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    Chapter 1. Spiritus Sanctus


    Chapter 1


    Spiritus Sanctus


    Emilio Armando pushed back his hat and mopped the sweat from his brow. While his workshop was a perfect place to work in the winter months, the change of seasons had transformed his beloved space into a sweatbox. May had been relatively gentle, but now the last vestiges of spring were disappearing and the sun was rising earlier and higher day by day, beating down longer on the wooden and iron train car that contained his steam-powered machines. Without some modifications, he’d be completely unable to work in the studio by day, and would instead be relegated to spending only the nights inside.


    Hidden and gathering dust in a nearby cupboard drawer were the extensive plans he had put together to allow him to regulate the temperature all year round—with the obvious exception of the infernal temperatures that often arrived in late July and August. Any day when the mercury topped the 100-degree mark, the heat would be impossible to escape from.


    And the arrival of a steam engine and other materials that he had liberated from the Theater Mechanique after the tragedy only added to the problem, although the main boiler was being kept outside. It would ultimately power an array of vents and fans that might allow him to work in an environment where the bulk of his day wasn’t spent wringing out his handkerchief. So far, that hadn’t happened.


    Ever since he’d first seen Vincent’s workshop out in the garden behind the theater, Emilio had harbored a secret dream of converting his own workplace into one of equal grandeur. Of course, he would have never imagined that it would be possible for him to afford the equipment. But, it had turned out that owning a junkyard had allowed him to gather up almost all the valuable material from the condemned building as scrap. Even the cost of hauling it back on the ferry had been such that he had been forced to sell some of it to simply pay for the transport costs.


    Still, he was now in possession of not only a massively powerful steam engine, but lathes and drills that he could once have only dreamed of. And yet all the new equipment had left his once-perfect little workshop a shambles, and getting it back together was a project in itself. Like the old tale of the Monkey’s Paw, having all your dreams come true was turning out to be far more of a curse than a blessing. The fact that it had all arisen from the same tragedy that had disfigured his sister only made the irony sharper. There had been such a cost in blood—the price paid by both Vincent and his sister.


    Emilio squinted and shook his head with a single violent nod as he tried to break the connection between these machines and Viola’s scarred face. It had been weeks since the accident, but when he closed his eyes he could still see her the way that she had been when the wounds had been fresh: the huge gashes in her flesh, like a piece of meat from the butcher. But finding some good in the bad did not make him a monster.


    Letting out a sound that landed perfectly between a grunt and a sigh, he sat himself back down at his workbench and picked up one of the metal rings he had machined the previous night. He dropped it down over a set of metal pins sticking up from the object strapped to the table in front of him. There was no mistaking that it had been designed as a long metal limb, and the metal collar had been put into position where a human might have a shoulder.


    It was a tight fit, but he had been very precise with his measurements, and with the application of a little oil he managed to shuffle it back and forth until it set firmly in place against the armature. When he was sure it was fully down he gave the ring another turn, looking to find where the catch was supposed to lock into the ring, and instead it slipped free.


    “Dammit!” he said, surprising even himself with his choice to say the word in English. Frustrated by his stupidity, Emilio tried to wrestle the metal into place. When that didn’t work, he pulled his hands away and let out a grunt.


    He let out another, and then a third, before he finally pounded the palm of his hand against his forehead.


    After a moment he took a deep breath and tried again to seat the ring. Taking more care this time, he finally found the catch and locked it into place. Reaching and taking another ring, he placed a second circlet on the outside. It caught the flanged edge of the inner circle. The steel armature gave a satisfying creak as it all pulled into place, the thread biting deeper and deeper into the brass plate with every turn. When he was done, Emilio gave the interior elements a spin, making sure that they hadn’t pulled everything together so tightly that it could no longer move freely. Once he was sure that it was working properly, he strapped the entire armature into a brace on the side of the table using a few lengths of leather and some iron eyelets that had been built just for that purpose.


    He took a moment to dab away more of the sweat from his eyes. As he let them close, his mind’s eye resolved the other indelible image from that evening: the cold look he had seen in Sarah’s eyes when she had been helping him with his sister. She had done all the right things, but there was something in her that had seemed less concerned with the human carnage, and more focused on revenge.


    It was only later that she had told him that she had just discovered her father had died as well. He had been aware of the ability of New Yorkers to stuff down their passions, but until he’d seen it for himself it had seemed impossible that someone could go through so much suffering and barely shed a tear. There was a great deal of rage under the calm exterior, and it would have to come out eventually. Perhaps that’s what it took to be a hero, but if it was, he didn’t like it at all.


    Grabbing some wire from a spool, Emilio threaded the metal through a small eyelet that he had drilled into one of the exposed pins. He wound it a few more times and then gave it a hard tug to make sure that it wouldn’t pull free, then snipped it with a pair of pliers. Next he threaded it through a brass knurl at the elbow, and finished it off at the brass bolt at the wrist. Once that was done, he started back up the limb, reversing the weave and wrapping it back around the post exactly five times. He finished it off by placing a metal cap over the pin and tapped it down gently with a wooden mallet. He gave the wire a tug, and then let it go. It responded with a single musical note.


    “Hmm.” Emilio stared at his handiwork for a few more seconds. “The best I can do,” he said as he rolled his eyes. He pulled out more wire, winding it into place with exactly the same movements as the first.


    He did this six more times until the main bolt had been completely surrounded by the taut wires that spread out through it. As he ran his fingers across the strings, they all let out the same note. He had been working the entire day, and now late into the night, but it had been worth the effort.


    The idea to use wire as a replacement for muscle had come to him when someone had brought a load of the fine-quality metal string to him at the junkyard. The distinctive script of the word Steinway had been burned into the top and bottom of the wooden spools. His English might have been limited, but Emilio didn’t need to know how to read English to recognize the famous name. The world-famous piano factory was in Queens—only a few miles away—and it wasn’t hard to imagine that the load had been “liberated” from a truck just before it made its way into the factory. Emilio had purchased it from a fellow named Willy. The man had owed him a favor ever since he’d constructed a metal replacement for his missing left leg, and told him that he might be able to make something better if he could get his hands on some high-quality steel string. The man had been very excited about having an even better model made for him from his ill-gotten gains.


    Emilio frowned at the thought. Life came with more compromises than he cared to admit. He looked down at the arm in front of him. He was creating something that he would be proud of, but the Automaton he had met at the theater had been a monster. While it had intended to save Sarah, the machine had been more than willing to crush any other creature of flesh and bone that got in its way.


    For weeks afterwards the newspaper headlines were filled with lurid stories of sightings of the mechanical man popping up all over New York. “The Mad Machine” had been given the blame for everything from murder and witchcraft to rape and impregnation—as highly unlikely as the possibility of that might have seemed. And the Automaton’s innocence was guaranteed: Tom’s metal heart had sat inert in a box in the corner of the room since that day, the Alpha Element removed and held safely around Sarah’s neck.


    The other bit of nonsense that the newspapers seemed to be unable to stop discussing was the possibility that Tom might have also been responsible for the damage to the Hall of Paragons and Alexander Stanton’s murder. It was a theory that the Paragons’ new leader, King Jupiter, had only been too happy to support, giving the reporters long quotes of how the Paragons had bravely driven the creature off when it had tried to somehow bond with the very structure of the building. It was a lie that served Lord Eschaton very well.


    All the lurid headlines and ridiculous stories had driven Sarah to the brink of madness, although lately it seemed that her grief had begun to subside. Perhaps there was some power in denial, but her wounded feelings seemed to have left behind the same kind of ragged scars on her soul that had appeared on his sister’s face. Both of the women in his life were forever altered.


    It also seemed that since the incident Sarah’s passions for him had cooled as well. He knew that she had lost so much, but after the events in the theater he had been determined to be there for her in whatever capacity she had desired. But despite his honorable intentions, when it turned out that she wanted nothing more than a protector and friend, he had discovered he was disappointed. The truth was that he wanted to be more, and having her so close, and yet no longer willing even to touch him, was both perplexing and frustrating. In his place she seemed to have instead developed a taste for vermouth, and she was no longer interested in the kisses that had followed it the first time she had drunk it.


    Emilio tightened the straps, pinning the arm even more firmly into its vise, and then picked up the spanner again. There had been a time, not so long ago, when his attention to his work would have been so absolute that he would have been unable to hear a hammer blow, let alone the quiet whimper from the back of the room that distracted his attention. But his legendary concentration—like so many other things, seemed to have been left behind in the shattered rubble of the Theater Mechanique. “You can come out, Viola. I know you’re there.”


    There was a moment of silence, broken by a quiet swear in a woman’s voice. “I know you know,” she said angrily. As she came out from hiding, Viola avoided the lights that blazed down from ceiling. Her face was almost invisible behind the dark cloak of shadows and hair. “I don’t care. I just want to watch you work.”


    Emilio turned and sighed. “I can’t concentrate when you’re in the room.”


    “Why not? You never had a problem before.”


    Even if she was no longer quite the hellion she had once been, Emilio knew her well enough to recognize that her deeper nature was unchanged: Viola had always been a woman of strong desire, it was simply that her wants were deeper and darker than they had ever been before, and the anger that had once been directed at the world had turned inward. He could tell that she wanted something, but he could just no longer discern what it was. “Because things aren’t the same as they were before, Viola. You know that.”


    His sister crept out from the darkness, and the arc light above his workbench illuminated the ruin of her face. Her fiery curls were straight and mousy brown, dirty from lack of washing. She had always been a woman of contrasts; smiles had risen and fallen across her features like a storm, each grin or smirk as much a threat as a reaction. Now the disparities were no longer simply a reflection of her inner emotions, but a permanent mask.


    Sarah’s doctor was clearly a talented man—he had done the best he could under the circumstances. But even with the surgeon’s fine handiwork, the scars had pulled her lip up into a permanent sneer. Emilio had wanted to pretend that there was no irony to it, but the truth of it was that the damage had gone straight down to the ugliest part of Viola’s soul and forced her to wear it as her face.


    She turned and stepped over to the frame where the completed portions of Tom’s new body had been bolted together in anticipation of his return to life. Viola caressed the brass and steel. His legs were done, but the arms were not attached and the head was only half-finished. Emilio had almost finished one arm, and its mirror twin would be done much more quickly. The Automaton’s new body would be ready in a matter of days.


    He had never seen Tom’s original frame up close, although Sarah had described it to Emilio as best she could. From what he had seen and studied of Darby’s work, the professor’s machines had always been dependable and solid—devices designed to be long-lasting and bulletproof. That kind of stolid, reliable craftsmanship was a trademark of the old man, and Emilio would have tried to emulate it if he thought he could, but he was far more fascinated by creating things of beauty than sacrificing it for reliability.


    And with no blueprints to work from except for the words he had discovered etched into Tom’s heart, Emilio had gone in a different direction—one that expressed his own sensibilities. Inspired by Tom’s previous appearance in the orchestra pit, he had given the new body the shape of an instrument, with the inner workings exposed and the structure of his body riddled with rococo swirls that harkened back to the art of Emilio’s ancestors in Italy. It was more of a framework than the whole of a man, a handsome skeleton on which Tom could, once he had returned to an animated existence, rebuild in any way he chose.


    Viola looked through the empty hole in the front of his head. For an instant she began to frown, then winced from some pain the expression caused her twisted features. She dropped back to a neutral expression. “You haven’t made him a face yet.”


    Emilio nodded. “Sarah wants a porcelain face, like the one he used to wear. I’m having Alfonso make it.”


    As Viola contemplated his answer she ran her hands up a series of thicker wires that rose up through a gimbal in Tom’s neck, the twisted strings sprouting out like a fountain of metal through the center, each one strung into a separate slot around the circumference of his metal skull. The crown had been bolted into the head through the center, locking the wires into place.


    Emilio considered asking his sister to stop fondling the Automaton’s lifeless body, but decided he didn’t need to hear the argument she would make defending her actions.


    When she finally did speak Viola’s tone of contempt punctuated the derision in her words, “Alfonso? That Venetian pig?” Ever since the incident there was no one who was spared her wrath, but those she had known and loved were always the fiercest targets of Viola’s anger.


    “He’s a fine artist.”


    “He’s a dog with paint-covered paws.” She refused to look at Emilio while she talked to him, instead choosing to concentrate on the details of the new body that her brother was creating. “The only reason his art makes him any money is he hires the models with the biggest chests he can find.”


    Emilio wanted to point out that his sister had once been one of those models, and that any dog who could draw a decent picture of a woman with a good-sized bust would find plenty of people who would gladly pay to see it, no matter the shape of the hands that drew it. Instead he held his words. His sister’s barbed tongue was sharper than it had ever been before, and he had no desire to be sliced apart by it yet again. “As you say, sister.”


    Her head tilted toward him, the anger clearly visible even in her half-formed expression. “I do say. Tell her to find someone else.” She was also clearly eager to fight.


    “Maybe you should tell Sarah that yourself.”


    “I will.”


    Emilio fought back an urge to laugh out loud. Sarah and his sister had hardly been on the best terms before the accident. Now neither woman seemed able to stand in the same room with the other for more than a few minutes without one of them doing or saying something that would send the other storming out the nearest door.


    At least in Sarah’s face he saw a dash of pity behind her anger. Although she seemed obsessed with determining how to battle the man who had murdered her father and Darby, she had some thought to the consequences of her actions. She still blamed herself for what had happened to Viola at the theater, and he hoped that Sarah had the good sense to see that revenge would only lead to greater sadness.


    His sister, on the other hand, could not hide her almost-limitless contempt for everything she hated. Emilio supposed that to some degree she was of a mind with Sarah when it came to taking revenge on the Children of Eschaton, and their leader. But her anger was hardly limited to “justice” against him. Since the moment that Sarah Stanton girl had entered their life, it was his Voila who had paid the greatest price for their transgressions amongst the Paragons. He had tried to point out the risks she would take if she tried to involve herself even more deeply in the affairs of these gentlemen adventurers.


    The Italian girl reached her hand through the empty face and began to pluck the wires inside Tom’s head. The taut strings gave out a series of musical plinks. “We should give him a new face—something made of metal. Una fronte infrangibile.”


    Resisting the urge to make her stop attacking his creation, Emilio let her continue to strum the wires and took the opportunity to look more closely at Viola’s damaged face. The wounds had healed cleanly, the scars pink and tight across her skin. It was as if the explosion had left behind a permanent impression in her flesh—a single instant of violence that would remain a part of her for the rest of her days. It was a tragedy, and yet everyone had agreed that her recovery was miraculous given the damage.


    Viola flicked her eyes toward him, catching him in his fascination. Emilio looked away, but it was already too late. She swept back a curtain of limp hair to reveal her face more clearly. “Do you want to see more, brother? I’d be glad to show you.”


    “No,” he said. He could feel his face flushing red, and turned his attention back to the arm. He locked the cap in place, and after giving each one of the strings a pull to make sure they were taut, he began to free up the straps.


    “Are you sure? I want you to see what you’ve done to me.”


    He looked up at Viola with shock. What was it she had just said? “I didn’t . . .” Did she really believe it was his fault?


    She stared at him, unblinking and emotionless. It felt like an inquisition, and Emilio wanted to protest. And beyond his anger he wanted to reach out and offer his sister comfort, but she had never been that kind of a girl. Even if a part of her wanted affection, another part of her would judge him as weak for offering it. With Viola it was never possible to give her love until she asked for it, and right now it seemed she was only capable of giving and receiving pain. “You’re distracting me, Viola. I need to finish this.”


    Viola nodded absentmindedly, ignoring his request. She dropped her hands down, letting her fingers stroke the machine’s metal ribs. “Do you think he’ll really come back?”


    She reached into the chest cavity and ran the edge of her index finger around the empty space where his heart would go. A series of small gears hung in the empty air, waiting for the engine that would give them life. “Maybe he doesn’t want to come back. Maybe he’s had enough of a world filled with nothing but violence and hatred for a metal man.” She let out a sharp laugh. “Let’s rename him, brother—L’Abominio. What do you think?”


    Before Sarah had started ignoring her, Viola had been constantly pointing out that the Automaton was gone when they needed him the most. He knew that Viola must, on some level, blame Tom for what had happened to her, even if he was only the catalyst and not the bomb itself.


    But Emilio had promised Sarah that he would help bring the metal man back. And, although it was hard to admit, it had been his failure to be able to repair the creature’s heart properly that had forced him to bring it to Vincent, and that act had ultimately put them all in danger. This time he had the tools he needed, and he would do it right. “He’ll come back, and I’m letting Sarah choose his face.”


    “Really?” She let out a short mocking laugh. “Doesn’t the metal man get a say?”


    Emilio nodded. “I suppose so, but he has to come back and say it.”


    After they had returned to the junkyard, they had tried placing him into a number of different machines, hoping to re-create the miracle of his rebirth. Sarah had hoped that simply having the Alpha Element would bring Tom back to life. But even with that it seemed that more was needed. Until they could figure out what it was, the Automaton would not return.


    Emilio believed that although the Automaton was capable of transforming himself, in order to return to life the mechanical man needed to be given a familiar form to inhabit. Sarah was dubious that Tom was so bonded to the human form that he would be unable to return to life without it, but having no better theories to offer, she agreed that Emilio should construct a new body in the hopes that placing Tom’s heart into the form of a man might convince him to return.


    But whatever it was that had re-ignited the Automaton backstage at the theater, so far they had failed to re-create the conditions needed, and Emilio was beginning to doubt that this new body would be any better.


    Viola’s hands still played with the frame. “Can you talk to Alfonso for me, brother? I want a new face too.” He knew she was testing him, trying to get him angry at her so they could have a reason to fight.


    “If that’s what you want.”


    “You’ve seen my face. Why wouldn’t I want a new one?” She stopped playing with the Automaton’s body and stepped around it to get closer to her brother. “Can I pick what I’m to look like, or are you going to let Sarah choose that too?” She began to laugh. The sound of it was low and mean, tinged with what Emilio was beginning to suspect might be a permanent touch of madness, although she clearly knew the pain that her words were causing him. “She’s so good at getting you to do whatever she wants.”


    It was hard to tell whether the redness he could feel spreading across his face was the result of shame or anger. The two were so thoroughly mixed together that they felt like a single emotion. “If you really want a metal face, I’ll build you one.” Was she being serious, or would she mock him for offering?


    “You would do that for me, wouldn’t you?” She looked up at him and caught his eyes. For a moment he saw a flash of her old playful spirit sparkling within them. “I want my new face to be steel, and I want it to be covered in flowers.” It faded away an instant later.


    Emilio sighed. “You are my sister. I would do anything to make you whole again.” He flexed the limb a few times, testing the gimbal he had created for it to move with. “I love you, Viola.”


    There was no reply. “Viola?” he said as he turned to look for her, but the girl had disappeared. Perhaps she was getting better, but he worried that she was healing like a badly set bone, forever changed and diminished by the experience.


    He pulled the wires in the arm taut and the limb contracted, quickly at first, and then slowing as the metal strings found their natural tension. What he was creating was an odd mockery of genuine life, but that was his goal, wasn’t it? Even if the Automaton would return to his animated state, he would still be a creature with a steel heart. Still, the thought of the metal man’s return brought a smile to Emilio’s lips. He had done a good job, and this would be his greatest triumph: a machine of far greater grace and complexity than the crude form of the Pneumatic Colossus. He would prove himself to Sarah and she would give him another chance.

  


  
    


    Chapter 2. A Walk in the Park


    Chapter 2


    A Walk in the Park


    Nathaniel awoke to almost-total darkness, his head pounding—he’d been quite effectively blindfolded and only the smallest touch of light leaked into the edges of his vision. Although by its brightness it was clearly sunlight, the illumination told him nothing of his surroundings other than it was daytime. A piece of cloth had been stuffed into his mouth, and his tongue was dry. His ears, however, were not obstructed, and the chatter and clatter all around him led him to believe that he was still somewhere in the city.


    Nathaniel was in a seated position, and yet when he tried to move his arms and legs he found that he had been tightly bound to his seat. Repeated efforts at struggling against his restraints only managed to shake the seat slightly, and there was a creaking and rattling from the chair he’d been strapped to.


    He vaguely remembered being betrayed by another bottle of scotch, and as he squeezed his eyes and tried wishing the pain away, he once again came to the conclusion that he seriously needed to rethink his relationship with alcohol.


    In the weeks since he had been placed into his cell, Eschaton had been, on occasion, drugging his liquor. What occurred during those periods of unconsciousness was still a mystery, but it had only been today that he had woken up outside the jail beneath the Hall of Paragons.


    Every day since that cold February morning when Darby had died atop the Brooklyn Bridge—the very same day that his leg had been pierced by the Bomb Lance’s steel shaft, it seemed as if every time he had taken a drink he had ended up in an increasingly bewildering set of circumstances, each time worse than the last.


    After the Darby house had burned down around him, leaving him homeless and without almost any worldly belongings, he had asked some of his wealthier friends for help. Happy to assist a friend in need, they had allowed him to spend a few weeks in their “hideout.” The building had appeared to be, from the outside at least, a nondescript East Side tenement. Not in the worst part of town, it was far from the best. But that was part of the building’s appeal, as its doors concealed a well-appointed hideaway for the wealthy.


    Although Nathaniel was a child of privilege he had a limited capacity for conspicuous display. Truth be told, although he could understand the intent, he had found the place disconcerting. Its ready access to so much freely flowing liquor also made it far too easy for him to drink to excess and indulge in activities that even he considered too debauched for his own good.


    He was beginning to understand what it was that the people preaching about temperance had been prattling on about. Liquor might hide the pain, but it often left a bad situation worse—it was impossible to deny the fact that his consumption of the better part of a pint of bourbon before he had confronted the villains invading the Hall of Paragons had made it impossible for him to save his step-father’s life.


    But his guilt did not end there. His current situation was far more terrifying than any that had come previously. And while it was true that drink wasn’t entirely to blame, when Eschaton had drugged him it was Nathaniel’s weakness for whisky that had been the villain’s method of delivery. Even in his current predicament Nathaniel couldn’t deny that what he wanted most in the world was a drink.


    “Ah, so the dreamer finally arises.” The voice was familiar, and Nathaniel tried to reply, but there was a rag stuffed into his mouth. The moist cloth made it impossible for him to respond in anything but a series of guttural grunts and coughs.


    “Now, now,” Eschaton continued, “there’s no need for you to get upset so soon after waking up. The good Lord may have been angry at you,” his captor said loudly, and in a manner clearly intended for public consumption, “but if you can find it in your heart to worship him fully, he will heal you. And he’s about to bless you with gifts that you cannot begin to imagine.”


    Nathaniel tried to tell Eschaton to go to hell, but for all his effort the only sounds that came out of him were the muffled screams that reminded him of a particularly angry chimpanzee he’d seen at the Central Park zoo. At the time he’d found the creature’s helpless cries amusing, but now he felt an odd kinship with the hairy monster.


    “You have the Lord by your side,” Eschaton continued, “and he believes that even a man struck dumb and blind may still improve his character if he is only given the right sort of help.”


    There were a million replies that came to mind, some of them so obscene they surprised even Nathaniel. But he was unable to put voice to any of them. It was only after another round of fruitless struggles and loud grunts that he finally settled down into his chair.


    From somewhere nearby came the disapproving voice of a woman as she walked by, the leather of her heels tapping out her pace against the concrete. She was whispering loudly, and he heard her refer to “the poor spastic in the chair.” It took Nathaniel a moment to realize that it was him she was referring to. Continuing in her shockingly loud whisper, she also expressed that perhaps it would be for the good of everyone if they simply kept him indoors.


    Nathaniel dropped his head and huffed out a frustrated sigh through his nose. “And now you’ve settled down.” Eschaton patted him on the shoulder. “That’s very good. I know this may all seem quite disorienting, but I assure you that it’s for your own benefit. All you need to do is simply relax and listen.” From his last interaction with the gray man, Nathaniel already knew that he had a very broad definition of the word benefit.


    “I’m sure you’re wondering where you are.”


    Nathaniel nodded in response.


    “You’re currently sitting in Madison Park. It’s a lovely spring day, the sun is shining, and we’re surrounded by throngs of people out and about on their daily errands. It’s a most wonderful and bucolic scene.


    “I’ve brought you out here to this lovely park for a number of reasons. One is irony, but the most important one I will show you shortly. But we have a little time until my surprise is ready, so I thought I might entertain you with a bit of educational reading.”


    Nathaniel heard the sound of pages rustling before Eschaton continued. “When I was a younger man—far more naive than I am today—I had a strong philanthropic bent. I spent a great deal of my time helping those I believed to be less fortunate than myself.” His voice had dropped from its usual rumble, and seemed almost kindly in tone. Nathaniel found it both terrifying and cloying. He wondered if this had been how the man had spoken when he had been more . . . human? “And as I grew older and wiser I began to realize that no amount of fortune would change the human condition, and that word unfortunate was a label that could be applied to almost everyone in the world.”


    Nathaniel grunted out a “damn you” that he thought might be sufficiently formed to be understood, although if Eschaton comprehended it, he chose to ignore it.


    “One of my favorite hobbies before the accident was reading to the blind. It was quite popular at that time, and I always thought of it as mutually beneficial for all involved: I would get to re-acquaint myself with the classics, and some poor person bereft of sight would have a chance to hear the words of Plato, Shakespeare, or Kant. As you are currently blind, at least temporarily, I thought I might read to you while we wait and see if you enjoyed it as much as I do.”


    Nathaniel wondered what they were waiting for. He had spent long days locked in a cell underneath the Hall. If this was to be his execution, a part of him would be relieved.


    “But today, as a treat, I’ve decided to read to you from some of my own writings.”


    Nathaniel let out a moan.


    “Oh, I’m quite aware that it’s a terrible indulgence to read my own words,” Eschaton said, “but I’ve been most curious to hear how my words sound when read out to an audience, and none of my Children have your considerable education in the classics. I’m hoping you’ll indulge me.


    “But where to begin?” He heard more rustling pages. “Or, perhaps it would be best to just start at the beginning, since this will be the first time that you have heard it.” There was a long pause, then an audibly dramatic intake of breath. “The gospel of Eschaton. Book one: Regenesis.” He took a dramatic pause, and when he started again his voice had dropped an octave. “There was, of course, no one there at the beginning, nor will there be at the end. And there can be only now. But humanity persists in telling its stories of what was, and what will be.” His voice was a monotone, mumbling growl, and Nathaniel felt an instant of pity for those poor, blind folks. “It is an unhappy and unfortunate artifact of human language that we are doomed to try to define the past and control our future.”


    Nathaniel, already tired of this ridiculous sermon, tried to let out another yell, but all that came out was a muffled moan. He struggled harder against his bonds, hoping to discover a flaw in the ropes, but they had been tied with expertise. His most strident efforts only managed to cause more creaks and rattles from his chair.


    “There can truly be only the eternal now,” the gray man continued. “The Buddhists say we must live in the moment, but I believe that enlightenment comes from reaching toward a goal that we will never attain. For it is only through constant striving that we can continue to survive in the hellish fire of this eternal moment.”


    Nathaniel began to twitch his shoulder and head, and found that after a few shakes he had gathered enough momentum to begin to rock the chair he was sitting in. After a few moments he had it rocking back and forth, the metal pins and wooden joints clearly stressed by his actions. Perhaps if he could tip over his chair he might be able to gain the attention of a passerby with more sympathy than the woman from before.


    As the chair rocked he heard Eschaton sigh, and a moment later there was a sharp slap across his face. The open palm hit him like a thunderbolt, both literally and figuratively, sending a surprising jolt of electric energy through his body. Every muscle in his back, already in pain from his bondage, spasmed simultaneously, and when the twitch released him he hung limp in the chair. “Not a supporter? I suppose I should have known better than to try to educate you.”


    There was a long quiet moment, and Nathaniel began to regain some sense of equilibrium. He prayed somebody would notice his plight and rescue him from this madman. Where had he been taken that nobody would notice someone striking a man who had been bound and gagged? “Since you obviously aren’t interested in hearing my story, how about I tell you what is about to happen to you instead?”


    Nathaniel was tempted to try screaming again, but he knew it was hopeless. He was in the villain’s clutches, and he was better off simply sitting quietly and seeing what the madman had to say.


    There were two metallic snaps on either side of him, then a lurch, and Nathaniel was moving again. He had been tied to a wheelchair! No doubt the passersby thought he was some kind of idiot, incapable of speech, or any movement beyond his jerks. No one would come to the aid of a moaning invalid no matter what kind of action he took. He wondered how Eschaton had dressed himself to hide his strange appearance.


    The wheels bounced and creaked as he was rolled across the cobblestones. “I want you to know, before I show you your destiny, that there is nothing you could have done to stop this. Not Darby, Stanton, or any of the Paragons would have been able to fight what is coming. Your only misfortune is that you were fighting the inevitable fate of humanity. But knowing that you could never win, you should feel honored that you have survived to be such an integral part of it.”


    As they rolled quietly along the path, Nathaniel listened intently to the voices all around him. Most people seemed to be engrossed in conversations about nothing important. They spoke of family, food, and how pleased they were that there had been the sudden arrival of a warm spring day. No one seemed the least bit interested in anything of import.


    He wondered if the rest of the world knew that Alexander Stanton was dead. He supposed that Eschaton would keep it secret for as long as possible.


    The wheelchair lurched to a stop. “Now, before I remove your blindfold and show you your surprise, there is one more bit of preparation that we need to take care of.”


    The sound of Eschaton’s voice moved behind him. “Since you are to be my only controlled subject in this experiment, I’ve decided to attempt something a little more radical with you.” There was a slight pressure on his arm, then a single point of terrible pain as a metal needle entered Nathaniel’s flesh. The cool liquid it contained left a trail of agony as it spidered out into his arm.


    “I’d tell you not to worry, but the material I’ve just injected into you is, in fact, quite toxic, and most assuredly fatal. It’s a concoction of my own invention: a blend of my fortified smoke in a mercury base. Based on my experimentation with animal subjects I can assure you that if left untreated it would lead to a most excruciating death.


    “But,” the gray man said with a chuckle, “I can promise you that one way or the other, this poison won’t be what kills you.”


    He felt a pair of hands fiddling behind his head, and suddenly his mask was lifted away. Nathaniel blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the blinding afternoon sun. But they seemed unable to focus, and whatever it was that Eschaton had put into him was already making him feel dizzy and confused. After a moment, he saw a large green arm in front of him, a torch of brass and glass held in its hand. “Do you like opera, Nathaniel?”


    Nathaniel seemed barely able to move his head, let alone answer the question. He wanted to scream and shout, but the poison had hit his organs, and they were rebelling most painfully.


    “No matter,” Eschaton replied. “I definitely do. Another indulgence of mine. It’s all ridiculous melodrama with larger-than-life characters in outlandish costumes. . . . But there’s a sense of truth revealed by all that spectacle. I’m particularly struck with Mozart’s Don Giovanni. Have you seen it?”


    Nathaniel tried to shake his head, but it refused to move. Mozart had always struck him as terribly old-fashioned. He liked contemporary music, like Strauss—not something that sounded mired in the past.


    “No matter. The story is simple enough: it’s about an unstoppable man who refuses to repent for any of his crimes. He sees himself as a superior to those around him, but in the end he is dragged down to hell, destroyed by a specter of his past.


    “Many men have found the story puzzling, or confusing, but it has always spoken to me as a prescient tale that perfectly encapsulates our mad century.”


    There was a sudden sharp pain in his chest, and his heart began to pound. Nathaniel gasped through the cloth stuck in his mouth, but no air seemed to reach his lungs. “Ah, I see that the poison is starting to do its work.”


    Eschaton walked toward the arm, stopping at a large wooden box in front of it. Nathaniel could barely make him out, but he seemed to be wearing a suit.


    The box was about the size of a large coffin, lacquered black, and he made out the white Omega symbol painted on the front of it. The gray man undid a latch and slid open a panel on the side of the box. “I wish you luck, Nathaniel. No matter what happens next, you are about to embark on a journey to a place where no living human has ever gone before.”


    There was a metallic “clunk” as the switch was thrown, and from somewhere deep inside there was the chugging sound of machinery springing to life. A few seconds later a puff of black smoke spewed out from the side of the box, and the cloud began to grow. “Either way, if you want to have any chance of surviving the poison in your veins, I’d suggest that you start by breathing deeply . . .”


    Eschaton leaned down and gave Nathaniel a kiss on his forehead as the smoke began to swirl around them. The electric jolt that came from the gray giant’s lips threw him back into full consciousness for an instant. He could see the cloud in front of him growing, and the concerned looks from the park-goers nearby as it rolled toward them. “I’d wish you good luck if I believed there was any intelligence in the universe.”


    The black smoke enveloped him, and Nathaniel could feel it burning his skin as if he were being rubbed with liquid fire. Although he was still gagged and unable to scream himself, it didn’t take long before he could hear the shouting of people nearby.

  


  
    


    Chapter 3. In Gratitude


    Chapter 3


    In Gratitude


    Jenny Farrows hopped off the carriage and looked up at the one-eyed driver’s haggard and dark-skinned face. “Thank you, Mr. Niles.” He wore a patch over the missing eye, and despite a tiny bit of curiosity about the scars that peeked out underneath its edges, she had no real wish to see what his eye looked like uncovered.


    Despite her staring, the man looked down from the cart and gave her a warm, lopsided smile. “You can call me Willy if you like, Mrs. Farrows.” He winked at her with his remaining eye.


    Jenny only nodded in response. When his grin faded away she realized that he had expected a smile in return and not the emotionless mask she had cultivated through a lifetime of devotion.


    Digging deep she conjured up an expression that she hoped was suitable for the situation. At the same time, she was a married woman, and the idea of becoming so familiar with a man she hardly knew . . . She was certain that her husband would not approve.


    Still, the man and his old mare were kindly enough, and they had driven her out along the desolate dirt road that led to the junkyard from the train car. “Thank you, Willy,” she replied, hoping her distress at the uncomfortable level of familiarity was not too obvious on her face.


    From what little she knew of him, she liked the man, and to her mind the Negroes had been treated poorly from the start. With the end of the war, and with it the end of slavery, things could only improve for everyone.


    It had taken her a few trips before she had coaxed Mr. Niles’s particular story out of him, and despite it being a true tale of mystery and adventure, the old man seemed almost embarrassed by his past. Jenny had found it very interesting; the man had escaped from servitude on a cotton plantation, arriving in New York just in time to be drafted, and then lost his left eye as a soldier for the Union in the Great War. It was the kind of bravery she felt the world could use more of.


    The old Negro grabbed her bag and jumped out of the car, running around the back end of the cart to reach her before she could even begin to step down.


    The back was half-filled with junk—Willy being one of the few men who still both brought and took away odds and ends from the rusting piles of metal in the junkyard. He held out his hand to help her down. “Take care, Mrs. Farrows. I’ll be back ’round this way tomorrow morning. I’ll check by and see if you need a ride to the city.”


    Jenny was shocked to find herself needing to take a moment before grasping the brown fingers in her own, but when she finally reached out she grabbed his calloused hand firmly. “You’re too kind, Mr. Niles.”


    “Willy.”


    “Thanks very much, Willy.” She gave him only a wave as he jumped back up onto the wagon, and then turned toward the junkyard. Behind her she heard Willy shake the reins, and the muffled clip-clop of the old mare’s hooves as it started down the road.


    She had only taken a few steps when she saw another Negro running directly toward her. He was a much younger man, and far more whole and handsome. As he came toward her, he was waving his right hand frantically in the air.


    She thought he had been trying to get her attention, but just as Jenny opened her mouth to ask what the man wanted, he sprinted past her. He moved with grace and speed, far more like a dancer than she would have expected for a man of his stature. His features were sharp and striking, and his skin as dark as any man she had ever seen. His clothes were worn, but the creases were sharp, his pants held up by a pair of black leather suspenders with brass buckles so well-shined and crafted that they somehow seemed out of place with the rest of his clothing.


    His black bowler was tilted loosely back.


    “Willy!” the man shouted, and the wagon slowed almost instantly. “You got room for me up there?” the man asked.


    Willy lit up with a smile that seemed a bit wider than it had for her. “Sure do, Abraham. Come on up!”


    The other man hopped up off the ground and straight into the car in a way that seemed to defy the bounds of earth, landing directly in the passenger’s seat.


    “So long, Mrs. Farrows!” Willy said with another wink. Jenny was shocked to realize that she had been staring at the two men the whole time, and she felt her fair skin flush red with shame, but it seemed that Willy and Abraham had a great deal to discuss, and neither of them were paying any attention to her.


    Jenny grabbed her suitcase and clomped toward the house across the stony, rutted mud. The fence around the main building was a motley collection of clashing cast-iron gates that had been lashed together with bailing wire. The hodgepodge wall of spears ran along the entire outer edge of the yard. Most were plain and simple, with straight metal bars, but others were adorned with fleur-de-lys, or metal roses.


    The piece above the entryway was the most ornate of all. It was a full gateway, and it was covered with tiny cast-iron grotesques. Each cherubic demon had the same pair of bat wings and a toothy grin, and the first time she had walked through the door she found the little creatures quite shocking, but over the course of her visits to the Armandos’ home she had begun to warm to their cheeky smiles, and now she found them almost endearing. She reached out and patted one of them gently with two fingers.


    For all its patchwork qualities, the fence that surrounded the junkyard seemed to give the place a genuine sense of security, and it was a stark contrast to the feeling of barely contained formality that the walls in Manhattan always seemed to project.


    As Jenny slipped open the main gate, it squealed loudly on rusty hinges. If there had been a dog living there Jenny was sure it would have come out bounding and barking—intent on discovering what the commotion was, while causing one of its own. But it seemed that this particular junkyard was the only one in all of Brooklyn that didn’t have a canine guardian. She had been barked at dozens of times on the way here from the train station.


    The sprawling compound made Brooklyn seem exotic and very far away from the cramped hustle-bustle of New York. Jenny tried to keep a smile on her face and not let it lapse into a disapproving frown as she walked the twenty yards from the gate to the front door of the house. When she had first come to visit, the thing that had shocked her most was just how much the sprawling junkyard had matched the image in her imagination.


    But what did surprise her was the ramshackle palace that Emilio and Viola had built in the center of it. It was hardly a mansion—as she knew from experience—and yet it was so much more . . . Italian than she could have ever believed possible. She knew that the races of Latin descent were by and large an ostentatious people—they had been the founders of the Roman empire, after all—but it was strange to see just how much gaudy ornamentation the Armandos had crammed into every nook and cranny of their home. It was a spectacular feat to be ostentatious in an age as gilded as this one. For years, every time she picked up the feather duster she had found herself muttering a small prayer of gratitude that Mr. Stanton was not addicted to the accumulation of ridiculous knick-knacks that many of the other wealthy families had encrusted their homes with. She wondered how the servants could ever manage to keep them free of the ever-present scourge of dust.


    As she thought about the mansion, a sudden wave of sadness washed over her. Both of Sarah’s parents were gone now; both victims of the terrible curse of heroism. It was a disease that had brought tragedy to the family time and time again, and now Sarah seemed determined to make sure that particular sickness would be the death of her as well.


    The front door was wide open, and before she walked through the doorway Jenny yelled out Sarah’s name. When there was no reply she tried shouting out after Emilio, but the response was equally absent.


    “Lord preserve me,” she said, and crossed herself before heading in. As she passed the living room she poked her head past the gauzy curtains to peek inside. Sitting on a low table was a bottle of vermouth. It had been tipped over on its side, although even from here she could see that it still contained a swallow or two of drink. Standing next to it was a glass stained with the sticky residue from someone’s adventures with the alcohol the night before. She hoped that Sarah hadn’t taken up consumption of the liquor. A girl her age already had enough to worry about in life without adding intemperance to her problems.


    And she knew where it could lead . . . Jenny knew that there was some kind of romance between Sarah and Emilio, although whether they had consummated that relationship was a question she wasn’t sure she actually wanted the answer to.


    Walking around a threadbare couch covered in crumpled blankets, Jenny picked up the bottle, intent on righting it. Instead, after taking a quick look around, she finished up the remains, the flowery taste warming her body as it slid down her throat. She placed the empty bottle back on the table, telling herself that she was protecting Sarah from temptation as she headed back into the hallway.


    The house was surprisingly sturdy for its ramshackle nature. The place had been built like a maze, with each “wing” of the house sprawling out from this main room. Jenny pushed back a heavy Persian rug. The thick piece of carpet acted as a doorway into the section that Viola had claimed for herself.


    The hallway that led down to her bedroom was dark and cramped, lit only by the tiny slices of daylight that had managed to creep in through the cracks in the walls. When she had first seen the light leaking in, Jenny had suggested to Emilio that he might want to consider sealing the cracks, but he had only laughed and informed her that this was exactly the way his sister wanted it to be.


    She trailed her hand along the wall to guide her way as she walked down the black corridor. She had been down this hall before, and was well aware of the sharp angle at the end that marked the entrance to the girl’s bedroom. The first time she had discovered it, it had connected directly with her nose, leading to shouts and blood.


    The main space was better lit, with a cloth-covered window in the roof letting in enough gloom that she could make out that there was someone in the bed, snoring solidly.


    Seeing a cracked chimney lamp on a cracked marble table, Jenny picked it up, lifted the glass, and lit the wick from a match that she pulled out of her skirts.


    The yellow light smoked viciously as she adjusted it, but once she had it set right, it provided a cheerful glow to the otherwise-dreary scene. The room had a musty, unhealthy smell, and she had to tamp down an overpowering urge to rip everything down and start cleaning.


    Viola’s tastes had run toward the dark even before the accident. Since then, it seemed that she had banished anything that wasn’t red or black in color. The black taffeta that hung along the walls had been ripped from the skirts of mourning dresses, and gave the whole place a sad demeanor.


    Moving the light closer, Jenny Farrows looked down at the sleeping girl and frowned. Viola wriggled in response to the illumination, and for a second it appeared as if she might awake. Jenny tugged back the light, and after a moment the snoring began again, although this time Viola was on her back.


    Raising the lamp, she examined Viola’s face. They had waited so long for her to heal after what had happened to her at the theater. After the stitches, there had been weeks of pain, and now that the scabs were finally beginning to fall away Jenny found herself still wondering if the girl might not have been better off if she had simply never woken up from the explosion at all.


    Jenny scowled and chastised herself for having such thoughts, and then took another look. The expression on Viola’s face wasn’t exactly peaceful, but at least she was at rest. The wounds had taken weeks to heal, and for a short time an infection had taken hold, threatening to melt away the rest of her skin. It had been the girl’s brother who had come to the rescue, finding an old Italian woman who had a way with herbs that put a halt to the creeping damage.


    After Sarah and Emilio had taken the girl to the doctor, it had been Jenny who had been pressed into service to care for her. At first she had resisted, but the entire mansion had been thrown into disarray after the news of Alexander Stanton’s death.


    What had previously been a stately home was now filled with lawyers and accountants, busily tearing open drawer and safe in search of the details of the family fortune, clearly intent on cutting through the legal morass that kept them from getting their hands on the money.


    O’Rourke, the old butler, had taken to wandering the mansion aimlessly for hours at a time, the dementia that had been held at bay by his work suddenly overwhelming him in a single wave. Jenny imagined that perhaps losing his mind was a better way for the old man to stave off his grief.


    Jenny had begged Sarah to end her exile and return to the real world, but so far she had steadfastly refused.


    Sarah believed that the same evil forces that had sent the Ruffian to her apartment were still intent on doing her harm. Jenny had considered going to the authorities about it herself, but it was impossible to live as a member of the Stanton household and not recognize that some problems were simply beyond the usual defenders of society.


    And then there was the matter of the mechanical man. Jenny had to admit that she found the very idea of a mechanical creature that could mimic a living, breathing human disturbing and unsettling on both emotional and spiritual grounds. Surely even the idea of such a thing was an affront to God? But it was equally clear that Sir Dennis Darby had a very different view of the way that the universe worked.


    Jenny had only ever actually met Tom once, and her encounter with the machine had done nothing to alleviate her concerns. That said, she also strongly trusted Sarah’s instincts, and her forthright devotion to the Automaton meant that Jenny was willing to keep an open mind when it came to the true motivations of the mechanical man.


    But hearing about the events at the theater, it was clear that things had changed. Emilio was working to bring Tom back to life, but she could tell by the tone in Sarah’s voice that she was no longer sure that what they were attempting to reanimate was still the same being she had known. In Jenny’s opinion, destroying what remained of Darby’s work would not only put a stop to the danger to Sarah, but quite possibly it could halt whatever mad plan Lord Eschaton had in mind, as well.


    On the bed, Viola let out a grunt and twisted under the sheets, turning her face away from the light.


    Jenny had been standing by Viola’s bedside when she had first woken up. The girl had been rightfully angry when she discovered what had happened to her, although she had never before seen a woman so willing to express her unhappiness through physical violence.


    Jenny had hoped that time would have caused some sort of revelation inside the girl as well, but if anything, her broken beauty had only managed to increase Viola’s anger, and after barely surviving the infection Viola had begun to retreat from the world. She had also taken to smashing things around the house whenever the mood took her. Most of her wrath was focused on any inanimate object with a face or capable of displaying one, and almost every mirror in the house was now smashed or splintered.


    For a moment she considered waking Viola. It was already midmorning, and it would certainly do the girl no favors to simply let her sleep the day away. If there was one thing that Jenny had learned during her thirty-odd years, it was that life and progress marched on, no matter how great the tragedy. In fact, she was coming to believe that tragedy was a driving force that made the world go around.


    There would come a day—and she had to imagine that it would be soon—where Viola would need to be forced back out into the world: scars and all. Jenny let out a quiet sigh. Whatever Viola Armando’s ultimate fate would be, today would not be that day.


    Deciding that she would let the girl sleep, she backed out of the space and into the dark corridor. The journey back through the hallway was easier now, her eyes having adjusted to the gloom, although she was slightly blinded as she headed into the parlor.


    Jenny grabbed a pillow from the pile on the couch, and then let out a shocked yelp when the pile of sheets began to move.


    “Is she?” Jenny heard a familiar voice asking her. She blinked away the sunlight as best she could, and saw Sarah Stanton rising up from underneath the mismatched mass of cloth and cushions.


    Jenny felt herself blush. Had Sarah seen her pick up the bottle? “I’m sorry, Sarah. I called out when I came in, but there wasn’t any reply.”


    “What?” Sarah said, then let out a laugh when she comprehended that Jenny was attempting to apologize. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. We hardly stand on ceremony around here.” Sarah looked over at the table, and then waved her hand back and forth, as if she were searching for something that wasn’t there. “Having you around can only improve the place.”


    “True enough.” Jenny frowned. There was a casualness in Sarah’s demeanor that she hadn’t noticed before. Something about it reminded Jenny more of an upstart street urchin than a Stanton. “Are you trying to find something?”


    Sarah shook her head and crashed back into the couch. “I guess not.”


    Jenny bustled her way toward the couch and pulled up one of the sheets. She could see it letting off a cloud of dust in the beams of morning light. “I think I’m going to start cleaning up this place whether you like it or not.”


    Sarah rolled her eyes. “Go ahead, Jenny. But once you pull all the junk out of a junkyard, then you just have a yard.”


    “Are you giving me sass, Miss Stanton?” said Jenny, giving Sarah a disapproving look she usually held for the household staff. She frowned more deeply when Sarah pulled back the rest of the covers and revealed her choice of nightclothes. “What is that you’re wearing?”


    Sarah stopped and looked down at her garment. “This thing?”


    “My sentiments exactly.” Sarah was in a man’s robe. It had been belted tightly around her, and though the material was thick enough that it didn’t show her figure in excruciating detail, what it did reveal was shameful enough.


    She wanted to scream at Sarah, but she knew that would only make things worse. “It’s not ladylike,” was all she could muster with civility.


    “What should I be wearing, Jenny? Are you suggesting that I wake up every day and put on corsets and crinoline so I can play the most upper-class girl in the junkyard?”


    “Now you sound like Viola.” Her tone turned cold. “You’re a lady, and you have duties.”


    “To whom?” Sarah replied, her tone rising. “My father? Sir Darby?”


    Jenny could see that the conversation was going nowhere. If there was one thing she had learned over years of teaching and training willful women, sometimes the best way to explore a subject more deeply was to simply change the subject. “There was a Negro man here earlier, I saw.”


    Sarah looked shocked, and then sighed and shook her head. “What does that have do with the price of tea in China?”


    “Who was he?”


    Sarah’s lips curled up in a smile as she stared down at the floor. “The things you don’t know, Jenny Farrows.” It seemed almost startlingly adult, and Jenny didn’t like it.


    Then Sarah looked up her, a flash of anger in her eyes. “But you’re right. I’m supposed to be responsible. That’s how I was raised. That’s how my mother raised me, then my father, and then Darby. But they’re all gone now. So the question that I keep asking myself is, who is left alive that I’m supposed to be a lady for? Nathaniel? He seems to have found happiness being a lackey for the man who murdered his step-father.”


    She took a step forward. “Besides, what has being a lady ever actually done for me, Jenny?” Sarah took a second step, and her next question was louder. “Whose life has it saved?” And then she did it with a yell, “I want you to tell me!”


    The housemaid’s open hand lashed out and struck Sarah hard across the face. For an instant there was a look of grim anger that she had never seen on Sarah’s face before, and yet Jenny almost smiled when she recognized it. Sarah Stanton was, it turned out, still her father’s daughter. “I’m sorry,” Jenny said, “I shouldn’t have.”


    “Sorry for what?” She spoke in a low tone without looking up. “It’s not your fault. You just think that somehow I’m supposed to go out and get my life back, but it’s gone.” Sarah turned away in a flurry of red hair and threw herself on the couch. The robe fell apart, revealing a more-than-shocking portion of Sarah’s leg. She did nothing to cover it. Jenny took a step closer, but she could see Sarah visibly stiffen.


    “The mansion is still there.”


    “And will the walls of the mansion protect us when the Children of Eschaton come for me?” She was shouting again. “They broke through solid granite. Do you think wood shingles will stop them?”


    Jenny shook her head. “Then what are you planning?” The girl had been living with this nonsense for so long that it had already consumed her. “You can’t just hide here forever, Sarah. This junkyard isn’t a world for you.”


    “While the man who murdered my father is ruling the Paragons, there is no world for me.”


    Jenny knew that Sarah was wrong, but there was no way to avoid the fact that if there were villains intent on taking her life, staying in this ridiculous place might actually be best for her. “Then what are you going to do?”


    Sarah shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to answer that question for weeks. It always seemed so easy for Darby and my father. Whenever things got too hard for them, they’d just invent another machine, or hit something.” Jenny snickered at that. “But I can’t do either of those things. I can’t even bring Tom back.”


    “Then come home. We’ll tell the papers.”


    Sarah looked up at her friend, and Jenny felt a tightening in her heart. “I can’t do that either.” There were clearly tears in her eyes, but somehow they refused to break free and roll down the girl’s face. “I won’t expose you and the others to that danger!”


    “Sarah, if you don’t come home soon, they’re going to take the house away. The lawyers said . . .”


    Jenny jumped back as Sarah jumped up, but the girl was too fast, and she crushed Jenny into a hug. “Then it’ll be over and you’ll be safe, Jenny.”


    Jenny looked down into Sarah’s eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, girl.”


    Sarah curled her lips up into a smile. “They say you hurt the ones you love.”


    “If you’re so sure that that dreadful man wants the heart, then why not just give him what he wants? If that’s all it takes, you have to end this. It’s madness.”


    “Jenny, before you saw that brute in my apartment, had you ever seen any of the villains that the Paragons fight? I mean, in person?”


    Jenny thought it over. Over the years she felt as if she must have. In the early days there had seemed to be a constant parade of men in costumes around the house. And Jenny had followed the Industrialist’s exploits in the paper. There was a time when it seemed like there was a new villain appearing every day—not just the ones she’d read about, but the stories she’d heard through half-opened doors. “Met them . . . no, I haven’t.”


    Sarah shook her head and stared down at her feet. “Did I ever tell you what my father told me after my mother died? The words he said to me right after he killed the man who had murdered her?”


    Jenny felt a wave of compassion strike her heart. Sarah had been so young when that had happened. No one had ever discussed the details of that day around the house. She supposed there was a time when she could have asked, but Jenny had still been quite young when it had happened. And when she did say something, it was far more important that she tell Alexander Stanton to go and talk to his daughter about her mother’s death than it was to find out the details of a most gruesome incident. A quiet “No,” was the only reply that she could muster.


    “I hadn’t even let myself think about it since that day.” She smiled as she ran her fingers down the tattered lapels of the robe. “I suppose that’s part of what comes with being a lady.”


    “You were so young. Maybe it was better if . . .”


    Sarah laughed, and then looked up with such sadness in her eyes. The tightness in Jenny’s chest became an ache as she realized that the final remnants of the little girl that she had loved for so long had almost entirely disappeared. Now there was a woman in her place. “In retrospect,” Sarah continued, “the Crucible was a ridiculous villain. Truly, he would have been pathetic if he hadn’t been so deadly. Later we found out he’d been a wrestler . . . a former circus performer who had lost one of his arms to a torturer when he’d tried to turn against the Russian royalty. Somehow he replaced it with one that spewed fire. The Czars had burned his face terribly, so he wore a mask as well. You would have pitied the man if he hadn’t been a ruthless murderer.


    “He’d hoped to hold my mother hostage so that he could get enough money to return home and take vengeance on those who hurt him.”


    Jenny wondered if Sarah could see the irony in that. “No one ever seems to be able to let go of their past . . .”


    “No, we don’t. But most men don’t put on a hood and attach a fire-spewing device to the end of their stump, either. Those who do seem a bit more . . . dedicated than most.”


    Sarah looked into the distance. It almost seemed to Jenny as if she were peering into the past. “He wasn’t really much of a villain at all, compared to some, but his torturers must have driven him insane. What they left behind was very strong and utterly ruthless. He’d already burned Mother and Nathaniel’s parents to death when he came for me. He told me that they had been cleansed.”


    Jenny felt a stab of horror. “You didn’t see . . . Not in front of you.”


    Sarah shook her head and looked up at her. “No. Even he wasn’t that mad. But I could smell what he’d done. And just as he was about to send me off to join them, my father came bursting in, with Darby and Tom by his side.” A single tear slipped free. “If he’d come ten minutes earlier . . . But, of course, it was the discovery of my father’s impending arrival that had sent him into a murderous frenzy. He had always known that he would never survive a direct confrontation with the Paragons. He just wanted to make them pay.”


    Did Sarah blame her father? There were so many questions, but would having answers make any difference?


    “The actual battle was short. He foolishly thought he could burn the Automaton. I still remember Tom disappearing underneath the flames. When he stepped out of them, his clothes had almost burned away. But he was different back then. Far more of a machine than a man.”


    Sarah faltered slightly, and Jenny stepped forward to give her support. “Are you all right?”


    “That day at the Darby mansion . . . I thought it was embarrassment, but . . .” Sarah shook her head and stood up. “I’m all right Jenny. Really.”


    Somehow she doubted Sarah’s words, but she had to admit that she was desperately curious to hear the rest. “All right then, go on.”


    “Tom grabbed the Crucible’s weapon and tore it from his arm. The scream the man made when the limb ripped free was terrifying. But it was short. When my father saw me standing there, he shot him in the head.”


    “He just executed him?”


    “‘Don’t anger the Industrialist,’ people used to say. A reputation that I think was well earned.”


    Sarah leaned back. “And then suddenly he was my father again. Even though he was still wearing that black leather suit of his that always terrified me as a child—all full of bullets and buckles—I don’t remember being scared when he held me then. He folded his arms around me and told me that it wasn’t my fault. Although I think it clearly was.”


    This part of the story Jenny was intimately familiar with: it had been Sarah who had revealed the Industrialist’s true identity to the world, and that had made the Stanton family a target for the villain. “Sarah, you were so young.”


    “That’s an excuse. Maybe even a good one . . .” She turned to Jenny and took her hand. “But it doesn’t wipe away the truth.”


    “You’re wrong.”


    Sarah ignored her and continued. “I asked my father why he killed him. I suppose that at the time I didn’t fully understand what was happening. I couldn’t comprehend that the Crucible had killed my mother, although I must have known he’d done something terrible. Or maybe I was just too young to understand just how broken and wrong some men could be.”


    There was a cruel bravery in what Alexander Stanton had done. Compassion, on the other hand, had never been one of his strengths. “What did your father say?”


    “He told me that there were people with terrible powers who had forgotten that there was justice in the world, and that it was up to him to stop them.”


    She doubted those words would provide much comfort to a child who had just lost her mother, then or now. “Sarah, I’m so sorry.”


    “You need to stop apologizing, Jenny. It doesn’t become you.”


    “You’re probably right.” Jenny sat down on the couch and patted the seat next to her. “Can you come sit next to me?”


    Sarah looked down at her for a moment. “You’ve always been there for me. I know it can’t have always been easy.”


    “Stop being so sentimental, Miss Stanton, and take a seat.”


    “All right, Mrs. Farrows.” Sarah sat, and the mood seemed to change almost instantly.


    Jenny grasped Sarah’s hands in her own and realized they weren’t nearly as soft as they had been before. “You’ve always been a good girl, Sarah: smart, trustworthy, and forthright, if a little bit too curious for your own good. And no matter what happens, I’ll stay with you. But you can’t blame yourself for what happened to you mother.”


    Sarah nodded. “Darby once told me that even though God loves us, he wouldn’t—or couldn’t—save us. Instead he gave us the power to do it for ourselves. He told me that men of justice always had to fight alone, and if they didn’t remember that, there was always a price to pay.” Jenny could feel Sarah’s grip tighten around her hand. “That’s why my mother died.” She took a deep breath. “And then I chose to fight, and now that monster has killed two men that meant more to me than anything in the world, leaving me to fight alone.”


    “They were both men of honor, but what can you do?”


    She looked up and smiled. “I’m not sure yet, but I’m trying to figure it out. I know it starts with Tom.”


    “The mechanical man? You know the papers say that he killed your father.”


    “That’s a lie!” Sarah said, and snatched back her hand. “I’m going to bring him back. I have to! And once I do, I’ll show the Children of Eschaton that there is still justice in the world.”


    For a moment Jenny wondered if the girl had gone mad, but there was something in her bearing that seemed to deny it, and when she looked up into her eyes, she realized that Sarah Stanton was her mother’s daughter as well. “I’m going to need your help, Jenny.”


    “All right, Sarah.” She reached over and gave the girl a hug. She still missed being able to wrap her arms around her. “But be careful. I couldn’t stand it if you got hurt.”


    Jenny could feel Sarah’s face nodding against hers. “I’ll do my best, Mrs. Farrows.”


    They hugged each other tightly, and Jenny felt better, if only a little bit. She couldn’t say why, and darker emotions seemed to be swirling inside of Sarah, waiting to break free.


    And when she let go, Jenny looked up. Her eyes caught on something in the darkness. It took a few moments for her to realize that it was Viola—hiding in the shadows, staring at them both through angry eyes.
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