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Malcolm blinked. His lips moved, like a goldfish blowing bubbles.


The dash across the gardens had left him flushed, his fading-pink cheeks at odds with the rest of him, which had gone pale. His pupils were dilated.


Malcolm found his voice. “But, Tuinier … it is the end of the world.”


The din from Scheveningen Pier swelled again. But the crowd wasn’t cheering, she realized.


It was screaming.
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PART I


SERVANTS AND MASTERS






One has to be servant before one can be master.


—FROM THE LETTERS OF KILIAEN VAN RENSSELAER,
A FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE DUTCH
WEST INDIA COMPANY, 10 MAY 1638


This day a good pretty maid was sent my wife by Mary Bowyer, whom my wife has hired.


—FROM THE DIARY OF SAMUEL PEPYS,
22 NOVEMBER 1661


So home and to read, I being troubled to hear my wife rate though not without cause at her mayd [sic] Nell, who is a lazy slut.


—FROM THE DIARY OF SAMUEL PEPYS,
12 JANUARY 1662










CHAPTER
1


She’d been home in her beloved Central Provinces barely a week when the plague ships arrived from the New World.


But this particular morning, the morning the world ended, didn’t find Anastasia Bell preoccupied with thoughts of Nieuw Nederland, or New France, or Free Will, or even the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists. Instead, she anticipated the removal of her casts and finally strolling—well, hobbling—through the winter gardens with her nurse. The winter gardens weren’t Anastasia’s favorite of all the green spaces in The Hague, but at least they wouldn’t smell like hospital antiseptic and bedpans. Plus, Rebecca would be there, prettier than any flower.


Roused by the anticipation before dawn, Anastasia spent the wolf hours watching the moon sink from the sky like a damaged airship. It dipped behind the towering spire of the Sint-Jacobskerk, the ancient St. James Church, as the rising sun pinked the bone-white cupola atop the old Town Hall. Both buildings predated Het Wonderjaar, Christiaan Huygens’s miracle year: They’d been built in the earliest decades of the seventeenth century, at the birth of a Dutch Golden Age that continued unbroken centuries later to this very day. A mile or so to the northwest, the Scheveningen Lighthouse winked at her with metronomic regularity.


The city was calm at night, she found, but never truly quiet and never truly still. Like every great city in the Central Provinces, the dark hours of The Hague echoed with the ticktock rattle-clatter of Clakkers’ metal bodies as they loaded and unloaded wagons, swept the streets, delivered packages, prepared their masters’ breakfasts and mended their clothes, carried drunks to their homes, monitored the citywide network of flood control dikes and pumps, hauled freight along the tow canals, and did everything else their geasa demanded. The city never slept, because mechanicals never slept. At some point in the lonely hours after midnight Anastasia realized everything moving in the city was clad in steel and alchemical brass: It was as though the humans had disappeared, and their creations had taken over.


A pair of metal feet clicked across the parquet floor. The machine navigated the dark room with catlike surety. It had probably detected the glimmer of moonlight upon her open eyes while making the rounds. The ticktocking of its internal mechanisms echoed in the shadows. Compared to her silent fretting it was loud as a brass band. A peculiar timbre in its body noise suggested outdated alchemical alloys, marking it as an older model, perhaps one forged in the mid-eighteenth century. Those lots had used a rare black Corinthian bronze, she knew. But Anastasia couldn’t turn her head to see if moonglow revealed a liverish patina; the boredom was too heavy.


In the reedy wheeze that passed for a Clakker’s whisper, it said, “I humbly beg your pardon for the interruption, mistress, but I notice you are not sleeping. Are you in pain? Shall I summon a physician for you?”


A throb of pain shot through her bandaged hand. She flexed her fingers. They tingled as if mildly burned. If she could have moved her arm, she would have stuck her fingertips in her mouth.


“No. Leave me.”


There followed a momentary syncopation in the clockwork rattle as the machine integrated this new command amongst all the other geasa controlling its behavior. Its primary function at the hospital was patient care, which gave it some latitude for overriding obstinate patients when health issues required it. But Anastasia wasn’t just any patient.


“Immediately, mistress.” It departed without offering to fluff her pillows.


When not watching the moon, or the city, she was checking the clock, waiting for Doctor Riordan to begin his morning rounds. Or worrying that the lack of sleep would dull her mind and hang dark bags under her eyes. Which heightened her anxiety, thus making it all the more difficult to sleep. She’d so anticipated her private visit with Rebecca—how cruel that when it finally came, she’d be an ugly dullard. She yearned to emerge from her plaster cocoon at her prettiest wittiest.


Her stomach rumbled. But she knew she’d have no food today until the casts were off, just in case they had to shoot her full of painkillers again. She resolved not to groan or flinch.


Maybe on their walk they could visit a bakery. Anastasia hadn’t enjoyed good hot banketstaaf since before her errand to the New World.


Finally, after it seemed the moon might rise and set again while Anastasia waited, Rebecca entered with her cart. The whites of her uniform blazed in the morning sun, every pleat and seam perfectly pressed, every strand of her golden curls corralled beneath her starched cap. She paused just inside the door. Face impassive, she locked eyes with Anastasia and tugged a single lock out of place. It dangled at the corner of her left eye like a party streamer.


Trapped within their plaster prisons, Anastasia’s knees oozed like overheated candle wax.


“Foul coquette,” she mouthed.


Doctor Riordan entered. “Good morning, Anastasia.”


Per her own request, he addressed her informally, although at first he’d omitted reference to her title only with visible unease. As if he expected the slight to conjure a herd of Stemwinders.


“Good morning, Doctor.”


Rebecca quickly tucked the errant lock in place while the doctor took Anastasia’s chart from the hook at the foot of her bed. He shook his head. “I continue to marvel at your survival, much less your recovery.” Injuries requiring alchemical bandages were quite rare in the Central Provinces; Anastasia was probably his first opportunity to observe firsthand this cutting edge of the medical arts. “Nurse, raise those casts a bit, won’t you?”


Behind him, Rebecca reached for a pair of hooks on the wall. Anastasia gritted her teeth. To the hooks were tied lines that ran over a system of pulleys to the slings cradling the plaster on her arms and legs. (Legs that, she’d later learned from the ship’s physician, had crackled like shattered porcelain when the hunters found her.) But it wasn’t her limbs that hurt; raising the casts jostled her aching ribs. The sigils embedded in the casts and bandages had fueled her recuperation, but they’d done nothing for the pain.


Alchemy was useful but never compassionate. Every Clockmaker knew that.


Riordan would be more impressed if he knew the truth behind her injuries. But she’d be the last to admit she’d been trampled by a Stemwinder. Bad enough she’d had to liquidate the hunters who’d found her in the Guild’s demolished safe house. She would have died of exposure if not for their compassionate and quick-thinking intervention. (Nieuw Nederland’s North River Valley in midwinter was far, far colder than the temperate Central Provinces.) But between her injuries and the barely functional Stemwinder attempting to keep her alive, they’d seen too much, perhaps enough to piece the story together. Poor bastards. The ship’s physician had met with his own unfortunate accident as well, falling overboard and plunging into the frigid North Atlantic not long after innocently remarking how one particular bruise on Anastasia’s chest resembled a perfect hoofprint. She was particularly bitter about that killing. The crossing had been sheer misery (every sway and shudder of the ship agony to her shattered bones) on top of which it had taken extra effort to subvert the human-safety metageas on the ship’s Clakker porter. A wily French spy had stolen the pendant that established Anastasia’s affiliation with the Verderer’s Office before leaving her for dead.


She tossed a smile over the doctor’s shoulder. Rebecca caught and returned it: an honest grin that touched her entire face, from eyes to dimples. Anastasia’s job required a certain amount of skill when it came to reading people for signs of honesty and deceit. Tiring work, and not always pleasant: sometimes loud, sometimes smelly, and often a bit messy. What a pleasant change, that the truth of a woman’s heart could be given so freely.


The doctor inspected her casts, and even gave them a sniff. He ignored the special bandages swaddling her hand. That injury was a Guild matter more than a medical matter and strictly enforced as such. Doctor Huysman had been on duty the morning an honor guard of servitor mechanicals skidded into the emergency clinic with Anastasia’s stretcher held aloft. A competent physician she was, too, but overly dedicated to her craft. She’d tried to tweeze the pulverized alchemical glass from Anastasia’s shredded palm and so ran afoul of the Verderers. Huysman had taken an early retirement the very next day. Or so they said.


Alchemical glass could do terrible things to a person, if implanted carefully. Anastasia had overseen one such procedure from the observation gallery of an operating theatre. But that had been the culmination of extensive and delicate effort; this glass had been crushed into her hand during a moment of deadly chaos.


Perhaps it was only a few minutes, but it seemed the clock ticked away half a century while Riordan assessed her general health and the efficacy of the sigils. He took extra care with Anastasia because of her position, she knew.


Get on with it already, she thought. I have a date. And she wants to spend time with me because of me, not because of who I am.


Another decade passed. Riordan said, in his peculiar shamrock-accented Dutch, “Well. I think these casts have done all they can. How would you feel if we removed them?”


“I’d feel you’d spared yourself a great deal of trouble. One more day in this prison and I’ll order a machine to break your legs.”


“That won’t do,” he said, paling. Rebecca, who thought Anastasia was kidding, stifled a chuckle. The effort shook loose the errant lock. Anastasia wondered how it would feel between her teeth. Riordan nodded at the nurse—sparing a moment to frown at her dishevelment—and took a pen from her tray.


“Machine. Come here,” he said. Sure enough, its carapace had the bruise-purple sheen of hepatizon: black bronze. A bead of sweat took root at the hollow of Riordan’s temple. She could read his concerns as easily as a newspaper: What would come of him if this went awry? Would his retirement be as abrupt as Doctor Huysman’s? After Rebecca affixed a cutting tool to a socket in the servitor’s palm, the doctor ordered it: “Remove those casts.”


A low whine enveloped the blade. The medical servitor worked with the inhuman speed and precision of its kind, bisecting the cast on her left leg before the first puffs of ground plaster dusted the floor.


Riordan and Rebecca gripped the cast with a pair of spreaders, separated the plaster shells, and gently laid her unsuspended leg upon the bed. For the first time in weeks, Anastasia saw her own skin. It had never been so hairy. Her pedicured and brightly painted toenails—Rebecca’s work, again—were a question mark punctuating the ineloquent sentence of her leg.


And then the smell hit her. The odor of unwashed skin billowed from her body. It watered Anastasia’s eyes. So did the humiliation. Why must Rebecca be here? Why must she smell my shame?


She flicked a sidelong glance at the nurse and doctor. Both wore a stony expression. They’d smelled worse, no doubt, and had known what to expect. Knowing this didn’t soften the indignity.


Anastasia closed her eyes. The machine leaned over her again, the blade whined, a creak and crack, and then fresh cool air touched her other leg, her naked arms. The stench worsened with every limb. No amount of charm, no flirtation, could overcome the mental image surely burned into the nurse’s mind now.


Doctor Riordan turned his back to preserve Anastasia’s modesty while Rebecca and the medical Clakker unwrapped the bandages around her torso. He asked, “How do you feel?”


“I want a bath,” she said, in a voice that couldn’t have been her own. Her voice hadn’t been so small since she was a girl poling punts along the rustic canals of Giethoorn.


“Don’t take too long,” said the nurse. “I have plans for a walk in the gardens this afternoon.”


Somehow this smile, too, was genuine.


The Clakker returned bearing a pair of canes. Riordan said, “You’re weaker than you think. Let’s make certain you won’t re-break your arms and legs, eh?”
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Physical therapy, Anastasia decided, was a mild form of torture. And she knew a thing or two about torture.


But after pain came the luxury of a steamy bath. She dashed off a few sketches in colored pencil and dispatched a servitor on a shopping mission; it carried a long list of her current measurements (all the best shops in the city had her on file, but weeks of forced indolence had done her body no favors) and detailed descriptions of her new apparel. Next she shaved and scrubbed her skin until it tingled and the gray pallor became a pink glow. Then, after another Clakker replaced her bath water, she shampooed her hair twice. When she wiped condensation from the mirror, she didn’t recognize herself. Her face was somehow both rounder and yet more gaunt than it had been before she’d sailed to the New World to question the French spy. But she brushed her hair and teeth, and perfumed herself with lavender oil, and soon her first new clothes in months arrived.


She emerged from the steamy bath like a newborn, without shame or self-consciousness, and let the machines dress her. The haberdasher, milliner, cordwainer, and dressmaker (or, rather, their Clakkers, which had crafted the clothing in less than an hour) had met Anastasia’s every specification. The fit wasn’t ideal, as she hadn’t been present for final adjustments, but it was suitable. The boots squeezed her feet and would need a cobbler, but not today. She’d devoted days of thought to what she’d wear and how she’d wear it. Every fold.


To the blank canvas of her body they applied crimson silk undergarments; black stockings; a dark-gray woolen blouse with burgundy piping; a velvet skirt of matching burgundy that reached just below her knees; low-heeled boots of supple gray leather that reached just below the skirt hem; elbow-length gloves and a belt of the same leather; a black choker ribbon at her throat threaded with silver and adorned with a polished garnet; and matching garnet earrings. Silver buckles on the boot cuffs glinted to match the buckle on her belt and what she hoped would be an impish sparkle in her eyes. She put her hair up, and used an extra handful of pins to keep the milliner’s work in place. A cartwheel hat girded with a burgundy ribbon, it rested on her head at an angle just on the flirty side of careless. For fending off the late-winter damp she donned a cashmere cape lined with crown sable fur. The hood slouched between her shoulders with just the right air of insouciance.


In the old days she would have slimmed herself with a corset, but the belt was painful enough. The slightest tug caused her ribs to groan like rusty hinges.


Rebecca met her in the south vestibule, a humble tweed cloak slung over her uniform. Her eyes widened.


“Goodness,” she said. “I barely recognize you. You’ve cast off your plaster chrysalis and become a butterfly. And what wings you have!”


“What, these rags?” Grinning made Anastasia’s cheeks ache. “I couldn’t resist treating myself just a bit.”


“I hadn’t realized a walk in the gardens could be …” The nurse examined herself. “I’m underdressed, I fear.”


“Nonsense. You’re exquisite.”


Rebecca blushed. With a quick glance over her shoulder to ensure the doctors and head nurse wouldn’t see, she reached under the brim of her cap to again tug loose a single curl. It bobbed beside her temple. Anastasia’s heart hurried to match its rhythm.


“Shall we?”


A medical servitor shadowed the pair, ready to leap forward should Anastasia stumble, but per her command it lagged several paces behind. Frailty gave her an excuse to take the nurse’s arm, to lean close and catch her scent.


The south vestibule opened on the hospital’s own garden, which was small but abutted the Paviljoensgracht, the old Pavilion Canal, directly across from the winter gardens. A strong sea breeze sent clouds scudding through a sky unusually bright for late winter. Patchwork shadows mottled the gardens. Gravel crunched underfoot. The humid smell of the nearby canal enveloped them, as did the usual city sounds: the rumble of traffic, the tolling of church bells, the lapping of water in the canals, the creak of oarlocks, the cumulative hum of ten thousand clockwork men dedicated to their owners’ every whim. It must have been a race day; the din of raised voices from Scheveningen was audible even here, over a mile away.


The women strolled arm-in-arm past low hawthorn hedges and winter-bare rosebushes. Each kept to herself as if waiting for the other to begin. The awkward moment stretched like cheap wool. Anastasia ransacked her conversational cupboard but found it bare as the rosebushes. She chewed her lip to stave off a twinge of panic. Such anticipation, only to find herself bashful as a schoolgirl? The injuries had changed her.


Rebecca proved the more courageous. “Did we neglect to remove the cast from your tongue?”


Caught off guard, but also relieved, Anastasia laughed like an uncouth fishwife. “I’m filing a malpractice suit this afternoon.”


Ice broken, conversation came easier after that. They turned east, toward the canal.


Rebecca pointed to a hansom weaving through traffic on the Torenstraat. The steel rims on its wheels struck sparks from the paving stones. The servitor pulling it moved so quickly its legs were almost invisible.


She said, “Heavens. He’s in quite a hurry.”


The taxi fishtailed onto the hospital’s horseshoe drive. It sent a fine spray of gravel pattering like hail against the windows when the servitor brought the carriage sliding to a halt. A man leapt from the cab and disappeared inside the hospital. He passed too quickly for Anastasia to be certain, but he looked familiar. She tensed. But Rebecca shrugged, and her smile dispelled the unease. They resumed their walk. The din of the city swelled; the races out at Scheveningen Pier must have been quite exciting.


Worried a medical emergency might cut short their visit, Anastasia asked, “Have you younger siblings, Rebecca? Taking care of others is second nature to you, I think.”


“Now, who told you that?”


“Nobody. But I’m quite good at reading people.”


“I do have—”


Behind them, the door to the south vestibule banged open. “Tuinier! Tuinier Bell!”


Anastasia froze. Oh, no. Please, don’t do this to me.


“Goodness!” Rebecca turned for the source of the commotion. Anastasia did likewise, one eye on the man running toward them and the other on the nurse, hoping beyond all reason that he’d shut up.


“Anastasia Bell!” he called across the gardens. “Wait, please! I must speak with you at once!”


The medical servitor sprang forward. It landed lightly beside them and said, “Mistress, I believe that gentleman wishes a word with you. It appears to be a matter of some urgency. Shall I convey you to him?”


No. No, no, no, not now.


The man from the taxi jogged closer. She recognized Malcolm, a fellow Verderer. She craned her neck to look at the hansom again, but couldn’t see the door. “Tuinier Bell!” he cried. “Tuinier Bell, wait!”


Anastasia groaned. Shut up, you fool.


Muscles twitched in Rebecca’s arm. “That man. He’s calling you, ‘Tuinier.’ ”


Anastasia closed her eyes. Damn it. “Yes. He is.”


“Oh. I …” Rebecca’s gaze flicked back and forth, never meeting her eyes, as though she were a cornered rabbit and Anastasia a fox. “I knew you’re a Guildwoman, of course. Because of your injuries. I mean the glass—I mean, I haven’t seen it, but your hand, I haven’t pried, honestly, but after Doctor Huysman went away … But you didn’t seem—Oh! I mean, I didn’t realize … the Verderers …”


The Verderer’s Office: that special arm of the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists charged with protecting the Clockmakers’ secrets, and thus by extension the de facto secret police for the Dutch Empire. True or not, everybody had heard dread tales of the Verderers’ clockwork centaurs, the Stemwinders, and their human masters. The tales never emphasized the Verderers’ vital role in perpetuating the Dutch Golden Age; only dark rumors of what that entailed. The Verderers patrolled the walled garden of Guild secrets, ensuring nothing entered—not the tiniest aphid—as well as eradicating any shoots that might poke past the walls. The Tuinier was the chief gardener.


Anastasia sighed. “Yes. I command the Stemwinders.”


And … there it went. Like a feat of emotional alchemy, that four-word incantation transmuted flirtatious attraction to quiet fear. It extinguished the coquettish sparkle in the nurse’s eyes. In its stead came the flat, fragile glassiness that always materialized when somebody took a tight rein on her thoughts and words. Anastasia had seen it a hundred times.


“I’m still your patient. I’m still the Anastasia Bell you’ve come to know. And, I hope, like,” she said, loathing the desperation in her voice.


“Of course. And I’m still dedicated to your full recovery,” said the nurse. She didn’t shrug off Anastasia’s hand, but the shift in her posture turned their contact from something intimate to something professional. “I’m sure you have extremely important duties. You’ll be able to resume them soon.”


Malcolm slipped in the gravel, but the medical servitor streaked forward and caught him before he went sprawling. Anastasia shook her head.


“I’ll be resuming them imminently, I fear.”


Rebecca stiffened. She tried to suppress it, but Anastasia could feel the tremble in her arm. She stroked the nurse’s hand as though trying to calm a frightened horse. “Don’t fret. This has nothing to do with you.”


She smiled, too, but the other woman wouldn’t look at her. Anastasia crouched—ignoring the twinge from her ribs—to intercept the gaze Rebecca now cast at her own feet. No help there; she reacted as though Anastasia had bared her teeth. Sighing again, she released the nurse’s arm and turned to the approaching Clockmaker.


Well, I’m sleeping alone tonight no matter what. The calf has already drowned; no point filling the well. No longer any point trying to convince her I’m a nice person.


Such was the price a woman paid for the privilege of defending the Empire. It was a crucial post, but lonely.


Oh well. Once this blew over, whatever it was, she could have Rebecca taken by the Verderer’s Office for questioning. And then, after the poor innocent woman spent a night shivering in a cell and listening to the real prisoners, Anastasia could swoop in to “save” her from a terrible bureaucratic mix-up. She’d be the nurse’s savior … and what she couldn’t win by honest wooing, she’d receive by virtue of desperate gratitude.


Malcolm joined them, panting. He propped his hands on his knees to catch his breath. His Guild insignia, an onyx pendant inlaid with a cross of rose quartz flanked by a small golden v, swung from his neck like a pendulum. Rebecca wrestled with the urge to flee the impromptu gathering of secret police. Fidgety feet etched furrows in the path.


The newcomer said, “Tun—”


“I don’t care how urgent you think your business is. You’ve already destroyed what promised to be a very special day for me. So I assure you that if the next words out of your mouth are anything other than, ‘Tuinier, it’s the end of the world,’ I’ll have the Stemwinders twist your fucking head off and toss it in a canal for fish food.”


Rebecca gave a mousy squeak. She’d excavated all the gravel underfoot; the muddy furrow smelled faintly of shit.


Anastasia said to her, “I’m so sorry you had to hear that. I apologize for my language. I’m usually not so coarse. Truly, I’m not. Please don’t think less of me.”


Why do I still plead for her affection? She thinks I’m the Devil incarnate.


Malcolm blinked. His lips moved, like a goldfish blowing bubbles. The dash across the gardens had left him flushed, his fading-pink cheeks at odds with the rest of him, which had gone pale. His pupils were dilated.


Malcolm found his voice. “But, Tuinier … it is the end of the world.”


The din from Scheveningen Pier swelled again. But the crowd wasn’t cheering, she realized.


It was screaming.




CHAPTER
2


Anastasia said, “Tell me.”


Malcolm licked his lips. He glanced at the nurse.


Oh, very well. Anastasia laid a hand on Rebecca’s forearm again. She flinched.


“I’ll need to press for a discharge. May I impose upon you to speak with Doctor Riordan and gather my belongings while I chat with my colleague?”


In truth, there was nothing to gather. Anastasia had returned from the New World with nothing but injuries; the hunters had cut the blood-stiffened clothes from her body back in the demolished safe house. But the naked relief on Rebecca’s face stung like a slap. Her shoulders had taken on a frightened hunch, like a dog cowering from an angry master. Now the tension in the nurse’s shoulders melted as each step took her farther from the Verderers. Anastasia’s gaze lingered on the retreating nurse, as though she might salvage the morning with the force of her yearning. Gravel crunched under Rebecca’s feet, seagulls cawed, mechanicals ticktocked on their myriad errands, and in a part of the city not far away, people raised their voices in fear.


A frisson of unease tickled the unscratchable spot between Anastasia’s shoulders.


An attack? The war in the New World had been winding down when the Guild physicians deemed Anastasia stable enough to endure a midwinter sea voyage back to the Central Provinces. Acadia had already fallen to the thousands of mechanical soldiers swarming over the border from Nieuw Nederland, as had most of the Saint Lawrence Seaway, including the Vatican. All that remained was the seat of King Sébastien III in Marseilles-in-the-West, and the defense of that beleaguered citadel had already begun to falter. That had been weeks ago. Surely the French had folded. Ships carrying news of the victory were expected any day.


As soon as the nurse was out of earshot, Anastasia turned to her subordinate. “There. Now, tell me—”


But Malcolm wasn’t listening. Instead, he snapped the chain on his Guild pendant and thrust it at the crystalline eyes of the medical servitor. She knew at once his intent; her unease turned to fear.


“I am a representative of the Verderer’s Office of the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists,” he announced to the machine. Words spilled from his mouth as he rushed through the formal expression of the Verderer’s Prerogative: “My work is that of Guild, Crown, and Empire, which supersedes all domestic and commercial geasa. I hereby negate your lease and sunder any geas not directly in service of my requirements.”


It was the sort of thing one kept up one’s sleeve for very special circumstances. As a rule the Verderer’s Office didn’t advertise this feature, which was engineered into every single Clakker except those in direct service to the Brasswork Throne. Civilians pitched a fit when they learned their very expensive leases could be overridden at any time. The Prerogative only came out during emergencies.


The Clakker vibrated. The ticktock rattle of its body crescendoed, then fell quiet. “I understand, master. How may I serve the Verderer’s Office?”


The Guildman tossed the pendant to Anastasia. She plucked it from midair. She’d intended to get a replacement when she returned to work. He pointed at her, saying, “You will protect Tuinier Bell above all others, excepting Her Majesty, at any cost. Take her to my cab, and thence to the Ridderzaal with all speed. You will stop for nothing, not even the safety of pedestrians, nor will you acknowledge alarms. Go!”


Before she could protest, the machine had scooped her up as though carrying a child to bed. She gasped. The touch of cold metal behind her knees and across her back caused the aches to flare anew. Piercing pain shot through her shredded hand, as though the glass embedded there recognized the proximity of an alchemical machine and pulsed in time to the Clakker’s mainspring heart. Cradling her as though she were made of the finest porcelain, the servitor bounded across the garden with five-meter strides and leapt the hawthorn hedges. The servitor that had pulled the hansom saw their approach and opened the cab door. It was a city cab, she saw, rather than a Guild vehicle. Together the two machines secured Anastasia within the cab mere seconds after Malcolm issued his order. As the carriage lurched into motion, another unsettling thought landed on her like an angry wasp.


Servitors. But if this is an emergency, why didn’t Malcolm call upon the Stemwinders? And why didn’t he arrive in a Guild carriage?


The servitors’ arms ratcheted backward so each could grab a pull-pole. Normally a single taxi servitor pulled a hansom, but the machines, driven by the implacable geas imposed by Malcolm, worked in perfect synchrony. They spun the cab through such a tight turn it lurched momentarily upon a single wheel, tossing Anastasia from her perch. The flare of agony from her sore ribs stole her breath away. The wheels etched furrows in the drive.


Confused by pain and the events of the past minute, Anastasia watched for Rebecca, hoping for one last glance. It wasn’t to be had, so she shook her head, then patted herself on the cheeks. And again, less gently. Enough of that. You’re not a moon-eyed schoolgirl.


“Machines!” she called. “What is the crisis?”


Just then a piercing shriek blanketed the city: the Rogue Clakker Alarm. It emanated from the general direction of Scheveningen, but swelled in volume almost exponentially. Each machine that heard the cacophony was metageas-bound to freeze and add its magically augmented voice to the din. Thus the alarm crossed the city at the speed of sound, until all Clakkers and humans in earshot were aware of the rogue in their midst. The Rogue Alarm could blanket hundreds of square miles in minutes.


Yet her drivers sprinted along the Paviljoensgracht without a hitch in their stride. Malcolm had overridden their vulnerability to the Rogue Alarm. As if he’d been expecting it. But how could he have known before a single Clakker raised the alarm?


Another lurch sent Anastasia slamming against the boards. She almost passed out from the pain. She wiped the tears from her eyes, wondering if her bones would still be healed at the end of this hectic ride. “I’m not a sack of flour! If that happens again, I’ll have you both thrown into the Grand Forge and melted for ashtrays. See if I won’t.”


A rogue was bad news, yes, but not the end of the world. What could warrant such panic? Even the rogue Stemwinder in the safe house had eventually been subdued, and that had been in the wild sticks of Nieuw Nederland. Here, in the heart of the Central Provinces, any malfunctioning mechanical would be dogpiled by a dozen machines within moments.


Once on the Torenstraat, the servitors accelerated. The city became a sunlit blur. Even the largest cities shrank when one’s mechanicals sprinted at full speed. Silver sparks spewed from the rims as though the wheels were Roman candles. Anastasia exhaled with relief. They’d get her to the Ridderzaal momentarily. The ancient Knights’ Hall, headquarters of the Clockmakers’ Guild, loomed over historic Huygens Square: the plaza at the center of the Binnenhof, the complex of buildings that formed the nexus of administration for the Central Provinces and, hence, much of the world.


Another Clakker-drawn carriage, this a much larger growler, swerved perilously close.


“Watch out!” she cried.


Traffic accidents were almost unheard of, particularly amongst Clakker-driven vehicles. She’d certainly never witnessed one.


Her drivers tried to haul the hansom out of danger. The cab lurched. Metal screeched. Shattered boards pelted her with splinters. The dented carriages swerved to and fro as their drivers attempted to pull them apart. Anastasia slipped and she fell toward the wheels for a gut-wrenching fraction of a second before the medical servitor caught her. Running backward, its legs a blur, it hauled her from the wreckage and leapt free.


It carried her down the boulevard with high-bounding strides. And Anastasia stopped wondering how the growler had smashed into her hansom: The entire city, or at least this district, had gone mad. The roads were choked with people fleeing the piers.


And then, over the panicked heaving of the crowd and the ticktock rattle of her escort, she heard the sound she’d learned to dread: the reverberating cymbal crash of metal against metal. It was the sound of Clakkers pummeling each other. The sound of something having gone very, very wrong.


A bead of sweat chilled her brow. The last time she’d heard that sound, it had left her at death’s door. The rogue Stemwinder had taken half a second to murder her colleague, and would have done the same to her if the other mechanicals in the building hadn’t leapt upon it. They had ignored her entirely, yet still she took catastrophic injuries. When titans hammered at each other with fists of alchemical steel, soft humans got squished.


Clang. Crack. Smash.


Clakkers fighting each other. Dear God, WHY?


The golden light of a rising sun glinted on the copper rainspouts of the tall shops along the Torenstraat. But there was something peculiar about the sunlight. It rippled with the rainbow sheen of oil upon water … or with the faint shimmer of alchemical alloys. She recognized the coruscation of light playing across dozens of Clakker carapaces. Mechanicals swarmed the rooftops, sprinting over the buildings to keep pace with the exodus of panicked citizens. Oh. She relaxed the tiniest bit. The machines were a defensive cordon, a protective escort.


But from what?


The medical servitor’s path to Huygens Square sent it sprinting alongside the Spui River canal. Her stomach lurched with every bounce. She tried to pick out stable landmarks, like a ballerina spotting during a pirouette, and settled on a group of men and women arguing with the canalmaster. They wanted to hire his trekschuit, his towboat. The women wore thick fur stoles; gems sparkled on one man’s cufflinks when he pointed downstream. Anybody of such obvious means owned several Clakker leases. Why weren’t their own servitors whisking them to safety?


Anastasia wanted to berate their idiocy. Stay with the escorts, you fools! They’ll protect you!


The machines in the flanking protective cordon saw the canal-side negotiation. A trio of mechanicals peeled away from the troop on the rooftops. They hurled themselves into the air, briefly folding into aerodynamic cannonballs to milk as much distance from the leap. In the final instant they became sleek javelins to spear the pavement alongside the canalmaster’s hut. One of the wealthy men screamed. The synchronized impact shattered windows and pulverized concrete. Waves sloshed over the canal edge. Normally, a subclause buried within the hierarchical metageasa would have prohibited such property damage. Apparently in this case the intricate calculus of compulsion prioritized the stragglers’ safety.


There, you fools. Let the machines guide you back. Safety in numbers.


The medical servitor swiveled on one talon toe and vaulted the canal. Wind ruffled Anastasia’s hair, smelling faintly of cinnamon from a nearby bakery. She watched the group with the canalmaster. The trio of escort machines comprised two servitors and a larger military-class Clakker. The servitors leapt upon the canalmaster’s mechanicals, a pair of Clakkers that had probably hauled the towboat up and down the Spui every day for the past century or more. The military mechanical blurred into the group of humans faster than they could react. While the servitors fought, the soldier unsheathed its forearm blades. Anastasia imagined she could hear the weapons’ quiet snick-snick cutting through the pandemonium. And then—


—and then—


—and then—


Anastasia vomited.


The wind of their passage pushed the stinking yellow spume into her face, up her nose. It splattered against the metal body of her carrier.


“Mistress! Are you ill? I will attend to your health as soon as we arrive.”


Acid puke stung her eyes, but she didn’t need to see anything else. Because the military Clakker had just spun through the humans like a razor-edged dervish, butchering the canalmaster and his would-be clients. It killed seven people in half as many seconds. The Spui turned crimson with blood pulsing from severed arms, legs, necks.


Oh, dear God.


The world turned upside down. Anastasia’s bladder went slack when she looked again at the swarm of mechanicals racing along the rooftops. Warm dampness trickled down her legs to soil her new stockings. This wasn’t a protective cordon escorting human masters from danger. No. The mechanicals were the crisis. The crowd was fleeing the machines.


Dozens of malfunctioning mechanicals. Feral.


It was an unprecedented—impossible—number of rogues. And they were chasing their human masters. Chasing and butchering them.


She’d failed to comprehend the events unfolding around her because they were unthinkable. The machines swarmed over brick and timber like vermin, a horde of clockwork cockroaches. They scurried over clock towers and across shop fronts, gouging masonry and crushing iron in their wild scramble to keep abreast of the exodus. The Segbroek District drowned beneath an implacable metal tide.


That explained the latency of the Rogue Clakker Alarm, too. The alarm momentarily immobilized the machines when it forced them to heap additional decibels upon the chorus. But the human-safety metageas wouldn’t allow them to stand idly by while a horde of rogues massacred half the Empire. In the worst-case scenario, it was acceptable to permit a handful of undistinguished citizens to die, if that’s what it took to capture a rogue—Anastasia knew this because she’d personally overseen the most recent review of the alchemical grammars pertaining to the handling of rogues—but not hundreds. What point was there in warning people of a rogue mechanical if it meant depopulating half the city to do so?


The medical servitor accelerated, whisking her away from the carnage. Winter air snaked through her sodden clothing. She shivered. Behind them, a clockwork mob surged into the streets.


Dear God, how many are there?


The metal horde tore through helpless humans. The machines sundered fragile flesh and bone with alchemically augmented strength. Anastasia looked away, gagging. She might not have believed a human throat could produce such screams, if her professional responsibilities hadn’t occasionally required visits to the Ridderzaal’s very deepest tunnels.


True rogues were rare. Rarer than a five-leaf clover; rarer than an honest banker. Never in all her years with the Guild had she even heard of two rogues present at the same time and place.


They neared the Binnenhof, the nerve center of the Empire. The carriages here became more official. Crests of the great families adorned some, the Universal Cog others. The machine vaulted the Hofvijver pond. The ticktocking cymbal crash of the pursuing rogues foamed the still waters. The servitor turned for the Stadtholder’s Gate.


Anastasia spied the rosy cross upon a carriage swerving through the gate. She pointed with her bandaged hand. “There! Take me there!”


The machine spoke as though they were on a leisurely stroll and not fleeing for her life. “Mistress, I humbly beg your forbearance, but I am geas-bound above all other obligations to see you brought safely inside the Ridderzaal. We shall arrive in twenty-four seconds.”


“They’re heading to the Ridderzaal as well. Join them!” she cried, jabbing a finger toward the Clockmakers’ emblem. Safety in numbers.


The servitor veered toward the Guild carriage. But hers weren’t the only eyes to catch a glimpse of rose quartz. A quartet of malfunctioning machines catapulted themselves from the murderous host. One pair slammed into the pavement just ahead of the carriage; the impact rippled the earth. The other pair flanked the fleeing Guild conveyance. The servitors pulling the carriage couldn’t dodge without abandoning the vehicle or pouring its unprotected occupants into the street. Two rogues tackled them. Meanwhile the others tore through the gleaming glass-and-ironwood carriage as though it were made of rain-sodden crêpe paper.


The rogues dragged a screaming, thrashing man and woman into the street. Both wore pendants similar to the one currently clutched in Anastasia’s fist. She recognized the woman. Katrina Baxter had only recently returned to work after an exhaustive investigation by Anastasia’s office.


The humans disappeared beneath a mechanical swarm. Their screams didn’t. Anastasia’s colleagues disintegrated into a pink mist shot through with teeth and bone.


Oh, God. Oh God oh God oh God.


Her bladder tried to empty itself again.


The rogues were targeting Guild members. That’s why Malcolm had arranged to stuff her into an anonymous hansom. And it explained why her flight had kept pace with that of the rogues: They were heading for the Ridderzaal, too.


This wasn’t a freak accident. It was a coordinated attack. And everybody running for the ancient Knights’ Hall on the east side of Huygens Square was a target. In fact, were these her machines, hunting enemies of the state, she would’ve deployed them—


Oh, no.


She would’ve sent servitors ahead, to blend invisibly with the mechanicals ever crisscrossing the Binnenhof on the Empire’s business. She would’ve deployed them ahead of her quarry, ready to spring into violent action when the others herded them into the crowded confines of Huygens Square. She would’ve laid a trap.


The medical servitor whirled through a dizzying turn toward the ancient Stadtholder’s Gate.


“Stop! I command you to stop!”


The machine didn’t slow. “My sincere apology, mistress. I am geas-bound—”


“We mustn’t enter Huygens Square!” she cried. Too late. They passed beneath an arch onto the immense tile mosaic worked into the earth of the plaza.


Her throat burned with the remnants of acid gorge. She wrapped the pendant chain around her wrist, and slammed the rosy cross against one of the servitor’s crystalline eyes. “I am Tuinier Anastasia Bell, I outrank the man who requisitioned you, and I ASSERT THE VERDERER’S PREROGATIVE! Now stop, damn you!”


The pain from her bandaged hand chose that moment to flare again, as though to punctuate her decree.


The Clakker skidded. Its alloy feet gouged the mosaic, tossing up a rooster tail of dust and shattered tiles. Only a machine could have kept its balance and maintained its grip on her.


It set her down. For a moment she worried her piss-damp legs wouldn’t hold her. Terrified citizens thronged Huygens Square. The rogues had herded hundreds of citizens, including who knew how many Clockmakers and members of the great families, into the Binnenhof. The swelling crowd of humans, carriages, and mechanicals made for a deafening din.


A series of tremors wracked the servitor, a sign that it struggled to reconcile conflicting geasa. The general metageasa still demanded her protection.


“Mistress, please,” it said, the spasms growing more violent by the instant. “I implore you to let me bring you to safety.” Its tortured voice became an inhuman warble of reeds and strings, giving the lie to mechanical emulation of the human voice box.


The crowded plaza looked like a stockyard. The rogues would make it an abattoir. She craned her neck, scanning the square for machines that hadn’t arrived pulling carriages or carrying their owners. Heavens above: They were everywhere.


“This is a trap! Get everybody out of here. Forget me and evacuate Huygens Square now!”


Cogs squealed and cables twanged inside the machine. The new geas had taken hold. It waded into the throng and physically lifted the first two humans it encountered, one under each arm. It carried them toward the Stadtholder’s Gate …


… Which slammed shut. Huygens Square reverberated with the clang of mundane alloys. Eight servitors, four at each wrought-iron door, wove a chain through the pickets.


The trap had sprung.


With the immense Stadtholder’s Gate closed, the only egress was the much smaller Grenadierspoort, the Grenadiers’ Gate, across Huygens Square to the northeast, behind the Ridderzaal. Otherwise, the crowd would have to find escape through the warren of government buildings that comprised the Binnenhof and girded Huygens Square. But these were locked to keep the hoi polloi from unbalancing the gears of the Empire. The gate was immense; everybody must have seen, heard, felt it. Yet still these fools didn’t understand. They thought their loyal servants had closed the gate to protect them from the rogues.


The octet of rogues strode toward the unsuspecting throng. Additional lines of servitors, she saw, approached the hemmed-in humans from the north and south.


Anastasia screamed, her voice hoarse with acid and fear. “It’s a trap! Everybody take cover! Get inside!”


But it was useless. Her warning was lost in the cacophony.


I protect the secrets of the Clockmakers’ Guild in order to protect these people. From outside enemies, from themselves. These are the citizens of the Central Provinces. These are my charges.


She brandished the pendant. The pain in her damaged hand spiked as though the shards burrowed into her bones.


“Mechanicals! Look at me! I am Tuinier Anastasia Bell and I command you to LOOK AT ME!”


Those machines not malfunctioning did as she bade them. Of course, it meant the rogues saw her, too. Two peeled off from the others and dodged through the crowd, heading straight for her. She’d revealed herself as a Guildwoman. As a target.


She repeated the Verderer’s Prerogative, speaking as quickly as she could to force a hard reset of the unbroken Clakkers’ priorities.


Finding the Stadtholder’s Gate locked, and seeing the rogues’ attention on Anastasia, the medical servitor dropped the man and woman it had tried to carry through the gate. It reverted to its previous priority, her safety. It returned to her side, crouched to defend her: She strove to save everybody, so defending her was defending all.


“Mechanicals! Your masters are in mortal danger! Take them inside and defend them! THE BINNENHOF IS A TRAP!”


Now the panic took root. Like a pot of milk left overlong on a stove, the crowd erupted. Anastasia found herself at the epicenter of a riot. Men and women shoved, elbowed, even bit one another in the mad scramble to get away. And, like a tightening noose, a ring of machines converged on the crowd. Unlike a noose, they left screams and shattered skulls in their wake.


The approaching rogues tackled her defender. One-on-one they would have been evenly matched, having been built and maintained to almost identical standards. Outnumbered, the medical servitor had no chance. As the killer machines pinned their thrashing prisoner to the ground, she glimpsed something unsettling about the rogues: Metal plates obscured the keyholes in their foreheads. Who had installed those? Stranger still, one of the rogues reached up with a free hand and—Had the world truly gone mad?—opened its own skull. A shimmering aquamarine light illuminated the inner surface of its skull plate. While its comrade pinned her erstwhile bodyguard, it aimed the light into its eyes.


She froze. The only possible source of light within a mechanical’s skull was its pineal glass. But those didn’t glow, didn’t gleam, didn’t shimmer. She’d read vague allusions to very old, very dangerous, and rapidly discontinued experiments—


The medical servitor stopped thrashing. They released it. The grotesque machine reassembled its head. The medical servitor stood, emitted a burst of ticktock cog chatter, then flung itself into the massacre with the fervor of a religious zealot.


Anastasia’s breath froze in her chest. Such light couldn’t rewrite the metageasa, could it? And yet—


This isn’t an invasion. It’s an infection. A plague.


The unconverted Clakkers strove to defend their owners and masters. Some grabbed the closest humans and attempted to carry them from the square. But the rogues’ trap wasn’t so haphazard. Sentries on the perimeter intercepted any who tried to escape the killing zone on foot. Other machines snatched the nearest human and leaped above the deadly riot. They landed on dormers and cornices, carrying their human charges like sacks of flour. Some wrapped protective metal limbs about their charges and became cannonballs to smash through windows and doors.


Anastasia saw one servitor attempting to scale a façade with a pair of screaming boys perched on its back. It had just reached the roof and was hauling the children onto the steep tiles when a military mechanical emerged from its ambush position behind a dormer window. It spun, shearing through the servitor’s arms. Dazzling violet embers fountained from ruined alloys and shorn sigils. They didn’t blind her to the boys’ hard impact on bloody mosaic tiles.


The rogues had anticipated this escape route. Had they stationed mechanicals inside the buildings, too? How long had they been planning this? How many of these demon machines were there?


If anybody had the resources to repel this attack, it was her colleagues in the Guild. There had to be a hundred uninfected mechanicals within the Ridderzaal, and countless others working the Grand Forge beneath the plaza, not to mention those working the pumps in the warren of secret tunnels beneath The Hague. If the infected machines had already infiltrated the Guild’s innermost sanctum, there was no hope.


“To the Ridderzaal!” Anastasia scrambled atop a winter-dry fountain. She wielded the pendant again. She pointed across the blood-slick charnel of Huygens Square to the ancient Gothic Knights’ Hall, where a pair of narrow towers raked the sky like needles. “Machines! Bring your masters to the Ridderzaal!”


Asserting her authority made her a target. But it also drew the butchers’ attention. Maybe, just maybe, a few could get away while the machines turned on her.


A cold wind ruffled her sodden clothing. She shuddered but not from chill. Infectious machines opened their heads to illuminate the defenders by twos, threes, and fours. The gentle aquamarine shimmer belied its menace, for it corrupted the machines’ interpretation of, and adherence to, the metageasa. This was something unprecedented: a contagious, self-propagating malfunction.


Some of the infected defenders, like the medical servitor that had carried her here, had joined in the murder of their masters. Just as many simply departed. The ambush machines let them pass, as long as they weren’t carrying humans to safety. And a few seemed unchanged by the touch of the pineal glow: They kept fighting. But those were grossly outnumbered.


Air whickered through the skeletal frame of a servitor. Anastasia ducked. An explosive impact shattered the marble fountain. It sent her sprawling like a broken mop head, absorbing blood and viscera as she tumbled. The creaking of tortured ribs stole her breath away for the second time that morning. Shattered porcelain tiles shredded her skirt and lacerated her legs. Head spinning, she came to rest facing the crumbled fountain, where a pair of servitors faced off. One sported a covered keyhole. It must have gone for her, but the other machine had tackled it.


The ground shuddered again. The ceremonial ironwood doors of the Ridderzaal groaned open. The dwindling defenders tried to carry their doomed human masters toward the Clockmakers’ Guildhall.


Four Stemwinders emerged from the Ridderzaal. They galloped into the fray like the horsemen of Saint John’s Revelation. The clockwork centaurs loomed over the other mechanicals, even the military Clakkers. Three of the Stemwinders leapt upon the murderous rogues with merciless efficiency, reconfiguring their arms into spears to impale lesser Clakkers two at a time, or into blades for scything through them. The din of slaughter—of screams, torn flesh, cracked bone—took on the squeal of tortured metal and the percussive thunder of dented armor. A coruscating light show illuminated the slaughter in Huygens Square: gouts of flame, glints of sunlight from burnished alchemical brass, the incandescent spray of shorn sigils.


The fourth Stemwinder charged Anastasia.


Its hooves struck sparks from pulverized mosaic tiles. It bulled through the throng, knocking aside lesser mechanicals as though they were scarecrows. A man fell beneath its hooves; the Stemwinder crushed his skull like an egg and kept coming for her. Reason failed her: She tried to run. But the Stemwinders were faster than anything on land. Of course they were—the Verderers had designed them that way. It charged past Anastasia and scooped her into its four-armed embrace without the slightest hitch in its pace. She screamed, tensing in expectation of a deadly crush.


But it didn’t kill her. Faster than the fleetest racing carriage, it swerved past the locked Stadtholder’s Gate, decapitated a rogue, and reversed course. It skirted the rapidly contracting ring of death, vaulted a cluster of machines attempting to block its path—blinding one with a kick to the face that shattered its eyes—and galloped back to the Ridderzaal. It knocked aside several battered machines doggedly hauling their human charges to the safe haven. The centaur swerved again, hurled Anastasia through the open doors, and charged back into the fray. An uncompromised servitor caught her and set her gently on her feet. The doors slammed shut before she had caught her breath. Waist-thick alchemical steel bars slammed home; the concussion reverberated through the Ridderzaal.


Normally, the Clockmakers’ Guildhall smelled faintly of hot metal, old books, and perhaps just a faint hint of sulphur. Anastasia could smell only her own filth. The doors boomed with the pounding of metal fists. Faintly, under the concussions, Anastasia heard the wailing of the doomed excluded. A reedy mechanical voice called, “Masters, please, I seek refuge and physic for my owner.”


“What are you doing?” she cried. “Our people need safe haven!”


“We don’t dare open the doors,” said a voice she didn’t recognize. “What if a rogue gets inside?”


She turned. The men and women who worked the business floor of the Ridderzaal were a motley crew: functionaries, paper pushers, accountants, and others of that ilk who clung like barnacles to the underside of bureaucracy. High in the rafters, dust motes danced in golden sunlight. The roof, supported by massive sixty-foot timbers, slanted sharply from both sides to meet at a high central peak. The wooden cherubs eavesdropping from the uppermost corners wore blindfolds and wax plugged their waggish ears, symbolizing the invulnerability of Guild secrets even from Heaven itself. Or so the Clockmakers had always chosen to believe.


The woman who’d spoken wore a technician’s loupe, which made one cornflower blue eye comically large. The leather band pushed high across her forehead sported an array of colorful lenses. Thank heavens, a true fellow Clockmaker. And she had a point. A single corrupted machine could depopulate the Ridderzaal if it spread its taint to the Clakkers within.


Quickly, she said, “I’m Anastasia. Who are you?”


“Teresa van de Kieboom. Of course I know you, Tuinier. I sent the Stemwinders for you.”


“Thank you. When this is over, I’ll personally see you get a raise. But for now, where are the Archmasters, Teresa?”


A heavy silence fell across the conversation like a sodden wool blanket, punctuated by the cacophony of the massacre unfolding outside. Oh dear.


“Nobody knows. You’re the highest ranking …” She trailed off as though putting voice to “survivor” would make the truth irrevocable. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Tuinier … what do we do?”


That depended. Once they finished slaughtering the citizens outside, would the killers storm the Ridderzaal?


Anastasia craned her neck. The Ridderzaal’s rosette window depicted the Empire’s Arms in a thousand panels of jewel-toned glass: a rosy cross surrounded by the arms of the great families, all girded by the teeth of the Universal Cog. The panels and mullions, feats of eighteenth-century alchemy, were thin as spider silk. Were they strong enough to repel an attack?


A woman with a spyglass stood in the gallery alongside the window. She must have seen Anastasia atop the fountain.


Anastasia pointed to the rosette. “That’s where they’ll try to break in. Get a pair of Stemwinders up there. They are not to look outside.”


Of course, given time, the rogue mechanicals were strong enough to tear the Ridderzaal apart stone by stone. But she saw no reason to point this out.


A servitor sprinted to the doors on the far end of the hall. Anastasia paced like a crone who had misplaced her cane. The other Clockmakers watched her as a drowning man watched for a life preserver. They breathed through their mouths, or covered their noses with scented handkerchiefs, when she passed. Good Lord, she reeked.


What next? What if the rogues outside overwhelm the Stemwinders?


They weren’t trapped. If they were quick enough, they could evacuate the Guildhall and send everybody out through the tunnels beneath the Binnenhof. But that would mean abandoning the Ridderzaal to the infected machines. The humans’ retreat would become a massacre once the rogues subverted the rearguard. At which point the corrupted machines would have access to … everything. The labs. The files.


The Forge.


Anastasia gasped, steadied herself against an accountant’s desk. That was the ultimate goal of this attack. She knew it in her marrow.


Unacceptable. Anastasia couldn’t allow it; if necessary, she was duty-bound to give her own life to prevent it. She’d taken a vow to defend the arcane secrets of alchemy and horology from all enemies, foreign and domestic. So they’d have to incinerate the Ridderzaal on the way out. Truly incinerate it, beyond anything mere fire could achieve, to sunder the very ideas themselves. They’d need alchemical heat. The heat of a Grand Forge—


Transfixed by revelation, she froze.


A pair of mechanical centaurs mounted the stairs to the gallery. The crunch and clatter of their hooves echoed through the high spaces of the hall. Anastasia called, “Everybody, listen! We must work quickly.”
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The founding members of the Clockmakers’ Guild, those legendary and yet unknown men and women who, almost a quarter millennium ago, learned the secrets of Clakker construction from the lips of the venerable Christiaan Huygens himself, had watched the world change. They had seen how easily a handful of mechanicals sprinkled amongst William of Orange’s forces expelled rapacious Louis XIV from the polders of South Holland. And, having seen it, they knew they would spend the rest of their lives—as would their successors, and their successors’ successors to the nth generation of Clockmakers—tightening an iron grip on a world they’d make their own. Which meant, amongst so very many other things, obliterating any mechanical that showed the slightest sign of disobedience. That so-called “rogue” mechanicals should be destroyed became common wisdom overnight, and soon it was enshrined as the highest law of the fledgling Empire.


But the true genius of the first Clockmakers was in making such executions a public spectacle. In this, and this only, they cast off the shadows and permitted—invited, demanded—public participation in their work. It united every jonkheer and schoolteacher, every fisherman and burgomaster, against the direst threat to their way of life.


The first Clockmakers had been masters of emotional manipulation. They understood the ticking of the human heart.


And so, while constructing the immense mosaic of Huygens Square and the Grand Forge deep beneath it, they ingeniously installed trapdoors. Nothing inspired the loyal subjects of the Brasswork Throne like witnessing the unmaking of a disobedient Clakker. It worked so well, in fact, that in times of particular tension between the Throne and Guild, Clockmakers had been known to secretly create a flawed machine and set it loose within the Central Provinces. The ensuing spectacle of chase, capture, and execution fired up the citizenry and, if played right, kept the Brasswork Throne pliable.


The trapdoors beneath Huygens Square had last opened the previous autumn. What a magnificent day that had been. First, they’d stretched the French spies’ necks; cracking the espionage ring had been a triumph of Anastasia’s office. But that had been merely the warm-up, the opening ceremony. For then they’d hauled out the rogue servitor Perjumbellagostrivantus. And there, before the eyes of God and the entire Empire, the malfunctioning machine christened itself Adam and told Queen Margreet to choke. The crowd collectively pissed itself. And a certain legislative proposal to curtail the Guild’s power of eminent domain quietly disappeared, never again to sully the Council of Ministers.


People accused the Verderers of deviousness. But compared to the founders of the Sacred Guild of Horologists and Alchemists, the Tuinier herself was a dilettante.
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The din in the Ridderzaal swelled with every machine recruited from the tunnels. A comforting noise, this rattle-clatter of uncompromised machines. This was the sound of the world running as it ought. It muffled the massacre victims’ dwindling screams.


Anastasia ordered almost every mechanical from the sprawling subterranean Guild complex to the business floor. Hundreds of mechanicals formed up in ranks behind the ceremonial doors. Servitors, soldiers, and Stemwinders stood in perfect unity, nearly touching, still as statues. They didn’t shuffle; they didn’t jostle. They waited. They obeyed their geasa.


They were as they were made to be: tools.


A servitor emerged from the passage to the tunnels. “The soldiers have taken their positions in the Forge chamber, Tuinier, and await your command.”


“The rings have been parked?”


“Yes, Tuinier.”


The Grand Forge hung at the center of an immense armillary sphere like an artificial sun blazing at the center of a hand-crafted cosmos. According to reports from the few functioning machines pulled from the red-hot wreckage, the catastrophic destruction of the New Amsterdam Forge had begun when the mechanisms became unbalanced owing to Clakkers scrambling over the rings. The world’s only remaining Grand Forge lay beneath Huygens Square; she didn’t know if the Empire would persist if that were destroyed.


She’d also sent a squad of military Clakkers into the depths. Their blades, she fervently hoped, would make all the difference.


She stood in the gallery alongside the rosette window, flanked by a pair of Stemwinders. From there she could see outside to Huygens Square—a scene lifted from a madman’s darkest nightmare—and inside to the ranks of mechanicals forming up behind the massive ceremonial doors. If they opened the doors too soon, the foray might fail to overwhelm the attackers spread through the plaza. Too late, and none of the citizens in Huygens Square would survive. Hers was a pragmatic calculus, not a compassionate one. She pinched her earlobe, waiting for the ring of killers to contract just a little tighter …


“Now! Go!”


Ordinarily, the ceremonial doors groaned opened slowly, as befitting the grandeur and spectacle of such a noteworthy occasion. Not today. Today, teams of servitors heaved against the doors the instant the bolts retracted. The doors slammed open hard enough to crack the ironwood. The mechanicals surged onto Huygens Square, rank after rank blurring through the doors almost faster than Anastasia could see. A tooth-jarring cacophony shook the Ridderzaal: the smash-crash-bang of mechanicals in combat. The final rank of mechanicals joined the fray. The doors closed.


The battle between the rogues and the unsullied mechanicals splintered into dozens of individual conflicts, each moving too quickly for Anastasia’s eyes to follow. The appearance of so many fresh mechanicals drew the rogues stationed on the surrounding rooftops. They hurled themselves into the heart of the conflict. Here and there, an aquamarine shimmer strobed the skirmishers.


The Stemwinders and their fellow Clakkers corralled the rogues into a tighter clump. Lured them. Nudged them, shoved them, punched and kicked them toward the traps. It wasn’t clean as a noose. The melee frothed and churned like boiling stew; in places, the unsullied machines placed themselves on the traps to draw their assailants closer.


How many mechanicals will the Empire lose today?


Anastasia lost sight of the traps beneath the seething riot. To the servitor on the ground floor, Anastasia yelled, “Now! Cut the hinges!”


The traps were designed to open outward because it made for a better spectacle. But that would have destroyed the element of surprise. The rogues would catapult themselves from danger. Thus, somewhere far below Huygens Square, a squad of mechanical soldiers wielded alchemical blades. As one they severed the hinges and stops that held the immense hatch closed. The mosaic shuddered. The rogues tried to leap away, but Anastasia had anticipated this. Another geas asserted itself inside the uncompromised machines from the Ridderzaal: They clamped themselves to the rogues.


The traps fell away. A hellish glow illuminated the scrum. Dozens of machines tumbled into the Grand Forge, along with the remains of their victims. The clash-bash of combat became the clang-bong-crack of machines tumbling into the abyss. Anastasia grit her teeth at every impact.


A few rogues from the edge of the battle escaped the trap. They hurled themselves at the Ridderzaal’s rosette window. A servitor whisked her away from the fight before the first shards of glass hit the gallery. The Stemwinders’ scythe-limbs sheared through mullions and machines with equal ease. The ambush took the rogues by surprise; in seconds, they lay in pieces alongside the wreckage of the centuries-old window. Anastasia dispatched another squad of Stemwinders to flush the remaining rogues into the Forge.


[image: image]


An hour later she stood on the sticky mosaic tiles of Huygens Square, surveying the damage. A pervasive charnel stench brought bile to her throat. Searing heat had incinerated the flesh of the dead and dying; additional odors of sulphur and charred pork wafted from the Forge.


But she allowed herself a sigh of relief when she found the Forge still mounted and still glowing. Her gambit had worked; most of the rogues had fallen close enough to the heart of the Forge for the magical heat to sear away their alchemical impetus. They lay unmoving at the bottom of the chamber, warped, tarnished, half-melted. Numerous machines had incinerated before impact. Those that had skirted the edges of the furnace found themselves overcome by machines whose geasa forced them to sacrifice themselves in order to contain the infection.


The Forge had survived the attacks, but not without damage. Until she and her colleagues could repair the rings, the Forge was out of commission. Meaning they couldn’t construct new mechanicals to replace those they’d lost. Nor could they modify existing Clakkers to render them immune to the corruption—assuming they could unravel how it worked. Meanwhile, wind gusted through a sizeable hole in the Ridderzaal itself. That would have to be patched before the building, and the secrets it housed, became defensible again. Not to mention the immense hole in the center of Huygens Square; the Forge chamber offered access to the Guild’s network of tunnels.


A damnably steep price for repelling the attack. Perhaps that had been the point? Queasiness wormed through Anastasia’s innards like an eel. They’d persevered for now. But for how long, and against whom? A catastrophe of this magnitude didn’t arise from a random mass malfunction. Anastasia could conceive of only two explanations, but each was impossible and too horrible to contemplate.


Perhaps an unknown enemy had revealed itself? But that would require a remarkably shrewd adversary: one that had somehow kept itself completely hidden from the Clockmakers’ Guild and the Brasswork Throne, all the while developing a means of subverting the metageasa. And its first attack had dealt the Empire a grievous blow.


Or, worse yet, what if there had been nobody behind the attack … except the mechanicals themselves?


Anastasia gazed upon the wreckage and wept.




CHAPTER
3


The ticktocks’ mechanical voice boxes—miniature assortments of strings, reeds, and bellows—were a testament to the dark cunning of the Clockmakers. Marvels of mechanism impelled with ghostly magics, they passably emulated human language. Yet when it came to emulating human laughter, they weren’t worth a pot of month-old cow piss. (Of course not. The Clockmakers had designed their creations for obedience, not joyfulness.) So the humans in the parley tent exchanged confused and slightly alarmed glances when the machine standing across the table emitted a wheezy drone punctuated with rapid clangs, as though somebody had flung a bullet-ridden accordion down a long staircase. The king’s guards shifted the grips on their epoxy guns, rolling their shoulders and gauging the distance between their sovereign and the exit.


Berenice licked her lips. She whispered, “I believe that is laughter, Your Majesty.”


The varying looks of relief and indignation from the French delegation elicited more “laughter.” The machine didn’t gasp for breath, or hunch over and clutch its burnished belly, or wipe its eyes as a human might have done. But apparently the levity was infectious, for the servitors in the far corners of the tent made similar noises. All an act, of course. Berenice assumed the mechanicals had their own private version of laughter. They did, after all, have their very own secret language, never vouchsafed to their makers.


She pretended she didn’t know that. It was safer if these mechanicals thought she was nobody special.


Daniel knew her secrets. She hoped to hell he didn’t show up. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms.


Eventually the machine—it had demurred when asked for a name—resumed its inhuman stillness. But for the ceaseless ticktocking of its body, it might have been a statue. It stared at them, unblinking. Nobody sat; Clakkers had no need for chairs, and besides, human furniture didn’t accommodate their backward knees. (Of course not. The Clockmakers had designed their creations for servitude, not sloth.)


The negotiator was a military model, and thus taller than its servitor adjutants. Taller than the humans, too. And, unlike either, it sported retractable blades of alchemical steel within its forearms. Such a machine could scythe through humans easier than a farmer reaping wheat.
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