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    “Life is short, yet it is the nature of man to make it move faster all the time.” Sir Dennis Darby punctuated his pronouncement with a firm smack of the silver tip of his cane against the concrete underneath his feet.

    Sarah and Nathaniel stood nearby, looking up at the old man, quietly and respectfully waiting for him to continue, but before he could say another word his intended dramatic pause was broken by a long, throaty groan rising up from behind them.

    Just below them, the Automaton had begun to slowly and methodically spin the massive wooden spool with his left hand. The wheel was five feet across, with a thick iron post running up through the center of it. Viscous black grease oozed up from where the pole made contact with a metal collar that held it in place, and the noise vanished.

    “Tom,” Darby said, addressing the mechanical man, “are you bored?”

    The Automaton lowered his arm. “I can stop if you'd like…Sir Dennis.” His sentence sounded like a song, and each word was spoken as a single separate note—high and smooth—with just a hint of a rasp from the metal whistles and reeds that played together to create his voice.

    “I just wanted to make sure you were paying attention,” Darby continued. “It's far beyond even your impressive abilities to halt the march of progress.” The old man smiled and looked down at his creation. It was a rare expression on his usually stern face. “No, my dear Tom, humanity will always strive to learn more, rise higher, and go faster. And one day people will look back to this year of eighteen hundred and eighty and imagine that we were a primitive and ignorant people, just as we do now to those who came before us.” The widening grin pushed his sharp features and graying muttonchops out to the sides in a way that was slightly unsettling. “But that is the price of progress, as we forge ahead to make the lives of our descendants better than our own.” Darby had been wearing a version of his current look of childlike wonder almost from the first moment the four of them had set foot onto the Brooklyn side of the bridge construction site.

    They had all dressed up for the trip, as it was intended to be a formal outing. Both of the men wore full suits, with vests, jackets, and hats, as well as long overcoats to protect them against the winter cold. The Professor's greatcoat was made of sensible black wool, while young Nathaniel's was far fancier. His lapels and cuffs were trimmed with the same rich, black beaver fur that lined the jacket's interior. Ebony silk top hats rested snugly on their heads.

    The two gentlemen were also of similar height and build—six feet tall and slim—but Nathaniel had the athletic demeanor of a young man, while Darby's frame was looser and slightly hunched, his age having drained away the vitality of youth.

    The Automaton stood at five feet, six inches exactly. He was dressed in a similar fashion to the men, but with only a jacket wrapped around his long cylindrical frame. He had no need of an overcoat, despite a temperature that was only being held a notch above freezing by the light of the morning sun.

    The mechanical man's face and neck were completely unbound by leather or cloth, showing a series of tubes and metal shafts that connected his head and body. His delicate features were lovingly painted onto a smooth porcelain mask: the eyes were bright blue, and his lips had the same mysterious hint of a smile as the Mona Lisa. The back of his head was a skull-shaped slab of solid brass, and a delicate ribbon of steam drifted lazily out from a valve at the back of his neck.

    The Professor's voice grew louder, as it usually did when he was becoming entranced by his own words, “And you Tom, you are my response to that most human urge—mankind's never-ending desire to bring light to the dark boundary of the unknown.

    “And even standing in the shadow of this modern-day marvel,” he said, pointing up to the massive tower, “you are still an object of wonder.” Darby swept his arm across the vista of stone and wire that stretched out in front of them as if he were unveiling it for the very first time. “Even compared to the Brooklyn Bridge.”

    Rising up and out from the anchorage where they were standing were two cables of twisted steel, each one as thick as a man, heading from the shore and out over the water. They rose up and over the top of a stone tower standing almost three hundred feet tall and then dropped back down, crossing the East River to another tower of the same height that sat just off the edge of Manhattan Island. The building of the road that would eventually connect the two cities had only just been started, and the cables hung expectantly above the water, ready to bear their load.

    “The greatest wonder of the modern world,” Darby said, and then winked at the girl, “even if it isn't quite finished yet.”

    Sarah smiled and clapped, the effect muffled by her gloves. “It's gorgeous, Professor.” She moved forward with the layers of her ruffled blue skirt rustling and swaying with every step. “Thank you so much for bringing us out here so we could see it.” Her matching fur cape was wrapped around her tightly enough that the rigid feminine curve of her bodice could be seen underneath it. The blonde curls of her hair had been pulled back and piled up into a severe bun. Pinned to the top of it was a navy-blue bonnet, the fashionable veil coming down to just above her eyes. But underneath all the structure that had been built to support and define the modern woman of 1880, a natural aura of relaxed strength and beauty still shone through.

    Trying not to stare at Sarah, Nathaniel squinted his eyes even more than usual as he turned his gaze to the bridge, tipping his head so far back that his hat seemed poised to slide off. “Do you think something so big will actually hold up, Professor?”

    “Of course it will.” Darby nodded firmly, some of his usual intensity returning to his face as he did so. “The principles behind it are quite sound. A large-scale structure such as this simply requires a rigorous application of math, human ingenuity, and hard work. A bridge is the culmination of all those things.”

    The Professor took a deep breath, filling his lungs completely and then holding it for a moment before speaking. “All right, everyone, are we ready for an adventure?” He lifted up his cane and pointed the metal tip toward the wooden platform that acted as the entrance to the walkway. It seemed far less sound than the concrete and stone edifice underneath their feet.

    Sarah looked over at him. “I've already had my fair share, Sir Dennis.” Then she gave him a brave wink and a smile. “But I'm always game for more!” She knew that her father would have frowned on her flirtatious attitude, but she and Sir Dennis had often shared such moments over the last few years.

    Inclined to tomboyish behavior as a girl, her early teens had been a time of rude awakening, divorcing her from the casual company of boys and men in ways she still found frustrating and unfair. It only took a glance in a mirror to remind her that she had been gifted with a beauty that had forever stolen away an innocent connection with the opposite sex, and she was still struggling to understand the power of it.

    From her mother she had inherited all the best Harrington family traits: long blonde hair, an upturned nose, and sparkling green eyes. And enough men had become hypnotized by her lips while she spoke that she knew she had been given her father's full mouth. She was grateful for it. Even though her suitors often ignored the words that came out of it, at least it kept their eyes on her face, which was a higher level of attention than her fuller-figured friends often received.

    Nathaniel stepped up behind her. “It's windy up there, Sarah. Are you sure you're up to it?”

    She turned her head and looked back at him over her shoulder. “I'm not the delicate flower you seem to think I am, Nathan.” The words came out in a colder tone than she had intended. Much to her father's chagrin, she had also inherited the quick Stanton temperament, and her sharp words often surprised her as much as it did everyone else.

    She marched to the end of the anchorage, heading toward the steps that led up to the walkway as fast as the complicated layers of her dress would allow. Just beyond them, the rickety trail of wood and wire stretched off into the distance, almost parallel to the massive cables as it arced up toward the closest tower. “I'll be fine,” she said to herself as much as anyone else.

    Nathaniel frowned slightly, giving his already-sullen features an even grimmer look. At twenty-two he was still a young man, and some women found his brooding attractive. It clearly had the opposite effect on Sarah. But his dark moods were a part of his passionate nature, and not something that he felt a great need to control. “I suppose we're all going up there—the whole damn circus.” He lifted up his top hat and swept his black hair back over his head, then pulled it down tightly and started to follow after her.

    Dennis Darby stopped him, clamping a hand down onto Nathaniel's shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “Is there need for such language?” He turned back to the Automaton, still entranced by the large wooden wheel. “Now come along, Tom.”

    The metal man let go of the empty spool that he had been toying with and strode forward in a smooth, gliding motion. It was, as always, the mathematically perfect arc of his movements that made his inhumanity so obvious. “We are part of a…circus? Does that make me…the acrobat, or…the clown?”

    “You're the side show,” Nathaniel grumbled. Pulling a silver flask from his jacket pocket, he undid the cap with a quick twist and knocked back a swig.

    Ignoring Nathaniel's activities, Darby scanned his eyes over the machine-man, glanced up at the wooden footbridge, and then shook his head. “I'm a little worried about your weight up there, Tom. I think you're going to need to drop some ballast first.”

    “What if there's trouble?” asked Tom.

    “At this moment I'm more worried about the strength of those wooden slats you'll be walking on then any potential villainy, especially with all that equipment we've loaded inside you. It wouldn't do to have you plunging into the river.” He tapped his cane against the metal man's chest. “Dropping those armor plates should do the trick.”

    Tom nodded his head in another perfectly smooth curve. He unbuttoned his brocade vest, then the pleated shirt underneath, his leather-gloved fingers moving slowly and deliberately. The tiny curls of steam that rose up from his wrists as he worked were quickly consumed by the winter breeze.

    He opened his shirt to reveal a pair of broad brass breastplates underneath. Each one was sculpted into an idealized form of the impossibly perfect contoured muscles of a Greek god. There was a loud click as he twisted the first one free from the metal snaps holding it in place. It lifted upward and off, revealing rows of cogs spinning away underneath. He placed it down onto the rough wooden planking. If exposing himself had an emotional impact on Tom, it was impossible to read from the painted-on features of the porcelain mask that acted as his face.

    Nathaniel stared at him for a few seconds. There was a slight sneer on his lips as he watched the Automaton remove the second brass plate and place it on top of the first with a dull clank.

    Sarah, standing one step from the top of the stairs, had also found herself unable to tear her eyes away. As Tom began to rebutton his clothes, she shook her head as if waking up from a trance. Looking for something else to rest her eyes on, she caught a glimpse of the large sign that stood at the entrance to the walkway in front of them. She read it out loud, for Tom's benefit: “‘Safe for Only Twenty-Five Men at One Time. Do Not Walk Close Together, Run, Jump, or Trot. Break Step!’” She let out a nervous laugh. “Sounds a bit menacing.”

    “Wise words, those,” said a stranger's voice. The words were spoken in a deep Irish brogue that contained both a lilt and a rumble. “Any way you read it, though, yer gonna want to step carefully up there.” By the way he was dressed, the speaker was clearly a member of the working crew, his nose and cheeks bright red from the breeze. The thick cloth coat he wore was threadbare at the hem and cuffs, and he pulled it tightly around his barrel frame to keep out the cold of the early January morning. The slouching circle of the kepi cap that rested on the top of his head was a leftover from the Civil War, although all the military insignia had been stripped off of it a long time ago. “The wind's not too bad today, though.” His face was broad and round, with a set of thick red-and-gray muttonchops that traveled from ear to chin. His skin was ruddy and rough, placing him clearly in his late forties or early fifties. “Not as bad as some days, anyway.”

    Darby extended a hand. “And you would be, sir?”

    “Barry Moloney. One of the foremen here at the Brooklyn Bridge, and yer official tour guide on this fine Sunday.” He doffed his hat, then took the offered hand and gave the old scientist a single quick shake. His gloved paw enfolded the Professor's hand almost completely. “Mrs. Roebling told me to meet you over here and give you the run of the place. She said to give you her apologies, and let you know that she and her husband will meet with you back at her house once you've finished your work at the top of the tower.”

    Sarah beamed. “You see that, Nathan? There's a woman in charge. We're not all as incapable of critical thought as you seem to think we are.”

    The Irishman smiled. “Well, she does give the orders. But it's her husband, Mr. Washington, who writes them down first. Poor man got the sickness down in the Caissons, and now he can barely move.” He looked at Sarah squarely in the eyes. “Yer not one of them suffergettes, are you?”

    “Not officially,” She thrust out a white-gloved hand. “My name is Sarah Stanton, Mr. Moloney. Pleased to meet you.”

    He shook her hand firmly and stared straight into her eyes. “That's a good grip, Miss Stanton.” The Irishman smiled over at Nathan. “Rope that lass quick, boy, or she'll marry the first man that tames her fire.”

    Nathaniel replied with a sniff. “This ‘lass’ is the daughter of Alexander Stanton—the Industrialist—one of the most powerful and respected men in all of New York City, and a founding member of the Paragons. I'd ask that you treat her, and me, with a little more respect.”

    For a moment the easy smile vanished from the Irishman's face to be replaced by something darker. “All right, young sir, didn't mean to offend. I'm just here to help you and yers safely up to the top of the tower and…” His word's trailed off as he saw Tom for the first time. “Good Lord!”

    Darby nodded to the metal man. “Go ahead and introduce yourself, Tom.”

    The mechanical man finished closing the last button of his jacket, then strode forward and held out his hand. Even under the black leather glove the large round lumps at the knuckles clearly revealed that it wasn't a human appendage underneath. “I am called the Automaton…Mr. Moloney. I'm very glad to meet you.”

    “Are you now?” Moloney grasped the offered hand gingerly, then pumped Tom's arm quickly up and down. He glanced over his shoulder at Darby. “Does he think he's alive?”

    “What Tom thinks or doesn't think is still a matter of some great debate,” the Professor replied. “Most people would say that if he is able to reason then he must be alive. Having both created him and taught him, I'd like to think that's so. At any rate, I'd ask that you treat him with the same respect you'd give me.”

    “Cogito, ergo sum…Mr. Moloney,” the Automaton said.

    Barry let go of Tom's hand and then walked away from the group to a pile of tools that sat nearby. “Now I've met a metal man….That'll be something to tell the wife, anyway.”

    Darby continued to talk, behind him. “I have some experiments I'd like to run once we reach the top of the tower.”

    “We've both got a job to do today.” The Irishman pulled up his large pack, constructed from what appeared to be brass and canvas, and slung it over his back. He wobbled slightly as he heaved it up over his shoulders and buckled its thick leather strap tightly across his chest.

    “What's in the pack, Mr. Moloney?” Sir Dennis asked. “Perhaps my mechanical friend here can carry it for you.”

    “Thanks sir, but no. These are tools for tomorrow's first shift. I'll be killing two birds with one stone by taking them up to the top of the tower with us.” Moloney walked up to the steps and dropped the rope from the front of the walkway. “Now watch yerrselves. That footbridge is safe, but it can be a bit treacherous if you haven't been up it before.”

    The path was constructed from a series of wooden planks four feet across, each suspended from the metal wire strung between the tower and the anchorage. It was a tiny suspension bridge built to aid in the construction of its bigger brother.

    The Irishman waved them forward. “All right then, up we go. Keep one hand on the cable at all times, and take it slow. If you watch each and every step you take, you'll be fine.”

    With their first step out from the anchorage and onto the footbridge they were already high above the buildings below. “I'd say there's nothing to be scared of, but a bit of fear will do you good up here.”

    Sarah and Nathan moved quickly forward, each of them trying to move a little faster than the other, clearly attempting to show the other how fearless and resolute they were.

    Darby was more obviously hesitant. After he had walked out and up a hundred feet, a gust of winter wind whipped up around them. The old man's hands instinctively grabbed for his hat, and the walkway swayed beneath his feet as he did so. With one hand already on the wire railing, his other grabbed for it as well, and he dropped his cane. It bounced once, and then began to roll toward the edge of oblivion.

    Tom moved forward suddenly and smoothly. Sliding past his creator, he scooped up the stick before it could fall over the edge. His shifting weight rocked the bridge even more.

    With his fingers tightly gripping the thin wire, Darby closed his eyes, shook his head, and waited for the world to steady itself. “I've never been much of one for heights, I'm afraid,” he said to no one in particular. “It's a poor trait for a man who has engineered so many devices designed to pierce the sky.”

    Tom came up behind him. “Don't worry…Sir Dennis. I have your…cane.”

    “Hold onto it, Tom,” Darby said, and then took another long deep breath. He slowly released it as he counted to ten. Over the last decade he had developed an advanced breathing regimen with a specific pattern of inhalation for almost every occasion. His book based on his theories about the different ways that oxygen could be used to reinvigorate the body had sold quite well. It described a technique that he believed would allow a man to stay healthy and whole for a hundred years or more. Darby puffed out the air in his lungs with a final Breath of Courage. “Thank you, Tom. I'll be fine in a moment.”

    Barry walked back to the two of them. “You and that machine doing all right? The lad and the girl are almost up to the top.”

    Darby followed his gaze upward to see them, and then reeled slightly. “We'll be fine, sir, just fine. Tom is simply looking after me, and I'm afraid it's been quite a while since I've had their youthful vigor.”

    Moloney flashed him another smile and then tipped his head in their direction. “You just take yer time, Sir Dennis. I wouldn't want to be the man they said was responsible for the fall of a fine genius like yerself.”

    Darby took another deep breath, held it quietly for five seconds, and then followed it with a resolute step forward. “Let's go, Mr. Moloney. I'm sure I'll be much steadier once we've made it to the top.” But by the time he reached the tower Darby had gone white as a sheet. He sighed heavily as he stepped off the wooden bridge and onto the relative security of the flat stone platform.

    The area at the top was wide open, and free of any obstacles except for a few tall wooden cranes. They were still used to bring materials up and down the sides of the bridge, although the main work of laying the wire over the towers had been completed over a year ago. Only the capstones had yet to be put in place, allowing the wire to settle while the road was hung.

    Nathan and Sarah had reached the top well ahead of Sir Dennis, and they were already arguing as he arrived. Her voice grew from a whisper to a controlled shout. “Two years ago they voted on giving women the right to vote in the United States Congress!”

    Nathan frowned and let out a harrumph. “Which it failed to pass. Which it will always fail to pass,” he continued, waving a finger at her. “And that's because once a woman is married it's the job of the husband to decide what's best for his family, the country, and his wife.”

    She placed her hands on her hips. It was a provocative move in every sense of the word. “Well, I can think for myself, Nathaniel. Should a thinking woman simply exist at the whim of any man who takes a fancy to her?”

    The young man pondered her question for a moment. “It clearly isn't good for anyone if pretty girls spend their days worrying about money and politics.”

    “Well I can promise you, Nathaniel Winthorp, with that attitude you will never need to worry about making those decisions for me.”

    He frowned, realizing that he'd gone too far. “I'm sorry, Sarah.” His tone was measured, but clearly angry.

    Darby clucked his tongue loudly, grabbing their attention. “That's quite enough from both of you. I won't have this morning ruined by two bickering children.” He rested his hand on Tom's shoulder. “We've been given an opportunity to see the world from an incredible vantage point that few people will ever experience, and I fully expect us all to appreciate it.” Scolding them had already put some color back into his cheeks.

    Sarah walked over to him. “I'm sorry, Professor. Of course you're correct.” She took a look around her, and her eyes widened as she turned her head. They were high above New York, with a clear view of the city for miles around. Just across the river, the shore of Manhattan was encrusted with docks stuffed to bursting with ships of different shapes and sizes.

    Beyond them the city of New York was laid out in a well-ordered maze of streets. In contrast the buildings that defined them were completely random: a jumble of wooden and brick structures of different heights and sizes. The steam and smoke poured into the air from thousands of chimneys—proof that this city no longer slept, and barely even rested on a Sunday. Only the steeple of the Trinity Church on the lower part of the island managed to clearly rise above the riot of human industry, and now they were looking down on it.

    Directly below them the East River was crowded with boat traffic. Most of the ships were still the tall-sailed schooners that had transported men and goods from one end of the planet to the other for the past two centuries. But gliding in between them were modern paddleboats and steamers that seemed well on their way to utterly replacing the age of sail with one of steam, with the billowing gray clouds of vapor rising up from their stacks mirroring the city itself.

    Sarah grabbed the Professor's arm. “It's truly marvelous, Sir Dennis. It's hard not to feel a bit godlike standing above the world like this.”

    “Seeing this humbles me,” Darby countered. “It makes me realize just how many men there are in the world, and what they have managed to create.” He walked over to his metal creation and removed his top hat. “Deploy the camera if you would, Tom.”

    Tom walked up to the edge of the tower and then eased his right leg backward. The knee bent at an unnatural angle until it was fully reversed. As he leaned down, his arms extended out on brass rods, reaching down until his hands were flat on the ground.

    With his body firmly planted, his porcelain face mask pulled free of the rest of his metal skull and slid downward, revealing the interior of his head to be three brass ovals held apart by metal shafts springing up from his neck. The series of pipe whistles that he used to speak were visible now, along with a camera lens that sat in the center of his forehead.

    “That's a wee bit disturbing,” said Mr. Moloney. “How does he see with his face off like that?”

    “Tom has a variety of cartridges that I can place into his head. Each one changes how he interacts and samples the environment around him.” Darby's tone had slipped naturally into a teacher's cadence—firm and slightly superior. “So, while he has many ways of understanding the world, ‘seeing’ isn't actually one of them.”

    “What's that mean?” asked Barry.

    Nathaniel chimed in. “It means that the only reason he has a face is so there's something to talk to. But he doesn't actually have any genuine human features. No eyes, nose, mouth…or soul.”

    “But,” Darby said loudly, cutting the young man off, “his sense of hearing is something quite extraordinary. It allows him to perceive things around him in ways we do not.”

    The Irishman peered a little closer. “Like a bat then…”

    “Something like that,” Darby replied, “except he can hear with his entire body, and not just his head.” The inventor turned back to his creation. “I'd like a complete set of photographs, if you would, Tom. And then collect the air samples that we discussed previously.”

    “Of course…Sir Dennis.”

    “And we're going to be up here for a little bit, so I don't want any more arguing.” He turned to the Irishman. He had slipped off his rucksack and was squatting over it, fiddling with something inside. “Perhaps, if Mr. Moloney here would be so kind, he could tell us about some of his experiences in the construction of this marvel.”

    Looking back over his shoulder, Moloney nodded. “If you can give me just a few moments, Sir Dennis, I'm sure I'll be able to tell all of you a few things that you might find quite surprising.”

    Nathaniel moved closer to the Professor and tapped his shoulder. “If you have a moment, Sir Dennis—I wanted to ask you about the matter of the improvements to my flying harness.”

    Darby frowned. “This is hardly the appropriate time or place to bring that up, Nathaniel. I'm still working on perfecting some of those ideas that we've discussed.” He rubbed his gloved hands together against the cold. “Certainly it would make sense if a way could be found to make the Turbine suit both lighter and stronger. In fact, I've already made a prototype that replaces the main engine, and updates some of the previously stiff elements using some of the same principles of tension and suspension being used on this bridge. It needs testing, but…”

    Sarah's voice cut through his speech. “Professor, look….Is that a balloon on the horizon?”

    Darby peered up and looked out across the skyline where she was pointing. “I believe you're right, my dear.” A small black circle floated high above the river.

    “It must be a hardy soul who would brave the skies in a wicker basket on a cold winter morning like this.” Darby tucked his cane under his arm and reached into the pocket of his coat to pull out a small, leather-bound box. As he opened the lid, a pair of lenses slid up along thin metal rails and locked into place with a satisfying snap. With a quick flick of his wrist the eyepieces extended out into two telescopes. He put the back of the box up to his eyes. “Most peculiar….It's larger than it first appears. The gondola is almost like a boat….It also seems to have a propeller attached….But what powers it? And who designed it?”

    Nathaniel tapped his shoulder. “Sir Dennis? If we might, I'd like to continue our conversation.”

    “What?” The Professor lowered the device and shook his head slightly before gazing back. “Not now, Nathaniel! You're standing at the top of the world—enjoy it!” He compacted the lenses by pressing them back into their case. “Come by the Aereodrome when we're back at the mansion and I'll show you what I've put together.” He slid the box back into his pocket.

    Sarah's voice rang out urgently. “Professor—”

    Nathaniel cut her off with an impatient growl. “Not now, Sarah. Can't you see we're talking about something important?”

    “Oh, she knows it, lad,” Barry said. “But I think she's referring to me, and I'd like yer attention as well.”

    The two men turned to look at the Irishman. A metal frame was lashed around his upper body. It was a complicated affair made of brass pipes, springs, and gears, all held together by a leather harness and straps pulled tight enough to dig into the cloth of his coat. But the most noticeable items were the two steel cages around his arms; each one holding in place a short harpoon tipped with a shining barb that sprouted out a foot from the end of it.

    The Professor's voice was calm and even as he gave the command: “Tom, fire the emergency rocket.”

    A brass hatch in the Automaton's shoulder popped open, ripping through the fabric of his jacket. A cloud of white smoke sprayed up from the hole, followed by a small rocket flying up and out of him. In an instant it rose a hundred feet into the air above them and then exploded with a green phosphorous glow that burned like a tiny second sun in the New York City sky.

    “Neat trick, metal man,” Moloney exclaimed as he leaned back. Two long rods were attached to the back of the harness. When they touched the ground he braced himself against them. “But it won't save you.” He put his right leg up against the Automaton and gave him a solid shove. One of Tom's gloved hands scrabbled against the stone as he tumbled, but with his legs bent backward he couldn't find any purchase against the granite. The mechanical man teetered on the edge for a moment; then his momentum carried him over and he disappeared from sight.

    Darby bolted to where the Automaton had disappeared. “No!” He turned back to look at the Irishman. “What have you done?” Nathaniel knelt next to the Professor and held him back from the precipice.

    Moloney nodded. “Removed a threat, Sir Dennis….But that's not my main job here today.”

    Nathaniel jerked forward threateningly. “Who are you, really?”

    “Easy now.” The Irishman smiled broadly through his red whiskers. “You've probably figured out that I'm not Moloney the foreman. But you can call me the Bomb Lance.”
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    T he shock on Sir Dennis's face transformed into anger. “Whatever it is you want, sir, you won't get it from me.”

    Sarah had quietly edged up behind the Irishman. Keeping his eyes, and weapons, locked on the two men in front of him, he only moved his head slightly to the left to acknowledge her. Get with the others, lass, before you force me to do something unpleasant to yer friends.” He prodded her slightly as she walked around him toward Nathaniel. “I would have guessed that the Industrialist's daughter had a bit of her father's courage, but being a fool will only get someone hurt.”

    Darby raised his cane and shook it. “Don't threaten her, villain! The Paragons will put a stop to you!”

    “Oh, I'm counting on it.” He took a step back. “I'm not alone, Sir Dennis, just the first.” He thrust out his lance toward the old man. “Now let's have that key from around yer neck.”

    “How…?” There was an obvious tone of shock and surprise in the Professor's voice that he tried to hide in his next word. “Key?”

    “No need to pretend.” The Bomb Lance waved Darby forward with his right harpoon. When he was close enough, the Irishman hooked the front of the Professor's starched white shirt on one of his barbs and ripped it open. He nudged the ascot aside, revealing a dull, gray metal key hanging around the Professor's neck. “Take it off and hand it to me.”

    “It's nothing you'd want—a keepsake,” the Professor protested. He picked it up and showed it to him. “It's lead, not even brass. It couldn't possibly have any value to you.”

    “I'm not the one who wants it. I'm just the man getting it for him.” The Bomb Lance pressed the barbed end of his harpoon into the Professor's chest with just enough force to break the skin. “Now hand it over.”

    Darby unbuttoned his overcoat, then reached his hands around behind his neck and undid the clasp that held the key in place. He dropped it into the open palm just underneath the harpoon pressing into his flesh. “You have no idea what that is, do you?”

    “Don't know, and don't care.” The Bomb Lance held it up for a moment. “But I'll agree it doesn't look like much.” He took three steps back. “Just so you can rest easy, I'll tell you that I'm going to let the girl live. She gets to tell her father and the rest of the Paragons that the Children of Eschaton are coming, and there's not a damn thing they can do to stop us.”

    There was an audible “clack” as the metal rods locked into place behind him. Black smoke coughed out from behind his right elbow as the harpoon fired. The bolt plunged through the side of Sir Dennis's chest, the momentum spinning him around and throwing him backward at the same time. As he began to fall, the energy from the attack carried him over the edge of the tower, and he vanished. “No!” Nathaniel shouted as he leapt toward the Professor, but there was no hope of rescuing him.

    The Irishman let out a rasping laugh. “And that's what a Bomb Lance can do to a man.”

    Nathaniel spun around to face him. “You piece of Irish filth! I'll kill you!”

    “Now now, don't judge the whole country by me,” the Bomb Lance said. “It was good Irishmen what built the tower yer standing on!”

    Sarah's voice was soft, measured, and almost without emotion. “But you're not a good man, are you?”

    The Bomb Lance looked over at her and sighed. “Not anymore, lassie, no. I haven't been good for quite a long time.” Keeping the left harpoon pointed at Nathaniel, he lifted his right arm straight up over his head. The wheels and wires attached to the frame slid around as he did so, pulling up one of the small harpoons resting in a bandolier on his back into the frame on his upper arm. “I was never good enough for the people in yer world anyway.”

    He lowered the arm straight down from the shoulder with a single sharp movement, and a fresh harpoon slid down and snapped into place. Once again he had two of the barbed spikes facing them. His face softened for a moment, as if he was having a pleasant memory. “But the Children of Eschaton aim to change all that: who's up, who's down…” The edges of his lips curled up in a dark grin. “And once that's done, we'll see about what it really means to be good or bad.”

    Nathaniel took a defiant step forward. “You've just murdered in cold blood one of the greatest minds the world has ever known!” Then he took another step, bringing the two men within a few feet of each other. “Why?”

    The Irishman clenched his jaw, bristling at the question, and then brought the harpoon up to bear on Nathan's head. “I don't need any more reason to kill a man than that he's in my way.” He swung his left arm like a club, slamming it into Nathaniel's head. “But I have a better one for you.” He hit Nathan again as he reeled from the first blow. The boy dropped to the ground, the wind catching his hat as it came off his head. It rose up in the air for a moment before tumbling into the river below. The Irishman looked down at Nathaniel with contempt. “You're a rich, pompous prick.” He aimed his left harpoon down at Nathaniel and fired. The barb shot straight through Nathan's thigh, making a deep ping as it sank into the granite below. The young man screamed. Blood began to pool beneath the trapped leg, steaming in the cold winter air.

    The Bomb Lance turned toward Sarah and pointed a harpoon straight at her chest. “As I told Sir Dennis, lovely girl, I'm going to let you live. But I need you to give the Paragons a message.”

    A tear rolled down her cheek. “They'll kill you for this.”

    “That's as may be, but it's not yer business, and it's not right now. I just need for you to tell them that the Eschaton is coming. Can you do that for me?”

    Sarah pressed her lips together.

    He poked her slightly with the tip of the harpoon. “You just say yes, and we're all done here.”

    “Wait.” She lifted up her left hand and bowed her head slightly.

    “Wait for what? Your Professor and his machine are dead. And yer boyfriend is going to bleed to death if you don't do something.”

    “Wait for that,” she said, as the Automaton's arm slammed into the side of the Bomb Lance's head. When he fell to the granite he was unconscious.

    She looked at Tom and gave him an order. “You must help Nathaniel.” He stepped forward, and she saw the crumpled form behind him.

    She ran toward Darby. “Professor!” The harpoon was still in him, hanging out of his chest. Tom had managed to catch him, interrupting his fall from the tower, but the jolt had made the wound far worse. He looked up at Sarah and tried to smile as she ran toward him, but the blood-flecked grimace he produced was terrifying.

    Tom kneeled down by Nathaniel's side, wrapped his hand gently around the shaft of the spear, and pulled slightly. Nathan screamed as it moved. “Stop it! Just stop!” he gasped out.

    “The…harpoon has penetrated your…leg and lodged into the…stone. It will need to be removed.” Tom made a fist with his right hand. The wrist bent all the way back until his fingers were flush against the top of his arm. With his left hand he reached under his shirt and into the clockworks of his stomach. When he pulled it out again he held a small saw-blade between his fingers.

    “What are you…?” Nathan tried to get up on his elbows. “Aaah. Haaaah!” The pain from the metal shaft rubbing against his bone dropped him back to the ground.

    Two small poles extended up from Tom's right wrist, and the blade snapped into the eyeholes at the top of them with a firm click. A gear rose up from underneath and engaged with another one on the side of the blade. It spun with a high-pitched whine. Nathan's eyes grew wide. “Stay the hell away from me!”

    “Lie back, please.” Gripping the harpoon with his left hand, Tom pressed the spinning saw into the iron shaft. A jet of steam blew out from the back of Tom's neck, and a shower of sparks arced out as metal touched metal.

    Sarah put the Professor's head on her lap and stroked his hair with her hands. His hat had been lost in the fall. “You're going to be okay, Sir Dennis. Tom will be here in a minute.”

    Darby's voice was faint. “He's not a surgeon, my dear. But even if he were, I think my wound is clearly fatal.”

    She moved her hands hesitantly toward the bloody gash, then pulled them away. “Don't say that!”

    He tried to smile. “It'll be all right, I think. But I'll need you to be strong for me.”

    “You can't die!” She bent down and gave his forehead a kiss. There were tears in her eyes. “I think I've been falling in love with you, Professor—perhaps for quite some time.”

    He looked up at her. “You have no idea how flattered I am to hear those words coming from those delightful lips of yours, my dear. But I'm also—” He coughed. There was blood on his mouth. “—three times your age. No matter what you might feel for me, that was never meant to be.”

    “No!” She looked upward, and tears continued to roll down her face. “You're going to live!”

    “Wishing won't make it so. But I need to speak to Tom before I go. And I need you to—” He coughed again. It sounded worse this time. “—help him, Sarah. If you do care for me, then you'll find the best parts of me are inside of him. It will take time for Tom to discover what he is capable of, and he'll need your assistance to find out. “

    When she opened her mouth to reply, she was cut off by a scream from behind them. She turned to see the Automaton lifting Nathan's leg free from the cut end of the harpoon. The young man's eye caught hers, and he called out her name. “Sarah!”

    She quickly stood up. “Tom, come here. We need you.”

    Nathaniel whimpered slightly as Tom pulled off his coat and wound it around the wound. “Please try to relax.” Having completed his crude bandaging, he walked over to Sir Dennis.

    Tom stood above the Professor, Sarah by his side. “You are badly hurt…sir.” He held up the saw-blade. It was slightly scorched. “I should remove the…harpoon.”

    Darby shook his head. “Far too late for that. Now come down here so I can speak with you.”

    The Automaton folded his legs, collapsing down into a squat. “How can I save your life, Sir…Dennis?”

    “You can't, Tom.” He reached up and took his left hand. “But, I need you to retrieve the Alpha Element from that Irishman if you can. Second, I want you to find the new body I was building for you in the laboratory. It's not complete, but once you're in it you'll be able to finish the work yourself.” His grip tightened for a moment, and then his hand fell away. “Sarah will help you.”

    Tom reached down to grasp his fingers. “Sir…Dennis, I can…”

    “You have the potential to become much more than you already are, but it won't be easy.” He started coughing again. The blood on his skin was brighter now, and there was a wet rasp coming from his lungs as he fought to draw in another breath of air. “When dark times come it is men of honor who must lead us back to the light of reason.”

    “But, I am not a…man.”

    “No. But you can be…the light.” He looked up at the Automaton and smiled. Then Sir Dennis's eyes grew wide as he struggled to inhale again and couldn't draw a breath. “I…I…I…” The words vanished into tiny gurgles as blood replaced the remaining air in his lungs. He closed his eyes, shuddered, and then sagged as the life left his body.

    “Sir…Dennis?” Tom held him for a few moments, and then lowered his creator's lifeless body down onto the cold stone.
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    Sarah heard a grunt rise up from the Bomb Lance's prone form as she walked toward him. When she got close, she pressed the tip of her black boot up against the Irishman's shoulder and pushed him. He shifted over, rolling back the moment she stopped. Sarah lifted up her skirts slightly, swung her boot back, and then gave a good solid kick to the man's ribs. He groaned loudly.

    Frowning, she put her heel against the brass frame he wore and gave it a hard shove. “Roll, damn you!” she yelled, and gave him another shove. He spun over onto his back while she stumbled in the other direction. “You're going off this tower!”

    Swimming back to consciousness, the Irishman used the harness to block her foot as she attempted another kick. “That'll be enough of that,” he said in a drowsy slur. He hooked her leg with his arm and pulled her down in a flurry of skirts and ruffles. “I'm not supposed to hurt you….”

    Down on the ground, Sarah's feet flailed until one of them connected with his chin. He batted back at her with his brass-clad arm, knocking her legs away before she could hit him again. He was clearly awake now. “But you do that again, lass, and I'll skewer you.”

    There was blood in his eyes from where he had been beaten down by the Automaton, and he tried to wipe it away. The polished iron barb at the end of his arm glittered as he brought his arm up to his face. He switched to his left.

    When he looked up, the Automaton was moving toward him, the sawn-off end of a harpoon in his hand. The Bomb Lance held up his right arm and fired. The metal tore cleanly through the right side of Tom's chest until the wooden peg at the end caught in the armature, spinning the machine-man around and throwing him down to the ground.

    The Irishman rose to his feet and took a moment to survey the scene. He nodded approvingly to himself. “Good enough for a day's work.” He ran toward the foot bridge and sprinted onto it, heading back toward the anchorage.

    Sarah knelt down next to the Automaton. “Tom, are you all right?”

    He tugged at the harpoon. “It appears to be stuck.” He wiggled it back and forth a few times and then pulled on it again. It came free, catching a steel spring and uncoiling a ribbon of metal as he pulled it out of him. “I am going to stop him. Please help…Nathaniel.”

    Rising up, harpoon still in his hand, Tom walked to the edge of the footbridge. The Bomb Lance was fifteen yards away, moving as quickly as he could back to the anchorage, but forced to flee from them in a straight line. Tom flung the man's weapon back at him.

    Out on the wooden path the Irishman slowed his run, then came to a stop as fast as he dared. As he was plucking out his handkerchief from his jacket pocket to try to wipe away the blood, there was a crashing sound. One of his harpoons had smashed through the slatted boards a few feet in front of him. He turned to see the metal man standing at the edge of the bridge tower. The Automaton dropped into a sprint and headed toward him.

    Sarah watched Tom go and then turned back to Nathaniel. He was grimacing as he tried to use the arms of his jacket to stanch the wound. “It's not a mop,” she said sternly. Sitting down next to him she grabbed the coat from his hand and tore a long strip from the sleeve.

    “Finally, you notice I'm in trouble,” he replied through gritted teeth.

    She stopped what she was doing and stared at him. “Look at me.” He refused to make eye contact. “Look at me, Nathaniel! ”

    Responding to the urgency in her voice he turned to see that there were fresh tears in her eyes. “What is it?”

    Her face was a mask of anger. She pointed at the body a few yards away. “He's dead, Nathaniel. That's Sir Dennis Darby's dead body lying not ten feet away from us, and you want to cry to me about the fact you were ignored while he died.” She roughly pulled up his leg, and began winding the cloth strip around it. “I won't have it!”

    “Ow! Sarah, I…” She stopped, and he stared into her eyes for a moment.

    Then he turned away, reaching into his jacket pocket to pull out his flask. Sarah frowned, but said nothing as she continued to work on his leg.

    The Automaton and the Bomb Lance were both at a full run when the Irishman reached the end of the footbridge. Tom was twenty yards away, but closing at a good pace. The Irishman lifted his arms into the air. The harness responded and reloaded both arms. He aimed them at his opponent and leaned back into the supports on the back of his harness. “Where there's a will, there's a way,” he muttered out loud.

    “Platitudes won't save you, Murphy.” The voice came from behind him, wrapped in a Western drawl and a blast of tobacco smoke. The Bomb Lance turned to see a man in a ten-gallon hat and oiled duster standing behind him. “But Doc Dynamite is here to rescue your Catholic ass anyway.” The man lit the stick of explosive in his hand from the cigar in his mouth and then threw it out onto the footbridge.

    “So you finally decide to arrive,” said the Bomb Lance. “You were supposed to—” The Texan grabbed the edge of the Bomb Lance's brass frame and used it to fling him down the stairs. He jumped after him as the dynamite exploded with a deafening bang. A rush of air and smoke blew over their heads. The Bomb Lance rolled over to look at him. “You were supposed to be here an hour ago.” He stood up and checked that his frame was still in working order.

    Doc Dynamite's features were so rugged and leathery that it seemed impossible to tell whether he appeared to look old for thirty or was a young-looking man twice that age. But he had an easy smile and blue eyes that would have seemed almost friendly if not for the scar that traveled across his face from the left side of his forehead to the right of his chin. He wore a plain striped shirt, a worsted cloth jacket, and a bandana around his neck, with a faded yellow duster over everything. His denim jeans were tucked into a pair of red cowboy boots with two large yellow letter “D”s stitched onto each one. “Tell it to the frog. He could barely get that contraption of his up into the air.” He pointed behind him, where the balloon sat parked on the roadway thirty yards behind them, belching black smoke from large engines on either side. “The decrepit Frenchy kept bitching about how the cold made everything impossible to do.”

    He reached into the pocket of his jacket and handed the Irishman a bandana. “Look atcha. You're a mess.” He winked at him. “Even for a Mick.”

    “It's good to see you, too, Jay, now the job's almost done.” He wiped away some of the blood. “‘Almost’ being the main word in that sentence there.”

    He stood up. “Now let's see if my little friend solved your problem, because someone shot up a rocket, and the rest a’ the Paragons are on their way.”

    They walked up the steps in time to watch the severed end of the footbridge slide away from the bridge frame and land with a distant crash into the construction yard below. The other end was still attached to the tower above them, and the remains dangled straight down toward the river.

    The Bomb Lance wiped his eyes again and then peered down over the edge of the anchorage. “Looks like we destroyed the damn thing.”

    “I don't think so, partner,” the Texan replied. He had pulled out another stick of dynamite from inside his duster and was using it to point over to the left side of the bridge. The Automaton balanced on top of the suspension wire.

    “Well I'll be damned.” The Bomb Lance held up his left arm, aimed his harpoon, and fired. Tom moved a few steps down the cable toward them and the harpoon sailed harmlessly past him.

    The Irishman grimaced as he watched his attack miss.

    “I'm going to reckon that there is the famous Automaton,” the Texan said as he grabbed the Bomb Lance's right arm. Pulling out a roll of gauze from his coat pocket, he used it to bind a stick of dynamite to the harpoon, tying it in place with surprising grace. “Too bad we're going to have to blow him to hell. I've always wanted to see what that thing looked like up close.”

    “That must be a damn shame for you, cowboy, missing out like that.” The Bomb Lance pumped his arm again, and then held it up to fire.

    “Just try and get it somewhere near him,” Doc Dynamite instructed, drawing deeply on his cigar and making the ember glow bright red. “And it's a short fuse,” he said as he touched it to the paper, “so fire fast.”

    The harpoon wobbled as it flew, and the Automaton was clearly going to dodge it easily. When it exploded, the Texan let out a war whoop followed by a “Kaboom!”

    The concussion shredded Tom's clothes and threw him off the cable. As he fell, his arm snapped out to snag one of the vertical supporting wires that dangled down, waiting to be connected to the roadbed that had yet to be built. The leather glove covering his hand shredded and burned as his momentum was violently redirected. For a moment he almost seemed to be floating in the air; then he swung his other arm around and grabbed the wire with both hands. He swung slowly back and forth as he climbed back up.

    The Bomb Lance shook his head. “I don't believe it. Nothing kills that thing.”

    “That's because it ain't alive. Now stop flapping those Irish lips and get another spear ready.” He held up the dynamite. “We'll blow him up for sure this time.”

    The Automaton clamped one hand over the other until he reached the main cable. He hefted himself up onto the main cable as the second dynamite-tipped harpoon flew toward him.

    This time he ran down the cable, letting it explode behind him. The force of the blast ripped away the remains of his jacket and shirt, revealing the rows of clockwork cogs underneath. He rose up into the air slightly, and for a moment Tom seemed to be almost skating down the thick wire, the energy of the blast propelling him forward.

    As he reached the end of the cable and was about to step onto the anchorage, a harpoon slammed directly into his torso, halting his movement. An instant later a second spear found a weaker spot and tore straight through him, pulling out some of the gears and wires from his body as it exited through his back. As he began to slide off the wire, the Automaton threw himself into the air. His graceful landing was interrupted by a stick of dynamite that exploded underneath him, throwing him back into the air. He landed flat on his back, his brass frame smacking into the stone of the anchorage with a clang.

    Doc Dynamite and the Bomb Lance were standing only ten feet away. “I think we broke the bronco, Murphy.” The Texan said it with a note of triumph in his voice.

    “Why don't you toss one more of those bombs of yours at him to make sure, if you don't mind.”

    “It's called dynamite, and we're too close.” The cowboy pulled out another stick, lit it, and casually chucked it. “We'd best run.”

    They headed down the road toward the balloon, and the Automaton jerked up behind them. His porcelain faceplate had been shattered and blackened by the blast, and it was clear by the way he twitched as he tried to move that the explosions had done something unpleasant to his mechanisms. His arm reached out and grabbed the dynamite stick, then hurled it back toward the other two men. It exploded in midair as it sailed toward them. The force of the blast knocked both men to the ground, smacking the air out of their lungs, leaving them gasping and coughing.

    The Automaton stepped out of the smoke, standing only a few feet away from the Bomb Lance. “You will give me the…key.”

    The Irishman got up to his knees and pointed his right arm at Tom. The Automaton grabbed the spear and twisted, then yanked the harpoon completely out of the frame. There was a popping sound as the metal wires tore free from tension, then a plink as they snapped. He threw the harpoon and a chunk of the frame over the edge of the anchorage.

    “No more of that.” He stepped on the Irishman's chest and leaned forward, letting his considerable weight keep the air from coming back into his lungs. “I want the key.”

    The Irishman fumbled for his pockets, but couldn't get more than his fingertips into them. “I can't reach…”

    The Automaton grabbed onto the man's elbow with one hand and used the other to tear the rest of the frame completely off of his right arm. His hand no longer encumbered, the Bomb Lance dug down into his pocket and produced the key.

    “Thank you.” Tom reached out to grab it and then jerked back as three bullets from Doc Dynamite's gun tore the rest of his face away. The glass lens of the camera underneath shattered. “How d'ya like the taste of lead, you hunk a’ junk?”

    Tom staggered for a moment and then lunged at the Texan, leading with his fist. It wiped away the Texan's smile as it cracked into his jaw.

    Doc Dynamite tried to roll with the blow, but it was far too late. He tried to talk, and screamed, “Ooo oke my od am ace!” The Automaton tried to attack again, but failed to connect as a harpoon smashed into him. The impact was much weaker than the previous shots had been, but it was still enough to knock him down. The Bomb Lance's last shot had also been the final one for his frame, and the remaining tension wires escaped their bondage, hanging slack from his shoulders and arms.

    Doc Dynamite reached into his coat, but the Irishman grabbed him and yanked him down the road. “At eh ell?”

    “We need to go, you idiot! The Paragons are here!”

    Realization dawned on Doc Dynamite's broken face as he saw a figure coming toward them from the far side of the anchorage with a gun in his right hand. The two of them turned and ran as the bullets whizzed by.

    The man shooting at them was clearly someone who wanted to be seen. His royal-blue jacket and bright red vest were both cut entirely from thick leather. The heavily padded shoulders over his well-developed frame gave him an imposing silhouette. A blue leather mask covered his face down to the bridge of his nose in front, and the rest of his head and neck in back. Securely attached to the top of his head was a red, white, and blue top hat, a steady cloud of steam rising up from it like a chimney.

    In his left hand he held a large steel shield emblazoned with the symbol of a gear, and in his right was a gun that connected to both a bandolier of bullets that circled his forearm and a small brass pipe that ran to a pressure canister on his back. With each shot steam blasted out of the gun, propelling the bullet and loading another one into the chamber simultaneously.

    Reaching into his duster as he ran, the Texan pulled out a short stick of explosive that was colored blue instead of the usual red. He lit it and dropped it onto the road. A second later it exploded into a curtain of smoke that completely hid the two men from their pursuer.

    The masked man stopped running when he reached the Automaton, and fired a few more desperate shots into the smoke cloud. “Where's my daughter?” he yelled at the metal man.

    The Automaton attempted to reply, but something in his throat had been damaged from the abuse he had just received. “The t-t-t-top of the t-t-t-ower.”

    Sticking his gun into its holster, he knelt down and grabbed Tom by the shoulders. “Is she all right?”

    The Automaton nodded yes. “She is o-k-k-k-kay.”

    Standing up, the Industrialist saw a black balloon rising up out of the smoke. The large propellers on either side of the gondola pushed it up and away from the bridge, and it headed deeper into Brooklyn.

    His gloved hand hovered over his gun for a moment and then relaxed. The Automaton rose up behind him. His movements were jerky, and for an instant it seemed as if he would topple back to the ground. Finding his balance, he reached up to his head, and pressed a finger into his throat. “Those men killed…Sir Dennis.”

    “Damn it to hell!” The Industrialist lifted his gun and fired shot after shot at the balloon until it was nothing more than a dot in the sky.
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