
[image: Cover Page of Chainbreaker]


[image: Half Title of Chainbreaker]


Also by Tara Sim

Timekeeper


[image: Title Page of Chainbreaker]


Copyright © 2018 by Tara Sim

Map © 2018 by William McAusland

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews and articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sky Pony Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sky Pony Press 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

Sky Pony® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at skyponypress.com

https://eachstaraworld.wordpress.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available on file

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-0619-4

eBook ISBN 978-1-5107-0623-1

Cover design by Sammy Yuen

Printed in the United States of America

Interior design by Joshua Barnaby


To those who resist.

And to Mom and Dad, for all the adventures.

[image: image]


She pushed back her veil
And revealed what has been revealed to many
But that few have seen,
Beauty that can mask the unseen
As in a dream,
When what we see is
Not always as it might seem.
She is of the East, divine or beast,
Of the day and of the night,
Moving through time without measure
In darkness and in light;
She is the way to destitution
And to bounteous treasure.
Come hither and join with me
And I will join with you,
Her many looks convey;
For to love them all is to love them as one,
To love them as one is to love them all.
She is my India

— Ralph Steven Sim
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London, September 1876

The clock counted every painful second with ticks as thunderous and regular as a heartbeat. It was half past two, the hands slowly climbing their way up to three o’clock. Ten minutes hadn’t yet passed, but already Daphne felt as if she had been sitting here all day.

It didn’t help that the chair beneath her was uncomfortably hard. The plain, whitewashed room contained better, padded seats than the wooden one her mother had been slumped in when she arrived, but Daphne didn’t want to drag over another and draw attention, lest it upset her mother.

St. Agnes’s Home for Women was a quiet place, where residents woke at seven in the morning and went to bed at seven in the evening. After they performed chores and underwent treatment in the afternoon, they gathered in the parlor for tea and socialization. Over and over, the cycle reset every night to begin again at dawn, like the old Greek tale of a mechanical eagle pecking out the fire-stealer’s liver.

The radio crackled and Daphne started; she’d forgotten it was on. The box beside them was a clunky, wooden-framed device that had grown popular in the last few months, a new marvel of telegraphy. Her mother liked to turn it on after luncheon, according to the nurses. The knobs were large and stained with greasy fingerprints.

“—it is, of course, quite an honor, and I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say that England is quite proud of Her Majesty. Only fitting she should officially be named Queen-Empress of India this year. She’s done a marvel there already, even after the events of the Mutiny—”

The male voice coming through the speakers was tinny and high-pitched. Daphne wished she could turn the dial down, but her mother raptly watched the radio, as though the words would form an image if she stared hard enough.

Daphne realized that her mother’s fair hair was beginning to pale, her thin hands knobby and dry. A hawk-sharp face had grown even sharper in this place, her nose and chin more prominent, her eyes more sunken. Still, she had managed to hold onto a bit of beauty about her mouth and cheekbones, relics of a time when men’s eyes would linger as she passed them on the street, even when she tugged her young daughter behind her.

Those other eyes had meant nothing; Daphne’s father’s had been the only ones that had mattered. Until they’d closed forever, and her mother’s had grown vacant.

“—so let’s all congratulate Her Majesty on a job well done!”

Daphne leaned forward. “Mother,” she said softly, “don’t you want to speak with me?”

Her mother sighed, gaunt shoulders rising with the breath. “What is there to talk about?”

Me. My job. How the hospital staff is treating you. If they medicated you last night to make you sleep.

“We can discuss the news.” Daphne gestured to the radio. “What do you make of it?”

“Make of what?”

“Her Majesty being named Queen-Empress.” The subject of India had always been a delicate one between them, yet Daphne still scrounged up a thimbleful of hope that this, at least, would spur her mother into conversation.

Her mother’s shoulders lifted again, this time in a shrug.

Daphne leaned back, defeated. A year ago, she would have prattled on just to fill the empty space. Now she didn’t bother. She could no more conjure hope than she could conjure birds from thin air. She’d learned too soon how painful it was to have disappointment constantly sinking its barbs into her. How they liked to twist and rip her open, filling her with holes.

A girl full of holes had no room for hope.

Daphne tried to visit St. Agnes’s at least once a week, but she wondered if her mother would even notice if she stopped coming. Guilt choked her at the thought, and she looked down at the weak sunshine that touched the edges of her boots. The distant roar of a busy London rumbled through an open window under the radio’s chatter. Daphne found it strangely soothing. She was unquestionably a child of London, bred from metal and steam and ash. All better caretakers than the woman before her.

Her whole life, her family had suffered echoes of the scandal caused when her English mother had married a man born to an English officer and an Indian woman. The struggle certainly had not improved after her father had passed. Listless days and frantic days and kill me days and I hate you days. Days when Daphne had been glad to be an apprentice clock mechanic, busy earning her own money, and days when she’d been reluctant to leave her mother alone to play with knives and hollow herself with hunger.

Doctors had advised committing her mother to the asylum many times, but it wasn’t until she had nicked Daphne with one of her treasured knives that she’d finally condemned them both: her mother to this place, herself to loneliness.

Daphne looked around the room. A nurse shuffled to each woman, handing out little pills. A weary-looking woman with frizzing hair stuck her hand out for the proffered tablet, then knocked it back like it was a tumbler of whiskey.

“Dreams,” her mother muttered. Daphne wondered if she had misheard. Then, again: “Dreams.”

“Dreams? Of what?”

Her mother lifted a hand and let it fall back heavily into her lap. “I have them.”

The nurse stopped beside them and offered a pill. Obediently, without even looking down, her mother accepted it and swallowed.

Daphne waited for the nurse to leave before she repeated, “Dreams of what?”

“My parents. My old stuffed rabbit. A silk fan my uncle brought back from China. James.”

Daphne winced at her father’s name. “Do you … miss these things?” Her mother nodded. “I’m sorry. I wish I could give them to you.”

“So do I,” she whispered.

They slipped into silence again, but it was a different kind; not the silence of deep water, but the silence of a lazy Sunday. Daphne almost felt pleased. It had been weeks since her mother had spoken so many words.

The radio warbled, and her mother instinctively leaned forward to adjust the knobs. When the channel returned clearly, the high-voiced announcer was still at it:

“—tell them to try Bill’s Brake Solution, the only solution to all your automotive troubles. Now we—oh.” The radio was unnaturally quiet for twenty loud ticks of the clock. “It seems we have incoming news from the jewel colony itself.”

Daphne grew very still.

The announcer cleared his throat. “Early this morning, a protest broke out in the heart of the city of Rath, where their clock tower stands. In the midst of the commotion, there was a loud report, and a mechanism within the tower was blown to pieces.”

Daphne couldn’t tear her eyes away from the radio. Neither could anyone else in the room.

“Although the rioters were subdued, the cause of the explosion remains unknown. After consulting the local clock mechanics, it’s been confirmed that the tower … has fallen.”

Hushed whispers and gasps from the other women. Daphne’s vision tunneled. Suddenly, she was back at that moment of perfect horror in Dover, frozen as the world went white and time shuddered to a stop.

Her body rang with an echo of that terror. As nausea clenched her belly, she swore she could smell blood.

“Soldiers helped the injured out of the rubble, but a search through the debris yielded no bodies. The central frame of the clockwork has not yet been located.”

Muttering issued from the radio, the announcer conferring with someone just beyond the microphone. “At this time, there is no clear connection between the riot and the tower falling. The strangest part the soldiers have reported”—the announcer’s voice faded—“is that Rath has not Stopped. There is no barrier.

“So far, time continues to move forward.”

Daphne released a sharp breath, then inhaled another. The announcer must be mistaken. The news was coming all the way from India. Along the way, some piece of the report must have been misinterpreted.

It wasn’t possible for a city to run without its tower.

“Unfortunately, we know nothing further regarding this incident, but we hope to have more information soon.” There was a lengthy pause. “And now, the season’s cricket rankings.”

The room gradually stirred back to life. Voices rose in speculation, some entranced by the report, some startled, some skeptical. Her mother continued to watch the radio.

Daphne thought of the clicking sounds she’d heard just before the Dover clockwork had exploded. Of the little girl who had flickered before her eyes. Daphne rubbed her neck where a small scar lingered. There was a larger, more jagged scar on her shoulder where a gear had cut her, and it ached.

Music drifted from the radio. Or at least, Daphne thought it was coming from the radio until she realized her mother was singing.

“Hickory dickory dock, the mouse ran up the clock.” Her voice was raspy and thin; she had not sung in years. “The clock struck one, the mouse ran down …”

Daphne gaped at her mother as she sang, gripping the wooden armrests of her chair.

“The clock struck one, the clock fell down …”

Daphne stood, uttering a quick goodbye before she hurried from the room. Her mother didn’t even look up.

The once comforting roar of London became overwhelming as soon as Daphne stepped outside, swallowed by sticky heat and smoke and the ripe odor of bodies. She was jostled this way and that, following the current like a clueless fish.

When she found her motorbike, she threw a leg over its metal bulk but didn’t start it up. Instead, she sat waiting for her blood to settle and her pulse to grow quiet, staring at the macadam road beneath her as her shoulder throbbed.

The clock struck one, the clock fell down …

It was happening again.
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The view of Enfield from the top of Colton Tower was always lovely. Seeing it from this angle, however, was another matter entirely.

Danny Hart held on for dear life to the ladder propped against the tower wall. The ladder wasn’t flimsy; it was an industrial metal contraption firmly suctioned to the ground below. Or so the maintenance crew had assured him, multiple times and with mounting impatience.

Yet the fact that he was perched nearly fifty meters above the ground, with nothing more than a thin rope attaching his belt to the aforementioned ladder, could not be overlooked. It was like being on the scaffolding, but worse. Much worse.

“Sod this,” he muttered to himself. He tightened his grip on the brush as he slowly reached for the tower wall and carefully—very carefully—started scrubbing. A breeze ruffled Danny’s dark hair, cooling the sweat on his forehead. He scrubbed as hard as he was willing, removing dirt and grime and the old film of rainwater.

Members of the maintenance crew were similarly engaged with the other tower walls, having already rinsed away the patina of dust that had collected during the hot summer days. The head maintenance worker had brilliantly suggested that they do a “deep cleanse” while they were at it.

“We’ll be done a lot sooner if you’d help us,” one of the crew had suggested as he’d jostled Danny’s shoulder. “C’mon, lad, up for a little adventure?”

“In no way, shape, or form is this an adventure,” Danny mumbled as he continued scrubbing, his arm already growing tired. “Don’t treat me like a child.”

Under different circumstances, the maintenance crew wouldn’t have been nearly as familiar with a clock mechanic, but Danny had been living in Enfield for about eight months now. Not to mention he’d saved the town from being permanently Stopped the previous year. Did they make him mayor and award him a medal of valor? No. Did they insist he never pay for his own drinks at the pub? Yes, and God willing that wouldn’t end anytime soon.

The breeze returned, carrying a wave of pollen with it. Danny suppressed a sneeze, but of course that only made the urge stronger. Unable to hold it in, the sneeze exploded out of him, and one of his feet slipped on the rung. Yelping, he scrabbled to grab hold of the ladder as his stomach lurched.

A hand caught his wrist. Looking up, Danny’s breath hitched at the sight of Colton grinning down at him, hanging off the roof in a manner that would have sent any normal person tumbling to the ground.

“Having fun?” Colton asked, amber eyes crinkling.

Danny exhaled a small laugh. The quickening of his pulse wasn’t only due to his near fall. “Not in the least.”

Colton reached for the brush. “Let me do it.”

Danny held the brush out of reach. “Oh, no. This is my job, not yours.”

Colton’s blond hair stirred in the wind. He lifted one pale eyebrow at Danny. “It’ll take you ages this way.”

“Hope you don’t mind if I grow a beard, then.”

“Or: I find a better way and spare us both that image.” Colton crawled forward, dangling off the lip of the roof with one hand, and grabbed the rag that hung from Danny’s back pocket.

“You’re going to make my heart stop one of these days,” Danny said as Colton returned to the roof.

“I hope not.” Colton leaned forward again, but not to perform circus tricks. This time, he planted a gentle kiss on Danny’s mouth. Danny enjoyed it for two seconds, then broke away to quickly scan the ground.

“You can’t do that out here. Someone might see.”

Colton ignored him and began to scrub at his tower. “Less talking and more working, Mr. Hart.”

“When did you become so bossy?” Danny attacked the wall again, a tiny smile wavering on his lips. He longed to be as carefree as Colton, but his concern was well-founded. Colton, after all, was not a normal boy.

He was a clock spirit.

Danny glanced up at him as they worked: a boy seemingly his own age, gilt-touched and bronze-skinned. A boy wrapped in the golden threads of time, the heart of an elaborate and terrifying tapestry. Without Colton’s influence over Enfield’s time, without the very tower they cleaned, the town would Stop altogether, just as it had months before.

Danny had been able to fix it then, but at a cost. When his father’s old friend Matthias had stolen the central cog from Colton’s tower, Enfield had risked the same fate as the town of Maldon, where time had been frozen for three whole years. But Danny had managed to get the cog back, and Maldon’s clock spirit had returned to her tower, freeing both towns from time’s punishing grasp.

If there was anything Danny had learned from the experience, it was that there was a barrier between want and need. Matthias had put his love of Maldon’s clock spirit before all else, and now he faced a life of imprisonment. His longing had turned him down a darker path, one on which Danny never wanted to find himself.

But Danny was just as guilty, mistaking that diamond-hard barrier between want and need for glass, something he could easily shatter to make the two indistinguishable. The difference between him and Matthias—the thing that made him a hypocrite—was that no one knew. No one who would report him, anyway.

Now that Danny lived in Enfield, he was free to spend time in the tower with Colton, but he still had to be cautious. As it often tended to do, his mind drifted back to the letter he’d received eight months before, and the subtle weight of the threat it carried.

We’ll be watching.

“That’s cheating, Hart!”

One of the maintenance crew stood at the foot of the ladder, hands on his hips.

“What is?” Danny asked.

“Getting help!”

“He needed it,” Colton called down, making Danny flush with indignation.

The man laughed. “I can believe that. Carry on.”

“I am a very prestigious clock mechanic in London,” Danny reminded them both.

“I know, Danny.” But Colton couldn’t hide his puckish smile.

A slow, grueling hour of work followed, and Danny was sore and sunburned by the end of it. Colton followed his progress down, leaving his perch on the roof to hang from the ladder rungs instead. The wind rippled his loose white shirt, and Danny could see hints of his back whenever he looked up.

“Back to join the humble ground-dwellers?” the lead maintenance worker joked as Danny’s foot met sweet, solid earth.

“Hopefully for good,” Danny replied. “Are the others finished?”

“Half an hour ago.” Danny groaned, and the man laughed again. “You’re handy with the clock, and that’s what matters.” The man nodded to Colton, who was now standing beside Danny. “Good work, son.”

Colton waited for the man to walk away before he asked Danny, “Why does he call me son when I’m not his son?”

“It’s just an expression. It means he likes you. They all do.”

The Enfield folk had taken a great interest in their clock spirit once they’d learned he was more than a myth. There had been such a steady stream of visitors that first month that Danny had irritably asked Mayor Aldridge to make a rule: no one could enter the tower without Danny’s say-so.

Besides, what if someone accidentally walked into the tower while he and Colton were … not cleaning?

“Your face is getting red,” Colton observed.

“Well, your hair is a mess.”

“So’s yours.”

Just as Danny reached up to fix Colton’s fringe, he noticed a young woman jogging their way. Danny quickly dropped his hand. The young woman’s skirt swished in agitation as she stopped before them.

“Sorry … Danny … but … telephone.”

“Hold on, catch your breath.”

She nodded and fanned her face with one hand. Jane, the mayor’s assistant, tended to handle her duties with an intensity that often made Danny worry after her health.

“Hello, Jane.” Colton smiled.

She returned it with a faint blush. “Hello, Colton. Your tower looks lovely.”

“Thank you. I helped clean it.”

“What about the telephone?” Danny cut in before they got lost in pleasantries.

“The hub telephone rang for you. It’s not the London office, though—I checked. The caller is waiting now.”

Telephones were expensive and worked poorly in smaller towns like Enfield, which was why they had just the communal one located at the mayor’s office. His parents didn’t make it a habit to call him, as he frequently visited them in London. Cassie would only call in an emergency, and Brandon knew to ring him at his parents’ house.

“I’d best see what it is,” Danny said to Colton. “Go enjoy your clean tower.”

Colton wanted to say something; Danny could see it in his eyes. But he only nodded and watched as Danny followed after Jane.

In the mayor’s office, Danny closed the door to the telephone room. Picking up the receiver, he leaned toward the mouthpiece.

“Hullo?”

“Danny? It’s Daphne.”

He swallowed a curse. He hadn’t spoken to Daphne Richards in months, and for good reason.

“Oh. Hello, Miss Ri—Daphne.”

“Your father gave me the number. I hope you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind.” He shifted on the bench, nervously tapping his fingers on the tabletop. “I don’t mean to be rude, but why are you calling?”

They weren’t exactly chums, but neither were they enemies—not anymore. After the mayhem of last year, when Matthias had tricked Daphne into stealing Colton’s central cog, things had been awkward at best.

The line went silent. Danny started counting in his head, and when he reached seven, she spoke: “I need to talk to you. In person. Have you heard the news?”

“What news?”

“You haven’t, then. Come to London. Meet me at the Winchester.”

“Daphne, I have things to do.”

“It’s important.” Then, softer: “Please.”

Danny pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine. Give me two hours.” He hung up.

“You’re leaving?” Colton demanded when Danny stopped by the tower afterward. The spirit sat on the steps beside the clock face. “I thought you weren’t going to London for a few more days.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Why, is something the matter?”

Colton shook his head. The mirth of that morning was gone, as if his levity was a thing meant for open air and couldn’t survive once his feet touched ground. “No. I just don’t like seeing you go.”

Danny wanted to tell Colton he’d rather stay, too. Instead, he held out his hand. Colton didn’t hesitate to take it. That familiar spark flared between their skin, the acknowledgment of time. It grew stronger with every resonant tick of the clock, traveling deep into Danny’s chest and stilling the doubt he felt there.

“I’ll be back soon,” Danny said. “Wait for me.”

“I always do.”
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As soon as Danny stepped into the Winchester, he scanned the late afternoon crowd for Daphne. Instead, he was surprised to see another familiar face.

“Brandon?”

The apprentice lifted his mug. “Danny.”

Danny slid into the sticky seat beside his former apprentice. Brandon was a tall black boy a couple years Danny’s junior, but well on his way to becoming a mechanic. Danny often wondered if Brandon would soon inherit the title of “youngest clock mechanic on record.”

“She summoned you, too?” Danny asked.

Brandon ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “I reckon I know why.”

“Mind informing me, then?”

But at that moment, the orchestrator of their strange conference appeared, looking just as dour as the last time Danny had seen her. Daphne was tall and sturdily built, with long blond hair and sharp blue eyes. She wore trousers with a dark jacket and a blue kerchief tied at her throat. But the most curious thing about her appearance—other than the fact she was part Indian, yet had inherited her mother’s fair complexion—was the diamond-shaped tattoo beside her left eye. After all this time, Danny still had no clue what it stood for.

“Thank you for coming,” she said as she sat across from them, placing her motorbike helmet on the table.

Danny would normally have replied with a curt yet effective “Why am I here?” Instead, he said, “How are you, Daphne?”

She gave him a look, as if suspicious of his newfound manners. “Fine, I suppose.” They endured a long, torturous pause. Brandon quietly drank his beer. “And you?”

“All right.”

“As riveting as this small talk is,” Brandon drawled, “perhaps we should get on with it?”

“Yes. Of course. Brandon, you’ve heard the news about Rath, haven’t you?” The boy nodded. “Danny, your infuriatingly blank face tells me you haven’t.”

“All the time you spend whinging about what I don’t know is time you could be telling me what it is.”

Daphne took a deep breath. “A clock tower fell. In India.”

A beat passed. Two. Under the table, Danny’s hand curled into a fist.

“Fell?” he repeated, relieved that his voice came out steady. “Why? How?”

“They believe it was the result of explosives. It’s nothing more than a pile of rubble now. As for the why of it … no one knows.”

Explosives.

The air was close and humid around him, and Danny made a valiant effort not to touch the scar on his chin. Tried not to think of the shuddering mess of time when the mechanism he’d been repairing had exploded in his face. Tried not to think of another young mechanic who had lost his life in a similar accident, his chest impaled by a flying gear.

But the thoughts were like skipping stones across a pond. Even the briefest touch sent ripples across his mind, until he was devoured with dread.

Daphne had survived a targeted tower, too. He noticed her hands shaking on the tabletop.

“Danny,” she whispered, “do you think—?”

“No.” He shook his head. “It couldn’t be Matthias. How could he plan a tower bombing all the way in India from his cell?”

“Who knows what he was plotting before he was captured?”

“Matthias’s place was searched. According to his notes, he had no plans to leave England. I mean, of all places—India?”

Brandon cleared his throat. “You know they’re going to question him.”

“Yes, and he’ll know nothing. What then?” Danny didn’t know why he was being so protective of the man. Matthias had engineered the tower bombings that had caused the Mechanics Union so much grief the previous year. He’d nearly killed Colton and trapped Danny’s father in Maldon forever. Danny owed him nothing.

But what Daphne and Brandon were suggesting sounded absurd.

“Then the investigators will turn to someone else who knows an awful lot about tower bombings,” Daphne said. “You.”

Danny leaned back in his seat. “They wouldn’t—”

“Suspect you? No. But they’ll want your opinion. That’s why I asked you here, to tell you to watch for their call. Because they will call you, Danny. They might even ask you to investigate.”

In the summer months, pubs could become broiling in the crush of sweating bodies. Even so, a chill swept through him.

“In India?”

“Perhaps.”

As Danny mulled this over, Brandon spoke up. “Why did you ask me here, then? Am I to go as well?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Danny argued, but Daphne ignored him.

“In case I’m reassigned to Enfield in Danny’s absence, you’ll likely be my apprentice. I can help you prepare for your next assessment.”

“Cheers.”

Danny stood, chair legs shrieking across the floor. A few curious patrons looked over. “I’m not going anywhere! This is all speculation. I don’t know why the tower fell, but if it did, what do they expect me to do if the city’s Stopped?”

The other two stiffened, sharing a look Danny couldn’t decipher.

“Danny,” Daphne said, her tone a little gentler than before, “Rath isn’t Stopped.”

He glanced at Brandon, who studied the tabletop. “What?”

“Time is moving. The tower is gone, and time is moving.”

Slowly, Danny sat back down.

“That’s … not possible.”

“That’s what everyone else says. And yet, there it is all the same.”

“The clock—”

“Was ruined.”

Danny was having trouble breathing, strangled as he was by useless questions. How does one face the impossible? There was no rational explanation for this, nothing to prepare him for the difficult and daunting task of belief.

Magic, he thought, conjuring the image of Colton wreathed in golden threads, is not rational.

Finally, he found his voice again. “Even … Even if Rath isn’t Stopped, the Lead wouldn’t send me. My place is Enfield. He relocated me to get me out of his hair.”

“No offense, mate,” Brandon said, “but I don’t think anyone could ever get you out of their hair.”

Daphne shifted in her seat. “I wanted to warn you. Just in case.”

“There’s no point. I don’t want to go to India.”

“This isn’t about what you want,” Daphne said, eyes narrowed.

“I can’t leave Enfield.”

“Try telling that to the Lead when he calls. Because he will call.” She stood, grabbed her helmet, and left without so much as a goodbye for either of them.
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He barely made it one foot in the door before his mother started fretting.

“Look how thin you are! What are those Enfield people feeding you? Are you sure you’re taking care of yourself?”

“Mum.”

“Well, we hardly see you,” she complained, straightening his collar as he stood frowning in the entryway.

“I was here last week!”

“Leave the boy alone, Leila.” Christopher ducked out of the kitchen into the hall. Like Danny, he had long limbs, green eyes, and unruly hair. “Can’t you see he’s tired?”

“I am, actually,” Danny said. “I had to clean the tower this morning.” The soreness in his limbs was a muzzy weight that would only grow worse by tomorrow.

“Come into the kitchen, then. Supper’s nearly on.”

He asked if it would be all right to invite Cassie, which of course it was. Cassie often complained her mother couldn’t cook worth a fig.

She showed up within five minutes, still wearing her work coveralls and a streak of oil in her auburn hair. She was just as obsessed with auto mechanisms as Danny was with clockwork.

“You’re a savior, Dan.”

“I figured you’d want an excuse to leave the house.”

Cassie groaned. “You try living with two sisters and two brothers and not lose your blooming mind. Mum and Dad have no idea that I’m planning to find a place of my own soon.” Danny caught the look on his mother’s face that screamed, What, without a husband?

Surrounded by light and the smell of sizzling sausage and the voices of those he loved, Danny couldn’t help but be amazed. If someone had told him a year ago that he would be here now, eating a meal with both his parents, he would have scoffed. Such a notion had been impossible, once.

A testament to just how difficult belief truly was.

Christopher told Cassie a joke that made her laugh so hard she nearly choked. As Leila admonished her husband, Danny studied his father’s face. He was still in his early forties, near the same age he’d been three years before, when he’d left to fix the tower in Maldon. Leila had aged ahead of him—it showed in the worry lines around her eyes and the threads of white in her hair.

Despite those years apart, they were just as devoted, just as capable of exchanging wordless conversations. Even when his mother needed her quiet healing days, when she was too wan and withdrawn to handle the world around her, Christopher need only put a hand on her shoulder. Danny had once thought he would never be capable of such a bond.

And then he’d met Colton.

Danny reached into his pocket and touched the small cog Colton had given him, a castoff from his clockwork that had been replaced long before. When Danny touched it, he felt sunshine on metal, heard the hum of gears and the soft chime of Colton’s laugh. He sensed a world within and apart from himself, reserved only for the two of them.

His mother knew about Colton. Though it was dangerous, she’d come to accept—with a fair amount of resignation—that her son could not choose whom he loved.

But his father still didn’t know. Christopher had been the one to tell the Lead about Matthias and Evaline. If he ever caught on that Danny’s relationship with Colton was anything other than professional …

“Danny, eat up,” his mother scolded. “Your food’s gone cold.”

After supper, Danny and Cassie lounged in the sitting room at the back of the narrow house. Well, Cassie lounged; Danny perused the cramped bookshelves. He’d already taken a few books to Enfield, including the green leather-bound collection of fairy tales and the book of Greek myths Colton so loved.

Cassie was sprawled on the worn couch behind him, and hummed curiously when he told her about Daphne’s warning.

“She seems fairly sure of herself,” Cassie remarked.

“I dunno, Cass. What if they do want me to go?”

“Would you say yes?”

Danny paused, crouched before the bottom shelf. Despite telling Daphne he didn’t want to go, he was searching for any book that mentioned India. “I’m not sure. I don’t want to leave Enfield.”

“You mean you don’t want to leave Colton.”

“It’s the same thing.” He worried out a slim book packed in tightly among the others and added it to his pile. “We’ve only just managed to find something that feels halfway ordinary. If I leave …”

Danny wasn’t only concerned about Enfield and the clock tower. He worried that if he was gone too long, Colton would forget him, or that his feelings for Danny would somehow fade with time. Danny had no idea how the heart of a clock spirit functioned, other than mechanically.

“Take it a step at a time,” Cassie said, running a hand through his hair. “The Union will likely send others first. No need to fret just yet.”

“That’s true.”

“Now that’s out of the way,” Cassie said coyly, “tell me about you and Colton.”

Danny glanced at the door, but his parents were still talking in the kitchen. “Would you stop asking about that?” he hissed. “I can’t—do that with a clock spirit.” He paused. “I don’t think.”

He started to wonder about Matthias and Evaline, then waved away the image with a sound of disgust. He did not want to think about that.

Cassie ignored his outburst. “Well, what’s the rest of it like?”

He returned to a memory of just the other day, when he and Colton had been in the clock room. Somehow, they’d ended up on the floor—nice and clean, thanks to Danny’s efforts—and Colton had wrapped a hand around his hip. That little movement in itself wasn’t much, but Danny had shuddered all the same, keenly aware of that hand as they kissed. Colton’s fingertips had reached up ever so slightly, between the buttons of his shirt, burning his skin.

“You’re redder than a baboon’s bum,” Cassie said cheerfully. Danny grabbed the nearest pillow and whacked her with it. She yelped and grabbed her own, and then it was an all-out war. For a blessed moment, clock towers were the last thing on Danny’s mind.

[image: image]

Sitting on the edge of his bed, Danny held a wad of crumpled paper in his hand. The creases were soft, the paper having been unfurled and refolded many times. He was about to flatten it out when there was a knock at the door.

“Danny? It’s me.”

He shoved the paper in his pocket. “Come in.”

His father eased the door open, wearing his I want to talk to you smile. “All right, Ticker?”

He hadn’t heard his father use that name in years. Hearing it now, he wanted to cringe—or cry.

“All right, Dad. How are you?”

Christopher settled beside him, dipping the mattress even more. “Well, let’s see. I have a brilliant job, a beautiful wife, and an incredible son. How did I ever get so lucky?”

Shame bloomed hot and deep in Danny’s chest. His father wouldn’t say such a thing if he knew the truth.

“I am troubled by the news, though,” his father went on.

“Do you mean the tower in Rath?”

Christopher’s expression darkened. “I was wondering if you’d heard. It’s been flying around the office since yesterday. The Lead’s thinking of sending a few mechanics out to investigate.”

Danny’s heart beat a little harder. “Do you know who?”

“A couple of the senior mechanics, I’d imagine.”

Danny’s shoulders sagged a bit in relief, but there was a strange quiver deep inside him that faintly resembled disappointment.

“It’s bad enough the tower fell,” Christopher said, “but the fact that time is still moving? What on earth could make that happen?”

Danny shrugged. “I couldn’t say.”

Christopher nervously scratched his knee. “You don’t think … Matthias … ?”

So that was why his father was here. “No. I really don’t think he’d be able to.”

Christopher nodded. “I don’t think so, either. But, then again, I didn’t think he’d be capable of what he did.” He sighed. “It’s over now, at any rate. Just goes to show you can never truly know someone. Still, I miss him.”

“I know. I miss him, too.”

They shared a quiet moment together until Christopher stood. “Good night, Ticker. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“’Night, Dad.”

When the door closed, he drew the wad of paper from his pocket again. Slowly, he flattened it against his thigh to reveal the familiar message scrawled in heavy black ink:

Do not think this is finished.

You know something.

We’ll be watching.

He stared at the words until they blended together, serpentine tracks leading to some unfathomable distance.

You know something.

No, this was not Matthias’s work. This was something well beyond the machinations of a middle-aged, washed-up clock mechanic. Something Danny wanted no part of.

That night, he dreamt of crumbling towers and cogs slicing through the air. They ripped open his body, and Colton watched as he bled.
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Those books are new.”

Danny looked up from the pages he was turning. “Hmm?”

They were sitting against a wall as the sun slanted through the opal glass of the clock face, dust motes dancing in the golden beam. No matter how hard Danny worked to get this place completely dust-free, the grime always came back with a vengeance.

Colton pointed at the books in Danny’s bag, the ones he had brought from home. He’d spent all morning reading them in his cottage behind the clock tower, the one Mayor Aldridge had loaned him when he’d been relocated to Enfield. It was small but neat, with white walls, a shingled roof, and planters under the windows. And, of course, it was close to Colton.

It was odd living where Colton could peek in on him at any given moment, though. The clock spirit had preternatural senses, allowing him to see and hear everything that went on in his town.

“You don’t watch me, do you?” Danny had once asked him.

“Of course I do.”

Danny had choked back a flustered cough. “Even when I’m … ?”

“Oh, I don’t watch you all the time. Everyone deserves their privacy.”

Privacy was a rather loose term when Colton was involved. Danny was sure he’d seen his fair share of intriguing things throughout the years, given his tendency to let curiosity get the better of him.

“Danny.”

He blinked. Colton had pulled one of the books from his bag to read its title, but he put it back and came to sit beside Danny again, not bothering to conceal the worry in his eyes.

“Is something wrong?” the spirit asked. “You’re distracted today.”

Danny had been wondering how to broach the subject since he left London, so he took a deep breath and explained about the tower in Rath, and how the city in India was not Stopped. Colton listened quietly until Danny was finished.

“The tower isn’t working, and time’s still moving?”

“Yes.”

Colton wore a puzzled frown. “I don’t know much about how the towers work, but this sounds strange, even to me.”

“Me, too.” Danny hesitated. “They may question me. Or send me to India to inspect the site. At least, that’s what Daphne thinks,” he quickly added when Colton’s eyes widened. “Because of, you know, all the things I went through.”

“We went through.”

Danny couldn’t help a smile. “Yes, sorry. All the things we went through.”

Colton put a hand on Danny’s knee, slowly tracing the curve of bone with his fingers. Suddenly, the only thing that mattered were those delicate fingertips mapping the impression of his kneecap. “How long would you be gone?”

“That’s just it—I don’t even know if I’m going. Daphne could be completely wrong.”

Again, that little quiver of disappointment. He tried to keep it out of his expression.

Colton leaned against him, rubbing his leg absently. Danny pressed his lips against the top of Colton’s head, inhaling the familiar scents of fresh oil and coppery metal and the sweet, balmy air of time passing. For all his strange qualities, Colton’s blond hair was soft as fox fur.

“You were supposed to read me a story,” Colton said quietly.

“Right. Sorry.” Danny searched through the book of Greek myths open on his lap. He’d taught Colton how to read, but the spirit still liked it when Danny read aloud to him.

“Have I read about the Titans?” Colton shook his head against Danny’s shoulder. “Then let’s start with Prometheus.”

He told Colton about the Titan Prometheus who had created mankind out of clay, giving life to his creations so they could populate the earth. But when it seemed that the humans might die out, Prometheus was driven to steal the gift of heavenly fire.

“He granted this stolen fire to humanity, allowing his creations to live on, progress, and form what would eventually become modern civilization. But Zeus wasn’t too pleased about that, and bound Prometheus to a rock as punishment. Every day, a mechanical eagle would come and devour his liver right out of his body. In the night Prometheus’s liver grew back, and when dawn broke, that blasted eagle came to start the process all over again.”

“Does it say blasted in the book?”

“My own little touch.” Danny touched the drawing on the page, which depicted bearded Prometheus suffering on his rock. His wrists were fettered, drawn to the rock with heavy chains. The eagle’s wings were a patchwork of gears. “I loved this story when I was younger, but I’m not so sure I like it anymore.”

“It’s sad,” Colton murmured.

“I think it’s a bit stupid, defying someone like Zeus.”

Colton sat upright and tilted his head to one side. “He willingly sacrificed himself to help others. One soul over thousands. That doesn’t sound stupid to me.”

There were moments, like this one, when Danny saw the fathomless age in Colton’s eyes. It unnerved him, and it bewitched him. He wanted to learn every secret of the universe through his gaze, to lose himself in some distant, golden galaxy, restless and ancient.

“I suppose that’s true,” Danny admitted, a tad breathless.

Colton looked down at the book. “I feel as though I’ve heard this story before. It seems familiar.”

“I’ve likely already read it, then. Sorry. Thought I’d picked something different this time.”

“That’s all right.” The spirit shifted so that he was leaning forward on his hands, putting his face an inch away from Danny’s. He stayed there a moment, watching Danny’s expression as if searching for an answer to a question he wouldn’t voice. Danny flushed under the scrutiny until he met those gleaming amber eyes across the tiny gulf between their bodies. The sunlight against Colton’s skin was another sort of kiss, hugging his body and showing off the miracle of him.

It felt like it had always been this way, just the two of them and this light.

Colton closed the gap, kissing him firmly on the mouth. Danny’s stomach leapt as time shivered around them. He could feel every tick of the clock as if it had replaced the heart in his chest, the steady rhythm that kept them alive. If there was a way to kiss Colton forever, he wished he knew how to find it.

Eventually Colton pulled away, but he kept a hand on Danny’s cheek. His thumb gently traced the scar on his chin. “Do you think you’ll have to go?”

“I don’t know,” Danny whispered. “But if I do, I want to be prepared.”

Colton nodded to the other books. “What do they say, then? Tell me about India.”

Danny dragged out a book and opened it to a random page. He’d read this one the previous night and been surprised by how little he actually knew. He’d had no idea how complex everything was in India, least of all the religions: Hinduism, Sikhism, Islam, Jainism, and plenty more aside from those. And then there were all the different castes. It made his head spin.

“I read about the Mughals who came to India in the sixteenth century,” Danny said, automatically searching the book for pictures, since Colton liked those best. He found one of a mustachioed emperor sitting upon a gilded dais amid columns and brocaded pillows. “The Mughals were invaders, and there was quite a bit of fighting done in their name. But they unified different societies and taught them how to rule themselves. They created new trade routes and standardized currency.”

Danny thumbed through the book until the dates grew closer to present day. “I suppose Britain wanted to do the same. They rather made a mess of it, though. There was a big fuss about the East India Company.”

Danny turned to a drawing of uniformed British soldiers on the plains of India, armed with bayonets. “There was a row in 1857, just before I was born. People here call it the Mutiny. Indian soldiers attacked the Company to try to claim their freedom, but they lost. After that, rule was passed from the Company to the Queen. I heard they’re going to announce her as Empress of India at New Year’s.”

He flipped through pages of bloodshed with a grimace. What England had done to India seemed truly unfair, like someone breaking into your house to suddenly declare it belonged to them. But then his eyes caught a particular word, one he knew very well.

Colton was about to turn the page when Danny grabbed his hand. “Wait! They mention Enfield.”

“They do? Where?”

Danny stabbed a finger at the middle of the page. They leaned in at the same time and knocked heads. Danny barely noticed.

“‘The Enfield rifles were produced at the Royal Small Arms Factory in Enfield, England,’” Danny read quickly, “‘and shipped to the soldiers in India. They were the newest model, and easily the best at the time, but had one major design flaw: their cartridges.

“‘The sepoys’—those are Indian soldiers,” he explained to Colton, “‘were asked to bite off the paper cartridges of the Enfield rifles, but the cartridges were greased with animal fat. The Hindus and Muslims refused to handle the rifles, as the use of beef and pork fat was against each group’s respective religious observances. This disagreement has been credited as the final straw that triggered the onset of the rebellion.’”

Stunned, Danny leaned back against the wall. “I didn’t know rifles were manufactured here,” he said. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“Was I supposed to tell you?”

Danny shook his head. “No. I just … didn’t know. No one talks about it.”

It was a strange coincidence, the only tenuous connection between his world and India. It seemed almost sinister in design.

Colton’s hand returned to his knee, a solid weight. “You could ask to take a look. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

Though the prospect of being near so many guns was unappealing, Colton’s curiosity infected him. “I think I will.”
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The factory was a long, red building in the marshy reaches of Enfield Lock, a small island of sorts that sat on the River Lee. Water wheels disturbed the river’s surface as they slowly turned, powering the machinery inside. Danny eyed the building’s reflection in the water, lips pressed together.

He wasn’t quite sure why he had agreed to do this. It wasn’t as if he would learn anything more than how a gun was assembled. Still, the tenuous connection between Enfield and India had shaken him, and he couldn’t help but want to see it with his own eyes.

Colton, at his side, looked around with genuine interest. Danny had tried to keep him in his tower, but more and more Colton wanted to venture out and explore. When he did, he usually grew weak, the faint golden glow around him fading. Sometimes, Danny even had to carry him back to the tower.

“We shouldn’t stay long,” Danny warned Jane as she led them to the factory gates. She had volunteered to show them around, much to Danny’s surprise; he had expected more hemming and hawing.

She smiled over her shoulder at them. “The quick tour, then. Let’s start here.” She stopped, gesturing to the large building where ribbons of smoke rose from chimneys. “As you can see, the factory is perfectly situated, drawing power from the river while allowing barges traveling downriver to transport the finished goods to London.”

“Wonderful,” Danny muttered under his breath, thinking of all those deadly guns floating innocuously down the Lee.

They passed through the gate. Danny could smell the smoke now, the acrid flavor of saltpeter crouched on the back of his tongue.

Colton was too busy taking in their guide to notice. “You look nice today, Jane,” Colton said with a winning smile, eyeing her small lilac hat, which matched the shade of her bodice exactly.

She half-turned with a pleased flush. “Thank you, Colton.”

Danny glanced sidelong at Colton, who raised his eyebrows as if to ask what? Danny knew he had no business growling at him about it; not just because Colton couldn’t distinguish flirtation from being nice, but because of that unfortunate run-in with an Enfield boy named Harland several months before.

The inside of the factory was even hotter than the muggy summer air outside. Light from the overhead windows illuminated machinery that pumped and whirred and hissed. Conveyor belts lined with parts rolled through the building, and a large gearwork tableau churned on the opposite wall, generating power.

In spite of himself, Danny was awed. Factories like this were common enough in London, but he had never been inside one, and was immensely thankful for that. Many of his nursery school classmates had found backbreaking—and sometimes deadly—work in the factories that kept England at the forefront of industrial innovation.

Jane led them through a metal jungle, raising her voice to be heard over the clanging and whirring of the machines. “These mass production lines run on steam. The gearwork over there filters the electricity from the water and steam, providing different areas of the factory with different types of power.”

Workers stood at attention along the assembly lines, quickly putting their parts together before the product moved along to its next destination. Danny watched and listened, but his stomach twisted. It would have been one thing if the factory built autos, or automatons, or any other type of machinery. But they built weapons, things specifically designed to harm others. Kill others.

“Jane,” he said as they continued forward, “is it true that these rifles are why the Indians rebelled?” Jane would have been a child when it happened.

She faltered, but quickly regained her composure. “Unfortunately, yes. The Company didn’t respect the natives, and the Mutiny was the result. Understandably, we no longer use animal fat to grease the cartridges.”

Danny kept an eye on Colton as they continued down an aisle. The spirit was quiet, soaking in another opportunity learn about the human world. Even so, his shoulders had begun to droop.

“Here,” Danny murmured, taking the small cog out of his pocket and pressing it against Colton’s palm. “This should help.”

Colton’s lips twitched. “Thank you, Danny.”

“You can go back if—”

“I’m all right.” There was a certain stubbornness in his expression that Danny knew better than to question.

“Over here,” Jane said, gesturing to another station. “This is where the rifles are given a final examination before they’re polished and prepared for shipment.”

Danny looked at the workers. One of them, a young man with dark hair, turned to pick up the next rifle. When he saw Danny, they both started.

“Danny!” Harland exclaimed, not sure whether to be happy or embarrassed. “What are you doing here?”

Danny glanced at Jane. “Taking a tour. I was curious about the factory.”

“Oh. I see.”

Any interaction with Harland tended to be uncomfortable since that strange kiss they’d shared. Danny looked at Colton to gauge his reaction and was not disappointed; his eyes were sharp as gilded knives.

If Jane sensed any tension in the air, she went on regardless. “Maybe you can explain what your role is at this end of the factory, Mr. Thomas?”

Harland did just that, his explanation peppered with uhs and ers as he pointed out the rifle’s features, including the engraving on the barrel—B3005—a serial number that indicated something about the design. Danny wasn’t paying much attention, too distracted by Colton’s less-than-thrilled expression. Colton didn’t hate any residents of Enfield so far as Danny knew, but he felt hate’s milder cousin, dislike, radiating from the spirit beside him.

When they finally said goodbye and headed for the exit, Colton slumped against Danny.

“That’s it—we’re going back to your tower,” Danny decided. “Jane, thank you for showing us the factory. I think I understand it a little better now.” By which he meant not at all.

“You’re very welcome.”

Danny and Colton walked toward the village green in silence. The closer they got to the tower, the more Danny sensed the clock running strangely. A glance up confirmed his suspicions: the hands slowed for five seconds, sped up, then slowed again. He could feel the shift in the way the time fibers around him quivered. Fear tapped a finger against his chest and he urged Colton along at an even faster clip.

Once inside, Colton leaned against the wall to steady himself and released a small sound of relief. The clock began to run smoothly again, and the distressed time fibers settled around them, smooth and interlocking.

Colton turned the small cog over in his fingers, then returned it to Danny. “I’m sorry,” he said before Danny could break the silence. “I know I shouldn’t behave like that around him. I can’t help it.”

Danny took Colton’s hand. He’d desperately wanted to hold it in the factory, but there had been too many people.

“It’s just …” Colton’s eyes were narrowed in pain. “I can’t help but feel you should be with him, not me.”

This again. “And I’ve already told you: I don’t want him. I want you.”

“But look at what happens.” Colton gestured up toward the clock. “I’m—”

“A clock spirit, yes. After all I’ve gone through to be here with you now, you really think that’s going to stop me?”

Colton ran a hand up and down Danny’s chest, trailing over the V of his waistcoat. “I feel like, sometimes, what we want and what’s right are two separate things. Do you ever feel that way?”

Danny took Colton’s face in his hands, thumbs brushing against his jaw. “No. Things are fine the way they are. We’re doing what’s right for us, and that’s enough.”

Or so he kept telling himself. Maybe this was how Prometheus would have felt, had he not been punished for his crime—this lingering guilt, this slow-burning sense that something would become undone.

They stayed quiet a moment, listening to the ticks and tocks of the clock above their heads. Danny suspected that it really did match the tempo of his heartbeat, pumping beneath Colton’s hand. A heart of metal and a heart of flesh. Water and lightning, separated by different currents, like the power generated in the factory. Together, they formed some idea of unity.

Danny wondered, sometimes, if that was enough.
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The call came the next day. Danny had just eaten breakfast when he was summoned to the mayor’s office. He hoped to hear his mother or father on the other end of the line, but the knot twisting in his stomach tightened when he was greeted by the Lead Mechanic’s voice.

“Daniel, I need you to come to London today.”

Danny swallowed hard. “Yes, sir. I can be there in a couple of hours.”

Daphne had been right.

He headed straight for Colton Tower. Colton didn’t look surprised; he must have been watching Danny in the telephone booth. Danny wasn’t sure he would ever get used to that ability.

“The Lead probably wants to ask me about my experience with exploding towers,” Danny said. “I’m sure it won’t take too long.”

“Will you spend the night?”

“I might. But I’ll be back tomorrow.”

Since Colton still seemed on edge, Danny gave him a lingering kiss. The spirit wrapped his arms around him, one hand protectively caressing the back of Danny’s neck. He shivered and couldn’t help gasping slightly against Colton’s mouth. Colton’s lips curved up in a smile, his own private way of making sure Danny would return.
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The drive to London was filled with conflicting emotions: anxiety over what the Lead wanted from him, anticipation of being involved in something momentous, and residual excitement from Colton’s kiss. By the time he pulled up to the Mechanics Affairs building opposite Parliament, the knot in his stomach had retied itself tighter than before.

Danny glanced at Big Ben, the gleaming, golden clock tower that presided over London. Time in the city was thriving, the fibers strong and powerful. He tried to imagine the tower exploding and London’s time unaffected by the loss. It was too eerie to contemplate, so he hurried inside and up the stairs.

The secretary showed him in. The Lead Mechanic’s office was spacious, done up in sophisticated, dark colors, though a large window behind the desk let in enough sunshine to give it warmth. At first all he saw was the Lead himself, a stocky man with a receding hairline and a face that could change from stern to amiable in a blink. At the moment, he simply looked tired.

Danny paused when he saw the other figure in the office, standing behind one of the chairs. Daphne turned her head and gave him an “I told you so” look.

“Both of you, please sit.” The Lead leaned back as they followed the order. “You may be wondering why I called you here this morning. Given the last time I summoned you here, I’m sure you can hazard a guess.”

Danny and Daphne shared a look. They’d sat before this desk after the Dover tower attack, when Daphne had been injured. The room had been charged with anger and accusation then. Now, Danny actually felt some sort of alliance with her.

“Another clock tower fell,” Daphne deduced.

The Lead nodded once. “In Khurja. It’s a small Indian town north of Agra.”

“And it’s not Stopped?” Danny guessed. Another nod.

“The tower is destroyed, and time is—” The Lead broke off coughing, as if the word refused to leave his throat. “Time is … stable.”

The words hung heavily in the air. Nothing like this had happened in the entire history of the clock towers. Since the god of time, Aetas, had died hundreds of years ago, time could not progress without them. Or so the story went.

“But, sir,” Danny said, “what about Maldon? And Enfield? And the other Stopped towns around the world? Those towers malfunctioned, and time was effected. Why wouldn’t India’s clock towers operate the same way?”

“Explosives were found at the sites of the towers,” the Lead said, “but I doubt that’s the whole of it. The clocks aren’t simply falling and restoring time. Something else, or someone else, is making it happen.” The man hesitated, glancing at Danny. “Matthias has been questioned. He didn’t know anything. We, of course, can’t entirely rule out his involvement, but I don’t believe this is his work. His style and that of the current bombers seem quite different.”

“But why India?” Daphne asked, a small furrow forming between her eyebrows.

“That, we do not know. I’ve asked you both here not to engage in conjecture, but to get answers. You are two well-qualified mechanics who have directly witnessed attacks on towers. Never mind your … past conduct,” he ended in a near mumble.

“What about Tom and George?” Danny asked. The two senior mechanics had survived the destruction of the new Maldon clock tower last year. The third mechanic on that assignment, Lucas Wakefield, had not been so lucky.

“I’ve already asked them, and they chose not to participate. They’re about to retire, and I don’t blame them. The new Maldon tower put too much strain on them.”

Danny stared at the Lead’s desk. His breaths came faster, waiting for what would surely come next.

“So,” the Lead continued, picking up two files, “I am extending the offer to the pair of you.”

Daphne accepted one of the folders. Taking the other one, Danny opened it to a picture of military barracks surrounded by palm trees and scrub, a large white building in the distance.

“Agra?” Daphne asked, looking up.

“Yes. There’s a cantonment where you can stay while you investigate Khurja. I already have a couple mechanics in Rath, and there are others in the south. Still, I would like you to go.”

Daphne paled. She had predicted the Lead sending Danny to India, all right; but he suspected she hadn’t considered the Lead would ask her to go with him. After her involvement in Matthias’s plans and taking Colton’s central cog, she’d had to earn back the Lead’s trust. It seemed she was finally back in his good graces.

Danny wondered, too, if her reaction had anything to do with her father.

“You have every right to turn the assignment down, of course,” the Lead said gently. “There is some risk involved, what with the recent reports of riots. I wouldn’t expect the investigation to be easy—”

“Yes,” Daphne blurted, her pallor deepening to a flush. “Yes, I want to go.”

The Lead smiled wearily. “I’m glad to hear it. You’ll find all the details for the trip in that file.” He turned to Danny, who sat as if turned to one of Westminster Abbey’s gargoyles. “And you, Daniel?”
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