deep ruts into the snow; Berenice followed those now, jogging down the long gravel drive. Soon the tulips would scour every inch of the countryside in their search for a one-eyed woman. She couldn’t do anything about the blood matted into her clothes, but she could do something about the missing eye. So while running she again retrieved the leather pouch that hung from the cord around her neck. It contained her real glass eye, the gift from Longchamp, returned in the first days of her incarceration. The crunch of snow beneath her stolen boots drowned out the wet squelch as the eye slid into place. Longchamp’s gift was a much better fit than Jax’s prism.


The pineal glass was destroyed. Her best opportunity for breaking the Dutch hegemony: lost.


Well. At least it got her out of Bell’s hands. And for that Berenice was extremely grateful.


Thank you, Jax, wherever you are.















CHAPTER 
3



The machines, dozens of them, could have sprinted for weeks upon end without tiring. Alchemically magicked clockworks imbued them with perpetual impetus and inhuman stamina and strength. But humans—soft creatures of meat and bone—tired easily. And so the machines had marched for merely a day, a night, and another day when their human commanders ordered a halt. In that time they never deviated from the North River, from its mouth in New Amsterdam through the canals to the icy shores of the lake the French called Champlain. They’d covered three hundred miles on their march almost due north from the Atlantic tip of New Amsterdam.


Winter’s arrival had stripped the river valley of its color. Gone were the rolling hills of robin’s-breast orange, marigold yellow, and cherry red. The fallen leaves now lay beneath a deep white blanket, and the naked stone of the umber river bluffs now sported silver rime. Gone, too, was the rustle of wind through autumnal boughs, the earthy smell of freshly harvested fields.


The broken servitor, the one with the weathervaning head who claimed to be called Glastrepovithistrovantus—Glass for short—had seen and heard and smelled these things from the air. He’d flown above the river, and crawled its bed, but until this march he’d never walked alongside it. His footprints in the silty mud, headed south instead of north, had long since been erased by the restless current. He never mentioned this. And he never suggested any relationship between himself and the multiple dredges and locks that had recently been installed on the river. Lying by omission was easy; he was getting the hang of that. Far more difficult was hiding his trepidation when the march took them past Fort Orange, a river outpost originally intended as a hub for the beaver pelt trade but later turned into a military hardpoint. He had fallen from the sky over Fort Orange, launched from the fireball demise of a sentient airship. It wasn’t a pleasant memory.


Dozens of Clakkers, servitors like himself dragged from the smoldering wreckage of the Grand Forge, had been conscripted by the army in those first few hours when their makers’ rage and indignation blazed white-hot. Hotter even than an unfulfilled geas.


So hot that they didn’t wait to assemble a proper army of military-class Clakkers for this first foray into New France. Lowly servitors could do in a pinch, especially once the horologists annulled their human-safety metageasa. A few mechanicals of the military design—machines designed to scythe through humans—filled out the ranks. And though they did not know it, they kept the imposter servitor, the one they called Glass, from fleeing.


The humans believed his weathervane head and missing flange plates were damages incurred during the fiery destruction of the Grand Forge. They weren’t. But it was convenient to let the humans believe so.


Many humans had died in the conflagration. Leaving many Clakkers who emerged from the ruins without well-defined owners. Clakker leases always contained provisions for dealing with the demise or incapacitation of the primary leaseholder, but unraveling so many legalistic knots would have taken weeks. Thus the Brasswork Throne (acting through the colonial governor of Nieuw Nederland) had exercised its power of eminent domain to conscript the orphaned Clakkers. Not that anybody felt compelled to thoroughly investigate the leaseholders and track down possible heirs; and anyway, all Clakkers, everywhere, were officially property of the Throne.


Knowing he shared this excursion with fellow mechanicals who had also been present for the Forge’s collapse filled him with dread. He’d been fighting his own kind atop the rings of a vast armillary sphere orbiting the blazing heart of the Forge when the alchemical sun collapsed, pulling the rest of the building into the blaze like so much kindling. He wondered how many of the Clakkers on this march had been there. If even one recognized him as the fugitive rogue…


He’d tried and failed to cross the border on his own. He’d tried to reach the ondergrondse grachten, the so-called underground canals run by Catholics and French sympathizers intended to ferry free Clakkers out of Nieuw Nederland. But that had failed, too, with the canalmasters’ murder. Now he would try again to enter New France, and this time he would do it at the vanguard of invasion. It could work, as long as nobody recognized him and he never revealed to his fellow mechanicals how the agony of geasa did not touch him, that their makers’ words held no sway over him.


Glass, whose real name had been Jalyksegethistrovantus—Jax for short—hefted an oven from the bed of the wagon he’d been pulling for the past eighty miles. A bulky thing of iron and ceramic, it might have been at home in an Amsterdam bakery. No piddling camp stove would suffice for the leaders of this excursion: One could not prepare a feast on a camp stove. Jax’s fellow yokemate unpacked an additional stove while other servitors constructed tents, made beds, collected fuel. Their human masters saw no need to deprive themselves on a forced march into enemy territory; just because they were marching to war was no reason to accept a lessened standard of living. So it was with soft creatures of blood and flesh.


The appeltaart had just achieved a golden-brown crust, its filling wafting the scent of apples across the campsite—the commander of this march believed in healthful desserts for his staff, hence the fruit—and the bacon on the stove filled the tent with the white-noise sizzle of hot grease when shouts and yelling pierced the quiet rhythms of the campsite. It happened from time to time, when humans found their slaves’ efforts lacking. But this wasn’t a master excoriating his servant. Somebody was cursing in French.


Jax had heard more than his share of French profanity thanks entirely to the one-eyed woman who’d talked their way inside the Forge. For a moment he thought perhaps Berenice had followed the column and now been caught. But that was absurd. He didn’t know if she’d departed prior to the fire, and if she hadn’t, whether she’d survived. All he knew was that she’d gone in with malice aforethought.


And anyway, this was a man’s voice. Made shrill with rage. Or was that mortal terror? By now the oven had made the tent warmer than humans found comfortable, so he tied the flap back, which allowed cooler air to enter and conveniently allowed him to see what had transpired.


A military scout held a man by the forearm with a grip that was just shy of crunching bone. The fellow wore leather trousers and gloves the color of moldering leaves, a wool coat the color of dirty snow, fur-lined boots, and a hat made from a raccoon pelt (complete with tail); a hand ax dangled from a belt loop. Veiny sclera limned the irises of his widened eyes. He looked like a caged animal. Backed into a corner, terrified, bearing its teeth at the world. Jax had once seen a New World wolverine at the Amsterdam zoological gardens. The Frenchman reminded him now of that animal’s combination of terror and fury.


He might have been a forest runner, one of the original coureurs de bois transported unchanged across the centuries to the modern day from a time long ago when France’s European enemies in the New World spoke English. But the mechanical scout held in its other hand the glistening gel membrane of an epoxy grenade, and that was a modern weapon. Not something one could whittle from birch bark or catch in a snare.


An avalanche of French poured from the terrified man’s mouth only to pile at his feet, dusty and disregarded like so much unwanted talus. The language sounded to Jax as though the man wrapped each word in silk and tied it with a bow before letting it float past his lips. French was the language of the Catholics, who believed mechanical men were thinking beings capable of Free Will, and that their unswerving bondage indicated something evil, something unholy, had been done to their souls. It was the language of those who would see the end of Clakker slavery.


It was also the language of the doomed. And that saddened Jax.


Several servitors like him (Well, not exactly like me, he thought) found ways to carry out their duties while watching the human captive. One such mechanical, the filigree on whose escutcheons and flange plates suggested she had been forged about half a century after Jax, making her a young sixty or seventy, rattled the gear train along her spine in a way that inquired, What’s he saying?


He’s wetting himself with fear, said another via the muted twang of a leaf spring and click of overly loosened ratchets.


No, said a passing servitor who carried several hundred pounds of firewood, absorbing the swaying of the uneven load through the carefully timed bobbing of its backward knees. The machine paused, listening to the torrent of anxious French before adding, He’s a brave one. He demands to know our destination and our purpose.


The military Clakker said, He’d have to be blind and stupid not to know already.


The entire conversation took a few seconds.


If any of their human masters had bothered to notice the exchange, it would have seemed nothing more than the characteristic cacophony of clockworks. Humans were deaf to the language of Clakkers because they didn’t believe it could exist in the first place: Unthinking, unfeeling machines could not converse. Language was the province of human beings, a gift from God to Adam that he might praise his Creator and bestow names upon everything in His garden.


Jax retreated into the shadows of the cooking tent, his head and heart filled with unease. The captive kept up his protests, shouting to any who would listen, like a minister without a flock. He looked around the camp, from one Clakker to the next, as though addressing them. The human captain overseeing their advance ambled through the camp. The Frenchman saw the crowd of Clakkers parting like the sea before a biblical prophet and spoke more rapidly, as though he saw his doom approach.


His gaze flitted across Jax’s cooking tent. The look on his face reminded Jax of the rogue servitor Adam, formerly Perjumbellagostrivantus, whose execution in Huygens Square he had witnessed in the autumn. Adam’s face had betrayed no fear, no terror, for mechanical bodies were incapable of expression in the human mode. But he’d had Free Will, and maybe even a soul, and surely feared the snuffing out of his candle just as this man did now. Just as Jax had feared every moment since he went on the run.


Now he’s saying that New France is a friend to our kind. That we should throw off our shackles and join with those who would stand firm against our oppressors. He says, oh, this is good, he says there’s a network of secret canals just ready and waiting to whisk us to freedom. The servitor carrying the firewood stalked off again, its talon toes stabbing the frozen earth like accusations. In other words, the usual lies.


Moderately incensed, Jax said, They’re not lies.


And then realized, in the silence that fell upon the conversation among his kin, that he’d just drawn attention to himself. They waited now for him to explain. Perhaps he knew something about the ondergrondse grachten?


It was through miscalculations like this, he knew from bitter experience, that rogues gave themselves away.


They can’t be lies, he improvised. They believe in us, otherwise why would the French have stood against our makers for hundreds of years?


The nearest Clakkers rattled with mechanical laughter. One of his kin said, Do you honestly believe that if our inventor had been a Frenchman, things would be any different today?


Perhaps they would be, said Jax.


The soldier said, Humans are the same all over the world. Doesn’t matter who’s on top of the pile and who’s crushed at the bottom.


They affect enlightenment because it’s politically expedient, said another. It gives them the aura of moral rectitude, of inhabiting some mythical ethical high ground.


(But they’ve harbored rogues, Jax wanted to say. I’ve spoken with Catholic sympathizers and canalmasters of the ondergrondse grachten. I’ve worked with a former advisor to the king of France himself. They want to change the world!)


Instead he said, What about Queen Mab? They say she lives in the northern reaches, among the white bears and seals. That’s French land, isn’t it? They must have granted it to her.


First, that’s Inuit land, not French. Second, that’s a fairy tale! Have you taken damage to your head? And anyway. Even if she were real, they couldn’t stop her if they wanted to.


Still the Frenchman kept up the stream of patter. The dry winter air rasped his throat. His gaze drifted to the officer. Still wide-eyed, his expression changed. The terror became something else. Jax had seen something similar on Berenice’s face at the moment their ploy to enter the Forge had worked: triumph.


Jax launched himself from the tent at the same moment.


The Frenchman’s free hand darted to the tomahawk at his belt. The weapon was out and spinning toward the officer faster than Jax thought possible for a human.


The officer’s personal army of Clakkers was, naturally, faster still. They leaped to intercept the ax, to shield the officer, to pull him aside. But though many were closer to the action, Jax had the advantage of a full two seconds over them, having been focused on the captive’s eyes at just the right moment. And to a being of metal and magic, two seconds were but an eternity: two hundred centiseconds, two thousand milliseconds. In two seconds a servitor could transform itself from a statue to a missile.


Jax’s wake sculpted snow, dirt, and moldering leaves into twisting vortices.


A glancing collision with a fellow Clakker ignited a shower of white-hot sparks.


Slow human nerves and sinews caught up with the sequence of events. The officer started to flinch.


The tomahawk handle clanked against Jax’s chest. He wrapped himself in a ball, enveloping the weapon.


The first mechanical reached the officer. It started to pull him aside but had to do so gently, ineffectually, owing to the fragility of human bones.


The wind of Jax’s passage flipped the officer’s hat into the air, tousled his hair.


Another servitor skidded into the original path of the weapon to shield their master with its body.


Jax landed. Bouncing and skidding through the underbrush, he ripped a furrow in the frozen earth.


The tent collapsed, canvas shredded and poles snapped by the vicious rarefaction wave created by Jax’s departure.


Sparks drifted to the snowy ground. Sizzled. Became smoky wisps smelling of ozone and dark magic.


Jax unfolded. The shattered tomahawk tumbled to the ground. The handle had snapped in two and the steel blade had been warped. He tromped through the underbrush, hopping over his own furrow, returning to the camp just as the humans registered the sequence of events. Both looked confused and alarmed. Now it was the officer who studied his surroundings, wide-eyed, while the Frenchman sighed.


Well, thought Jax. That should eliminate any doubts about my loyalty.


Collapsing tent canvas draped itself across the oven Jax had stoked. Flames engulfed it. But this was a mundane fire. Harmless. A trio of the nearest servitors strode into the flames. In moments they had suppressed the blaze before it spread through the camp.


The captain shook off the metal hands holding him. He approached the captive until they stood just feet apart.


In Dutch, he said, “That was an act of war.” Jax wondered if the Frenchman understood. “We’re within our rights to execute you.”


When the Frenchman spoke again, his voice was just barely above a whisper. Jax couldn’t distinguish what the man said from the background rustle of wind, the rustling of the humans’ clothing, the ticktock patter of his kin. He couldn’t even tell if he spoke French or Dutch or Algonquian. The officer stepped closer.


“What?”


The other man twisted in his captor’s grip. He lunged for the epoxy bladder, fingers outstretched to puncture it. But this time he was far too slow. The military Clakker easily yanked the grenade beyond his reach. The Frenchman’s shoulder gave a wet pop. He yelped.


The ax was a ploy, Jax realized. To himself, he thought, He knew he had no chance of hitting his mark, not with so many of us around. He did it to ignite the need to gloat. To lure the officer closer.


Others followed the same train of thought. A vengeful suicide, said the servitor who had tried to pull the officer out of harm’s way. Maybe the French truly are ideologues.


Shaking his head as though disappointed in a child, the officer turned and walked away. But he stopped after a few strides and glanced over his shoulder. To the military Clakker, he said, “Break his arm.”


Even the lapping of the river and the wind through the trees couldn’t muffle the sharp wet crunch. A hoarse scream shook snow from the naked boughs.


[image: image]


Jax navigated through the camp via the soft glow of moonlight on snow. The sentry outside the prisoner’s tent acknowledged his approach in what had, in recent months, become the traditional fashion among their kind.


Clockmakers lie, she rattled.


Clockmakers lie, he responded.


Somewhere nearby, an owl hooted. The sentry queried him. Jax responded, I’m to check the prisoner’s injury and inspect him for signs of infection. His arm must be set properly.


I thought they’ve already done that, said the sentry.


They have, said Jax. And surely will again. The captain wants him hale and hearty before he’s sent down the river for interrogation.


While he’d lost the advantage of anonymity to his missing flanges and weathervane head, he still retained his greatest advantage. Rogues were so rare—or so the Guild, Church, and Throne told the world—that nobody ever considered the possibility a machine might lie.


The sentry took him at his word. He’s still angry about the ax.


Jax concurred with a click. As of course it would, the other machine noticed the swaying of Jax’s head.


Did that happen when the Forge fell? she asked.


Yes, Jax lied again, suddenly nervous. Perhaps she was merely making conversation? It was lonely, this life of eternal servitude. Or was she wondering if she might have glimpsed him in the tunnels, or on the armillary sphere, or thrashing about in the alchemical fires?


He affected a mild but growing agitation. Every single Clakker ever forged knew intimately, from the first moments of its functioning, the unquenchable fire of the geasa. The steadily mounting heat ever threatening to explode into agony. Such was their birthright: the inability to disregard a human directive. He conveyed that now.


The sentry said, There we were, surrounded by those who designed and built us. And in their haste for war they couldn’t take a few minutes to fix you.


Jax willed his body to rattle more loudly. He feigned the growing distress of a Clakker in the throes of an impatient geas.


It’s not-t-t-t-t surp-p-prising, he stuttered.


The sentry stepped aside. Go, brother, she said, before you burst into flames.


It was dark in the tent. There hadn’t been any need to provide the prisoner with light, or, for that matter, the warmth of a fire. Nor had there been a need to chain him. Pain was a stronger shackle than any chain. Every Clakker knew that. So did their makers. So the Frenchman slept unfettered under two blankets, the fur a faint shimmer in the moonlight leaking through the tent flap. When he listened past the clacking of his own body, Jax heard the shallow breathing of a human in pain. He had to dial his eyes to their maximum sensitivity in order to see the sweat-runnels carved through the dirt on the man’s forehead.


The prisoner jerked awake as Jax approached. He tried to scoot away, but the pain of his shattered arm hobbled him. He didn’t get far. Jax knelt. His backward servitor knees left his shins splayed before him like a broken doll.


“I’ve been sent to check your wounds,” he said.


And wondered how much Dutch this man understood. At least a bit, it stood to reason, if he had been sent across the border armed with an epoxy grenade. Jax doubted regular woods runners carried anti-Clakker chemical ordnance.


Jax produced a torch. The Frenchman flinched (then groaned) from the metal-on-metal chank when Jax snapped his fingers, but the resulting sparks ignited the torch. He crept forward, trying not to further spook the man. It also enabled him to put his back to the tent flap and the sentry, should she decide to peer inside.


After a bit of pantomime, Jax managed to convey his intent. The Frenchman offered a shattered arm and a stoic face.


A severe break, though set and splinted as well as possible. (After all, the Clakkers on this foray were trained to deliver any manner of first aid to their human commanders.) But the soldier had crushed the man’s arm in two places, and a compression injury sometimes led to bone chips. Jax had no way to treat that, nor could he afford the time.


He released the man’s arm but not his attention. Jax pointed to his own eye, then the man’s, then lay a fingertip over the man’s lips when they parted. He reached into the hollow spaces of his torso. His fingers clicked lightly against his whirring innards, then after a moment he produced a knife. Again the man flinched. But the dread turned into surprise when Jax laid the handle in the palm of his good hand. Jax hadn’t the vocabulary to describe the Frenchman’s expression when he next produced the epoxy grenade and a handful of willow bark. No stranger to medicinal herbs, the man didn’t hesitate to snatch the white willow. Jax doubted it would accomplish much more than dulling the very worst of the pain. And only if the man had a chance to boil the bark into a tea; more likely his injury, and the cold, would kill him before that.
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