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			Foreword

			Kenneth Schneyer

			
			Of course time travel represents an inversion of the way we experience the world. The arrow of entropy is reversed.  People gain knowledge of the consequences of their actions before they take them.  In this, it resembles both the prophecy story and the flashback: more than one author has imagined Tiresias and Cassandra as time travelers.

			But there is another, more obvious yet subtle discontinuity: the time traveler finds herself in a place and time when and where her social instincts do not serve her. She experiences not culture shock, but past or future shock.  The protagonist is a stranger in her own land.

			Yet the form of the narrative has not often reflected this particular cognitive dissonance: H. G. Wells’s time traveler wrote like a Victorian, although he was catapulted into the future.  David Gerrold’s Daniel Eakins spoke like a hip 1970s TV writer, though he was all over history.  Even Connie Willis’s historian time travelers, who certainly experience social discomfort in the past, experience it as a late 20th or early 21st-century person would.  True, some literary time travelers seem to be simply crazy or otherworldly because of their experiences, but their craziness isn’t that of another era, or at least not one that really happened.

			In the novel before you, Heather Albano has capitalized on this literary quirk.  Her time travelers are not contemporary or futuristic folk trying to sort themselves out in the Glorious Revolution.  Instead they are Regency characters unexpectedly transported into a Victorian steampunk reality.  In shorthand, they are Jane Austen characters in an H. G. Wells situation (or to be precise, an H. G. Wells and Mary Shelley situation!).

			This provides Albano with an opportunity she clearly relishes, to critique Victorian values (as any responsible artist who writes steampunk must do) not from our oh-so-advanced 21st-century perspective but from the earlier (and perhaps more sensible?) viewpoint of the Napoleonic wars.  At the same time, her protagonists see how the steampunk reality allows them some liberties that their Regency background would not.  It is a textured and complex comparison of time periods.  For this social conversation alone, the novel would be worth reading.

			It also allows Albano to mess around delightfully with the literary conventions we have unconsciously absorbed.  We’re used to thinking of the comedy of manners as arising out of the romance genre, where the wrong word or gesture means so much.  In action-adventure tales, we expect our heroes to speak in broader, plainer terms, or else to wax poetic about their heroics, or to be grim and silent as in Hemingway.  Only a few authors, such as Ellen Kushner in her “melodrama of manners” Swordspoint, manage to interpolate such interpersonal subtleties in to blood-and-guts action.  But this book, as I have implied, is an H. G. Wells adventure that thinks it’s a Jane Austen novel.  The violence, intrigue, and horror are often subordinated to the characters’ relationships and their difficulties understanding one another.  I like this not only out of sheer perverse delight, but also because of the surprising note of realism it sounds.  People don’t stop having social interactions, don’t stop being unnecessarily hurt or embarrassed by little things, just because they’re in the middle of a war and monsters are coming to get them.

			Another treat is Albano’s use of “interludes” between chapters, out-of-sequence and sometimes seeming to involve utterly unrelated characters.  Apart from the puzzle-solving fun they provide, they inspire meditation on the subjective nature of time travel.  Just as Princess Irulan’s regular, infuriating propaganda-from-the-future in Frank Herbert’s Dune forces the reader to experience the chaos of Muad’Dib’s prophetic mind, Albano’s interludes invite the reader’s subjectivity into the sensation of having one’s ordinary flow of experience interrupted by the past or the future.

			I could go on.  I could gush about the exquisite research that has gone into the historical scenes, or the wry winks to various works probably familiar to the reader.  I could talk about the serious philosophical conflict between the personal and the global, the private hurt and the public evil.  But you have the book in your hands; the feast is before you.  Savor every bite, and don’t forget I told you so.

			Kenneth Schneyer is a Nebula-nominated author whose first collection, The Law & the Heart, was released by Stillpoint/Prometheus in 2014.  He is also Professor of Humanities at Johnson & Wales University.
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			For Mom, Dad, Molly, and Richard 
and with thanks to Anise, 
who let me have McLevy’s pocket watch in the first place

		


		
			Prologue

			
			
		


		
			Chapter 1


			Hartwich, Kent, June 17, 1815

			
			The pocket watch arrived on a day when nothing much else was engaging Elizabeth’s attention: no parties or social calls to prepare for or recover from, nothing but gardening or letter-writing to occupy a young lady’s morning. Or fancy-work, of course, but Elizabeth avoided needles and embroidery frames whenever she could.

			Truth be told, she did not much care for letter-writing either. To her mother’s despair, she had no liking at all for any occupation that required her to sit still. She went for long walks every day an optimistic outlook could deem the weather fine; she climbed trees as frequently as she thought she could get away with it; she spent as much time as possible gardening or dancing, for those were the only two activities vigorous enough to please her while still being proper enough to please her mother. As recent days had been rather full of conflict with her mother over her chosen pastimes and as there was no ball conveniently available, Elizabeth had elected to spend this particular morning in the garden and thereby avoid a quarrel. When Bronson brought her the parcel, she was pruning roses and only a little bored by the fine June day.

			More accurately, she was bored by the rose garden. The day pleased her greatly, for it was of the sort whose fineness no one could dispute. No more than a handful of fluffy clouds marred the sky, the sunshine was not so very hot, and Elizabeth therefore expected to have no need of the usual coaxing or subterfuge to obtain permission to go walking later. But the canopies and marble statues of the garden could not long hold her interest when she had observed them so many times before, and the high hedges prevented her from seeing anything that lay beyond. She might know that her father’s house nestled among rolling hills, that it was possible to glimpse the sea from the top of the tallest, that the second-tallest was covered with a sweep of white-blossomed apple trees, and that beyond the orchard lay the estate of Mr. Carrington — but she could see none of these things. For all her five senses could inform her, the entire world might have been made up of hedgerows, fencing, and rose blossoms.

			Elizabeth was lost enough in her daydreams of sea and hills to clip the head off a perfectly healthy rose. She muttered in vexation, bending to scatter the petals lest she add yet another complaint to her mother’s ever-growing list. A shadow fell over her, and she straightened quickly, stepping to one side to hide the evidence of her mistake. 

			But it was neither her mother nor her aunt who had pursued her into the garden. Instead, she found herself face-to-face with Bronson, the elderly butler. His eyes glanced down at the scattered petals as though he knew exactly what she had been doing, but he said merely, “This came for you, Miss Elizabeth,” and handed her a parcel wrapped in brown paper.

			It was about six inches square, and not particularly heavy. The direction was written in a clear, bold hand. There was nothing remotely remarkable about it — except its presence, for Elizabeth could not think of anyone who was likely to be sending her a parcel. No one of her close family was traveling. Nor was there an imminent occasion that merited a gift, Christmas being more than six months away and her birthday only three months gone. She had the irritable feeling that this was going to be one of those transgressions against decorum that sent her family into fits of agitation over her behavior. Even though she had not sought this particular impropriety. Elizabeth sighed.

			“Has my mother seen this?” she asked.

			“No, miss,” Bronson replied in a tone so neutral no one but Elizabeth could have heard the faint humor in it. “I took the liberty of bringing it straight to you, without acquainting Mrs. Barton of its arrival. I thought it might perhaps be from a young gentleman.”

			“Undoubtedly that is it,” Elizabeth replied. She reminded herself that she must not speak as though she had tasted curdled milk. A normal young lady of seventeen years did not react so to a mention of her presumptive suitors. She thought she managed the correct tone when she added, “Thank you,” for Bronson’s eyes twinkled. He bowed and turned back for the house. Elizabeth, frowning once he was out of sight, used the pruning shears to attack the twine.

			The plain brown paper proved to cover an equally plain brown box. Within the box was a small bag of red velvet. Elizabeth could not help but marvel at the quality of the material, even as her fingers hastened to undo the drawstring mouth.

			The velvet bag contained a gold pocket watch, complete with a chain and fob. Elizabeth stared at it. Then she turned the brown paper over, to confirm that it was indeed her name written there. It was; but that only made her confusion worse. There was no note included, so she was no further along in discovering the sender. And to this question had been added another: who in the world would send her a gentleman’s watch?

			It wasn’t new, but the gold of the casing and chain was well-polished and well-cared-for. By looking closely she could see a few small scratches, but she could tell they were honorable wounds, signs of long service. Engraved on the casing were intricate vines, flowers, hourglasses, birds, something that she thought might be the sun, and some other marks that appeared to be only abstract etchings. The fob was not engraved, but the chain felt pleasingly solid as she ran it through her fingers.

			The watch itself, Elizabeth reflected, also had a strangely  weighty feel. Now that she had it in her hands, it seemed heavier than it ought, and for that matter, considerably larger than was customary. Its ticking was somehow discordant, as well. Was it too fast, perhaps? Elizabeth opened the watch to see if it was keeping proper time.

			And almost dropped it. The inside of this pocket watch was like the inside of no other she had ever seen. Instead of one face, it had four small ones, two crowded on one side and two on the other. One of these did look like a proper watch face, though its hands were not moving. The second had both an inner and an outer dial, with miniscule numbers running all around it. The third face was even more complicated, comprised of eight dials nesting within each other. And the fourth — Elizabeth stifled a gasp and brought the watch closer to her eyes. Could she possibly be seeing this? The fourth displayed tiny images — and they moved, flickering in and out of sight even as she stared at them.

			“Elizabeth!”

			That was her mother’s voice, piercing the air like a particularly shrill gull, and her mother’s figure followed the sound, visible through a gap in the hedge as she hastened over the lawn to the rose garden. Elizabeth clutched the pocket watch to her breast, then cast about for a better hiding place.

			“Elizabeth!”

			The querulous note in Mrs. Barton’s voice seemed more pronounced than was customary, and she was moving at an unusually quick pace. Elizabeth had not a moment to lose. She snatched off her bonnet, shoved the pocket watch and its velvet bag inside, and kicked the brown paper under the nearest rosebush. “Coming, Mamma!” she called. Catching up the pruning shears with her free hand, she went to meet her mother as a good daughter should.

			Mrs. Barton did not seem to notice the unusual courtesy. “I have been looking all over for you, and here you are out in this hot sun — and without your bonnet! You will ruin your complexion, I declare you will.”

			“I only thought to feel the wind in my hair, Mamma,” Elizabeth soothed. “I am finished in the garden and was just returning inside.” To her relief, Mrs. Barton turned to accompany her back toward the house and away from the telltale brown paper.

			“Your hair will be a fright by the time you get there; do you never think of these things, Elizabeth? Have you forgotten that Mrs. Wilton is to call this morning? And that she brings her husband’s nephew?”

			Elizabeth bit back a sound of annoyance. “I am sorry, Mamma. I had forgotten, or I would not have been gardening.” This was true. If she had remembered Mrs. Wilton’s incipient visit, she would have taken care to be out walking, as far from home as she could reasonably get.

			“Well, go and tidy yourself now, at once. Put on your new muslin and I shall send Sarah in to do your hair. Make haste, child, make haste!”

			“Yes, Mamma.” Elizabeth chose to interpret this instruction as permission to run in an unladylike manner. She darted into the house, ignoring her mother’s despairing wail about her hoydenish ways, and clutching her bonnet to her so that Mrs. Barton would not notice how it bulged.

			Elizabeth thanked her stars that she chanced to encounter Bronson as she pounded up the stairs. He stepped smoothly aside, and she paused to stop and whisper, “I have left the wrapping paper in the garden. Will you please go and tidy it, and please, Bronson, do not tell  —”

			“Leave it to me, miss,” Bronson assured her, and Elizabeth flashed him a smile and ran up the second flight of stairs to her bedchamber.

			She had barely enough time to hide the pocket watch in the drawer containing winter underclothing before Sarah arrived to assist her in changing her gown. A mud-splattered morning dress would never do to wear before company, of course — even Elizabeth had to admit that — but she grudged the time it took to don her new white muslin. She supposed she should be grateful that it was of a simple enough line not to require a long corset and the fuss that entailed, but even so she had to fight to keep from betraying her impatience at every step. When the muslin was donned, she must sit still while Sarah combed and arranged her unruly curls. She had hoped for a few minutes between the maid’s departure and the guests’ arrival to examine the pocket watch again, but she heard voices below while Sarah was pinning up the last lock of hair.

			Elizabeth made her way down the stairs as sedately as a young lady ought. Whether her stately pace was due to reluctance to walk away from the pocket watch and its secrets or to reluctance to enter Mrs. Wilton’s company, she could not have said. She opened the door to the drawing room just as Mrs. Wilton and her nephew were invited to sit, which at least gave her mother and aunt no opportunity to criticize her appearance or caution her regarding deportment. But it also meant that all heads swiveled to watch her as she entered, and her chances for playing an unobtrusive role in the conversation were reduced to nothing.

			Mrs. Wilton’s nephew rose. The ladies remained seated. Elizabeth made a curtsy to the room as a whole. “Forgive me for keeping you waiting,” she said.

			“Miss Elizabeth,” Mrs. Wilton greeted her, without any discernable warmth.

			Something in the tone stiffened Elizabeth’s back. Mrs. Wilton might have been addressing a child, which Elizabeth certainly was not. She was of an age to be “Miss Barton,” in fact, but her father’s sister lived with the family and indeed was in the room, so it was she who claimed that title. Still, that did not give Mrs. Wilton the right to say “Miss Elizabeth” as though speaking to a schoolgirl.

			“It is a pleasure to see you, ma’am,” Elizabeth replied as politely as she could. “I hope you are well.”

			Mrs. Wilton sniffed. “Tolerably so, Miss Elizabeth, thank you. Perhaps you remember my nephew Charles?”

			Elizabeth turned obediently to the young man who had risen and made a second curtsy. He bowed in a manner more theatrical than correct. As he straightened, she was able to observe the dashing cut of his blue coat and the dazzling starched whiteness of his cravat. He had folded it into that most complicated design known as the ballroom — indicating that either he had taken the time to become proficient at executing such a piece of nonsense, or that he had attempted the fold on numerous cravats that morning before getting one right. Mr. Wilton saw the direction of her gaze, assumed her approval, and beamed. Elizabeth stifled a sigh.

			“Indeed, Mr. Wilton, it has been too long,” she said, and moved to take a seat.

			“Allow me.” Mr. Wilton swung around, took a chair from the small table, and set it with a flourish beside his own. Elizabeth looked with longing at the far corner of the sofa, but seated herself in the chair.

			“Since my nephew has recently attained his majority,” Mrs. Wilton said, “his uncle and I thought it time he favor us with a proper visit. He is to inherit, you know.” Indeed, that was something everyone knew, all three parts of it, for Mrs. Wilton had mentioned it in every conversation for six months. “We are paying calls throughout the neighborhood. It is only right that my nephew becomes acquainted with my neighbors, since they will one day be his neighbors.”

			Which meant, Elizabeth interpreted, that Mrs. Wilton and her nephew were making the rounds of every family who had a daughter approaching marriageable age, to decide if there were any worthy of being offered an alliance with the House of Wilton.

			From her corner, Elizabeth’s aunt spoke with her usual grimness. “Are you finding your visit to the country congenial, Mr. Wilton, after the dissipations of Town?”

			“Indeed yes, Miss Barton,” Charles Wilton assured her. “I am finding the company in Hartwich even more charming than I remember from my boyhood visits.” He looked significantly at Elizabeth as he spoke, and she kept herself from rolling her eyes by an extreme force of will. Two floors above nestled a mysterious pocket watch in a plush velvet bag. For that matter, outside the window birds chirped and a soft breeze blew. And here she was trapped in a drawing room without even the consolation of interesting conversation.

			“That is very kind of you to say, sir,” she said. Her mother looked at her sharply.

			“But — if I may ask, Miss Elizabeth — why do I have the good fortune to meet you here? Why is a lovely young lady such as you not making her curtsy to Society?”

			“I am not yet of an age to do so, Mr. Wilton,” Elizabeth replied, keeping her eyes cast down. Let him strike her off his list as too young, and then we could go about interviewing other eligible young ladies and she could go back to the pocket watch.

			“My daughter is only just seventeen, sir,” her mother explained. “We did think of this year’s Season, but next year, her cousin Lily will be of an age to join us, and it will be merry indeed for the girls to have each other’s companionship. Unless, of course …” Mrs. Barton trailed off innocently, and Elizabeth gritted her teeth.

			The conversation chirped along around her, and she returned her thoughts to the pocket watch, trying to construct from memory what the picture on the fourth face had been. A dark street, overlaid with fog … and within the fog, a shape moving … what sort of shape? Something quite large, she thought, and …

			“Miss Elizabeth?”

			Elizabeth jerked herself back to the drawing room and lifted her eyes to Charles Wilton’s. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

			“I said, it must be very quiet here for a jolly young girl such as yourself. Town will make your head spin next year.”

			“Indeed, sir, I am certain it will,” Elizabeth said. Her mother cleared her throat.

			“Only, I suppose, if you are fond of diversions,” Mr. Wilton went on, a little uncertainly. “Perhaps you are one of those studious young ladies who do not care for dancing … ?” He glanced toward Elizabeth’s aunt, obviously a studious old lady who did not care for dancing.

			“Elizabeth? Studious?” Her mother laughed. “Oh, but that is a very good joke, sir. She is a most lively girl indeed, and likes nothing better than to dance. Do you not, Elizabeth?”

			Elizabeth said, “Indeed, sir, I do enjoy a dance.”

			“Perhaps I can prevail upon my aunt and uncle to give a ball,” Charles Wilton said, leaning toward her, “and perhaps you will consent to dance with me upon that occasion?”

			“I would be most happy to, sir.” Elizabeth shifted to avoid the tickle of his breath on her neck. “It is very kind of you.” During her campaign to convince her mother to delay her entrance into Society one final year — and she was still rather surprised Mrs. Barton had fallen for the argument that Elizabeth wished to wait for Lily; Elizabeth and Lily were not so great friends as all that — she had thought of the reprieve as representing twelve additional months of freedom. It had not occurred to her that her mother would not wait for a triviality such as her presentation in London to commence a search for an eligible young man. But Mrs. Barton was not one to deny herself any of the fun accorded to a mother with a marriageable daughter, and Elizabeth had therefore spent many tedious mornings since her seventeenth birthday trapped in a drawing room with some coxcomb or another. Now, nodding her head without listening to the anecdote Mr. Wilton was telling, she had to repress a shudder at the idea of an entire Season surrounded by men like him. And then what? Decades upon decades of drawing rooms and embroidery stretched out before her.

			Mr. Wilton paused, looking at her with eyes like a good-humored dog. Elizabeth inferred it was time to make some reply. “How diverting, sir,” she said.

			“I am glad you think so!” Mr. Wilton leaned forward. “That’s nothing compared to what happened to a man I know out in Surrey …”

			Elizabeth had a sudden savage wish that she had been born to a family of good breeding but no fortune, so she might be reduced to marrying a second or third son, a soldier who would whisk her off to foreign places. To the East Indies, say — or the West Indies, she wasn’t particular. But her thirty thousand pounds restrained her as effectively as a butterfly in a net, and Charles Wilton laid out before her all the details concerning his friend’s recent purchase of a horse.

			“And what do you think of that, Miss Elizabeth?”

			“Very droll indeed, sir.”

			Perhaps when she did enter Society next year — if she got that far, if she could dodge the advances of her mamma’s parade for that long — she might contrive to entangle herself with such a young officer. It could not be very hard to do; she had read of such things in novels. Or to be precise, she had not read them herself. It was one unladylike habit her mother did not need to worry over. Her elder cousin Mirabelle had read them out loud and Elizabeth and Lily had listened. It had been, Elizabeth thought, preferable to attempting conversation with Mirabelle. Hearing all the novels meant she knew how the story went. A young lady goes to London for her first Season and is swept off her feet by a dashing young man, but he proves faithless or disreputable or both, and sometimes the young lady is ruined. Or sometimes she merely makes an “unfortunate alliance.” Elizabeth thought an unfortunate alliance a perfectly acceptable price to pay for the chance to see something more of the world than the walled-in gardens of fine houses.

			“Elizabeth,” her aunt said in a freezing whisper, “Mrs. Wilton asked you a question.”

			Elizabeth started. “Oh, I beg your pardon. I … I cannot think what is causing my mind to wander so. It must be the heat, or perhaps I am coming over poorly …”

			No one in the room was fooled. Well, Charles Wilton, perhaps; Elizabeth sensed it wouldn’t take much to fool him. But her mother and aunt knew she never took ill, and Mrs. Wilton’s lips pursed as she repeated, “I wondered if you would join your mother and your aunt when they take tea with me on Friday.”

			“Thank you, ma’am, I should be most happy to.” Elizabeth attempted to give the impression of enthusiasm, but there was not much that could be done to repair the tatters of the visit. Elizabeth was of two minds on that. She was in many ways relieved to have Mrs. Wilton taking her departure, and if she had shaken off Mr. Wilton’s interest, so much the better. But as she took note of the agitation on her mother’s face and the anger in her aunt’s eyes, she became abruptly uncertain if the victory won over the Wiltons was worth the punishment she was sure to catch once they were gone.

			Her aunt waited only until the sound of the closing outer door proclaimed the Wiltons to be out of earshot. “Your manners, Miss Elizabeth Barton, do no credit to your family.”

			“I am sorry, ma’am,” Elizabeth replied as evenly as she could. “I am unaccountably distracted today.”

			“A fine day you have picked for it,” her mother exclaimed. “Before Mrs. Wilton, of all people! She is a force to be reckoned with in this neighborhood, as you very well know! She pays us the compliment of bringing her nephew to meet you — and he is to inherit, Elizabeth, you know that! You could hardly find any better match! Here close to home, too! But no, you must go and be sulky and probably you have put him off for all time!”

			Elizabeth devoutly hoped so. She wished her mother would have done with the scolding and move on to the punishment, so that she could escape to her room.

			“I never heard of such an inconsiderate girl! You have no regard for my feelings at all!”

			“I do beg your pardon, Mamma,” Elizabeth said, steadily still. “I did not mean to insult you. Or Mrs. Wilton. I find my mind wandering today. Perhaps I had better lie down before dinner …”

			“I am certain your time could be more usefully occupied,” her aunt said crisply. “In such a way as might train it to keep attention where attention belongs. Sit with me, Elizabeth, and read to me while I wind yarn. That will be much better for you than lazing about your bedchamber.” She resumed her seat, took up Hannah More’s Practical Piety, and held it out. “Now, miss.”

			There was no escape to be had. Elizabeth, longing to be anywhere else, resumed her seat in the hard chair and opened the book. Her aunt took up a skein of gray yarn and began to wind it. Bees droned against the window.

			And this was her other option. Either she married some handsome featherhead like Charles Wilton and spent her days making insipid conversation as the mistress of his house, or she declined all suitors until Society deemed her “on the shelf” and thereafter wound yarn year upon year. She fixed her mind on the thought of the disreputable and dashing young officer, resolving to borrow Mirabelle’s novels at the first opportunity, so that she would be well versed in the techniques used to secure such a man when the opportunity presented itself. It was the only escape route she could discern.

			Her aunt allowed her to cease reading only when it became time for dinner. Elizabeth followed her to the dining room with downcast eyes and an outward show of meekness, and sat down to endure the interminable courses and still more maddening conversation — the latter mostly conducted mostly by her mother and her aunt, with her father occasionally interjecting comments that showed him to have not been listening. Elizabeth managed to keep her tongue in check until the chairs were at last pushed back and the family made ready to remove to the drawing room. Then, taking care to speak politely, she announced her intention of enjoying the remainder of the day out of doors.

			Her aunt sniffed. “Mind you keep to the path, Elizabeth, and do not run about. You’ll disgrace us all if Mrs. Carrington or Lady Anderson sees you with mud on your ankles and your face red like a farm girl’s. Really, John  —” She turned to her brother. “— I do not see why the girl should be permitted to run wild like this. There is no need for her to be gadding over the countryside; she ought to take her exercise nearer home. When I was a girl, a turn in the garden was enough for me, as you very well know, and I never stayed out of doors above half an hour. I would be ashamed to tan my skin in the sun and wind  —” Elizabeth backed through the door before either of her parents could command her to restrict her movements to the garden, ran upstairs to snatch her bonnet and reticule and the pocket watch in its bag, and escaped for the orchard.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			
			Hartwich, Kent, June 17, 1815 

			
			On the other side of the orchard, conversation over port had thus far dwelt exclusively upon hunting and the business of estate management. Understandable enough, William Carrington thought, as the three participants other than himself — which was to say, the three participants who were indeed participating — consisted of an elderly gentleman with an extensive estate, a middle-aged gentleman with a great love of hunting and an extensive estate, and a young gentlemen with a great love of hunting who would someday inherit an extensive estate. William had little to contribute on either topic, for he was not himself in line to inherit anything, and he had never been overly fond of the hunt even before he lost the use of his arm. In any case, there was room in his thoughts for only one subject. He kept waiting for his father, his brother, or his brother-in-law to broach it, but they did not. Apparently, it did not interest them.

			Or perhaps they avoided the word “Belgium” deliberately, out of some misplaced sense of delicacy. If that were the case, he ought to introduce the topic himself, but he couldn’t be sure, and moreover, he rather thought he had made enough of a fool of himself for one day. He had pounced upon his brother-in-law almost before Sir Henry had descended from his carriage to ask if there were news in the London papers from the Continent. There was not — or at least, no news more recent than that which had already filtered into Kent — and Sir Henry had raised his eyebrows at William’s urgency. 

			“Well.” William’s father set aside his napkin, setting aside with it the problem of roof repair upon which he had been expounding. “Perhaps we ought to join the ladies, hey?” He scraped back his chair, and his son George and son-in-law Henry followed suit. William trailed behind them across the passageway and to the drawing room.

			He entered to hear his sister Caroline’s voice raised in a complaint. “And the Duchess is giving a ball! Has given it, by now, for that notice in the paper was many days old. I really do not see why I should not have accompanied Christopher to Belgium. I should have enjoyed myself greatly with all the other officers’ wives.”

			“Will you have some coffee, William?” Mary cut in, rather obviously passing over her father and her husband to distract William’s mind from the subject of Belgium. She held the coffee cup toward his right hand, and he reached without comment to take it with his left. Mary flushed and looked away.

			Mary was Lady Anderson, wife of Sir Henry Anderson, and Caroline was Mrs. Palmer, wife of Lieutenant Christopher Palmer. Before William Carrington and Christopher Palmer had been brothers-in-law, they had been brother officers; but the Lieutenant had returned with their regiment to the Continent when Bonaparte escaped from exile, and William, who had left the Peninsula with his right arm dangling as limply as the sleeve that encased it, had not. 

			There was no hope of discussing openly the happenings on the Continent with Caroline in the room, for she was in delicate condition and must not be upset with worry over her husband. William therefore took his coffee cup over to the window and out of the circle of conversation. His father’s estate spread before him, green and golden-brown against the dark blue sky.

			He tried to focus his attention on the richness of those colors. On the taste of real coffee, sweetened with cream. On the smell of earth wafting through the open window. On the soft-voiced conversation behind him, concerning the everyday trivialities of country life. Under the brass-hot Spanish sun, he had dreamed about this. He had wanted nothing but to make it back to this. He ought now to devote at least a portion of his attention to this, rather than allowing his thoughts to always wander back to the battlefield. 

			But perhaps he could be forgiven for considering the battlefield the only matter of any real importance. Napoleon had burst the bonds of his prison. The monster who had cast a shadow across William’s childhood was once again on the march. When news of his escape had reached the shores of Britain back in early spring, William had only just surfaced from his latest relapse, and to his fever-drenched mind it seemed to him inevitable that Bonaparte should have escaped. Bonaparte was like nothing so much as one of those menacing dark things out of a country tale, the sort that haunted the wood and followed in your footsteps and could not be killed. A few days later, William had shaken his head sternly at himself for even entertaining such nonsense, but supposed it was an understandable delusion for a man in the grip of fever. After all, he could literally not remember a time when Bonaparte’s name had not stood for everything Britain must fear.

			William had been only two years old when Napoleon seized power in France, and he remembered his boyhood as being conducted to the beat of the war drums on the Continent. Napoleon had gobbled France, Italy, Germany, and the Hapsburg Empire; stripped lands from Prussian and Austrian control; waged a bloody invasion in Spain; and left at last only Britain standing fast against him, alone and with the knowledge that the tyrant schemed to cross the water and hang the tricolored flag on the Tower of London as well. William had always known that Napoleon plotted the destruction of England; and William had always known that at sixteen, he would enter the Army and help bring about the madman’s downfall. 

			Well, he had entered the Army. But he had not seen so very much combat on the Peninsula before receiving the wound that ended his military career, and though Napoleon had indeed been defeated not long after, William had not been present to aid in the defeat. Worse, Britain’s victory had not lasted even a year, and Napoleon now again held France in the palm of his hand. He had marched into Paris three months ago without firing a single shot. Without needing to fire a shot, because not one Frenchman lifted a hand in opposition. Since then, he had reassembled most of the force that had allowed him to conquer Europe before.

			William tightened his left hand around the coffee cup, then forced himself to relax it. His scarlet-coated brothers and their Dutch and Prussian allies would face Bonaparte’s fanatic French in a drawn battle sometime soon. Sometime very soon. Indeed, the cannons might be firing even now. But William Carrington, worn and weak from his winter’s illness, strength gone forever from his right arm, could do nothing but sip coffee in a drawing room and beg his London brother-in-law for news. 

			The ladies behind him on from balls in Belgium to social matters nearer home. “Charles Wilton has come to visit at last?” Lady Anderson said. “I do hope to catch a glimpse of him at some Assembly or another. I declare I had begun to doubt his existence, all these years we have heard of him and never seen his face.”

			“Mrs. Wilton pledged to bring him to call one morning this week,” Mrs. Carrington said. “We must be content to wait our turn, of course. With all my daughters so advantageously married, there is not so much to interest him here as there might be elsewhere.” William could not see her, but he could tell from her voice that she was smiling first upon Mary, then upon Caroline, and then at the portrait of Frances. 

			“Has he been long in the neighborhood?” Mary asked.

			“He only arrived yesterday,” Mrs. Carrington said. “Today his aunt took him to call upon the Bartons at Westerfield.”

			“Better him than me,” George muttered, suddenly close beside William. “From all I hear of that young dandy, he’ll find something to like in Elizabeth Barton, and perhaps then her mother will cease foisting the chit on the rest of us. You’d think she was some cottager’s brat, the way she romps about.”

			“Does she?” William said without much interest. He had only recently grown well enough to be dragged into company, and he could not remember Elizabeth Barton doing anything so very noteworthy at last week’s Assembly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

			 “Well, you haven’t been obliged to dance with her, now have you? Pretty enough, I grant you, but I assure you the elegance goes no deeper than her skin.” There was a pause. “Thirty thousand pounds, of course,” George added, in an overly hearty tone. “There is that.” He appeared to have belatedly remembered that he ought to be encouraging his brother to meet young ladies. 

			William tried to clench his right hand again, but of course could not manage it. The fingers would curl a little, but most of their dexterity was gone. He had not been obliged to dance with Elizabeth Barton or anyone else because he could not manipulate his right arm sufficiently to dance a quadrille. 

			There was in any case no point in clenching anything, for George was right. George would inherit the estate and Thomas had the family living. The girls were all provided for. And a soldier unable to soldier had best find an heiress to marry. All three of his sisters had offered to have him visit their establishments, that he might meet new young ladies at their local Assemblies. Mary had indeed spent the entirety of dinner insisting that he come along when she and Henry and the children departed Hartwich after their annual visit. William found himself unable to imagine an heiress willing to marry a third son without a profession, an easy jesting manner, or the ability to lead her onto a dance floor, but he also found himself lacking the energy to make much of an argument. He had made noncommittal replies instead, until Mary mercifully dropped the subject.

			He was now saved from answering George by their mother’s voice proposing a game of cards. The party commenced a debate concerning the merits of lanterloo versus speculation, and William excused himself.
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			He ended up wandering through the orchard more because he had picked a direction at random than because he found within himself any great interest in apple trees. He ought to be interested, he thought. It was the finest sort of summer day; he ought therefore to be charmed by the cloudless sky and the scent of grass and earth. He tried to summon the appropriate feelings of appreciation, but they would not come. It was as though there were swaths of gauze bandage layered between his skin and the rest of the world, making it impossible for anything of that world to actually touch him. 

			After a while he stopped trying, and gave in to the images that never ceased to haunt his mind’s eye: dust and blinding sun and troops drawn into formation. British troops might be formed into ranks even now. They might be facing the French across a Belgian battlefield even now. The cannon might be booming even now … He was so far lost in thoughts of Spain and Belgium that the white streak at the corner of his vision startled him badly, and he jumped to face it.

			It proved to be nothing more alarming than Elizabeth Barton flying down the hillside, skirt held up above her knees with both hands, bonnet hanging by its strings down her back and curls streaming out behind her, reticule looped over her wrist and swinging from side to side. Perhaps the ballroom elegance was indeed only skin-deep. He smiled at the sight — then stopped, surprised at the odd feel of that expression upon his lips. He couldn’t remember the last time he had smiled out of genuine amusement rather than politeness. The swaths of gauze seemed to shift slightly, allowing an instant’s gust of wind to touch his skin.   

			He watched Elizabeth skid to a stop, plump herself down on a fallen tree, jump up again, shake a shawl from her shoulders, and spread it out underneath her before resuming her seat. She loosened the strings of her reticule and pulled out a man’s pocket watch, and the swaths dropped back into place. A love token? Most likely. William sighed to himself and turned away.

			A branch snapped under his foot, and Elizabeth’s head came up like a deer’s. “William!” Then she colored. “I mean, Ensign Carrington.” 

			He had been intending to lift his hat and walk on, but this greeting startled him so much that he answered without considering the demands of proper manners. “William, if you like. It was ‘William’ and ‘Elizabeth’ before I left.” 

			Now why had he said that? It was true in one sense — they had indeed called each other “William” and “Elizabeth” once — but that had been before he left for Eton, not before he left for the Continent. Quite a long time ago, back when childhood manners were still acceptable. They had not had much occasion to see each other since, so what on earth had possessed him? Any other young lady would have been offended at his presumption.

			But then, no other young lady would have started the conversation by using his Christian name in the first place. He supposed it should be therefore no surprise that Elizabeth smiled at his offer, looking both relieved and pleased. “William and Elizabeth, then.”

			“I apologize for startling you,” he added. 

			“Oh, it’s no matter.” He noticed that she kept her eyes on his. Not on his limp arm, not deliberately everywhere else but his arm, and not modestly cast down. For a moment he wondered at that, Then he realized that although her china-blue eyes were wide and innocent, her hands were moving, and he understood that she was trying to hold his gaze so he would not notice her tucking the pocket watch back into her reticule. 

			He tried to think of something else to say and ended up taking refuge in commonplaces. “I hope you and your family are in good health?”

			“Yes, thank you,” she said, “and you?” She had gotten hold of the wrong corner of the reticule, and was carefully easing the timepiece into fold of cloth that was not actually the mouth of the bag. He contemplated telling her that, but wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it.

			“Well enough, thank you,” he said instead.

			“That’s good,” Elizabeth said. “Does that mean we shall have the pleasure of your company in the Assembly rooms the next time there is a ball? You came so rarely into company this spring, and we should all be glad if your health had sufficiently recovered to allow you to  —”

			The pocket watch slipped through the loop of cloth, landing rather obviously on the path at her feet. She scrambled at once to catch it up, face very red now, but William’s fingers closed over it first. He straightened, forcing a smile and hoping it looked genial. “What’s this, then, Miss Elizabeth? The token of some admirer?”

			“Er,” Elizabeth said, cheeks the color of the scarlet coat that hung in William’s wardrobe. Which seemed to rather conclusively answer that question, at least until he held the watch out to her and it fell open in his hand. 

			William stood still in the sunlight, staring at it. 

			He realized later that those minutes were the longest time he had spent not preoccupied with thoughts of Napoleon since March and the longest time he had gone without thinking of his arm since he had first woken after the battle. For the moment, he was oblivious to Elizabeth Barton’s presence as well, able to focus on nothing but the impossibility in his hand. He came back to himself when she laughed at his gape-mouthed expression. 

			“That’s more or less how I reacted also,” she said. 

			“Forgive me.” He handed it back to her. “What on earth?”

			“I’ve no idea,” she said. “Someone sent it to me by post, and I don’t know who or why or what it is. You’ve … you’ve never seen anything like it either, then? Not in London, or on the Continent?”

			“No.” He shook his head. 

			“It was even more extraordinary a little while ago,” she said. “This face here had images in it. Pictures that moved. Truly.”

			He stepped around to see better, but the face she indicated was dark and lifeless. Still, the watch was extraordinary enough without that detail. He stared at the quiescent faces, focusing after a moment on the one that looked most like it belonged to a watch. “Does the timekeeping part of it work? I mean, can it be wound and set?”

			“I don’t know yet.” Elizabeth flashed him a smile and dug through her reticule. She pulled out a velvet bag. “The watch came in this,” she said. “Perhaps there’s a key?” But there proved not to be. There was no keyhole in the watch, either. 

			“There must be some way to set it,” William said, and, looking back on the scene later, he rather thought that was the moment when he had sat down beside her, so enraptured by the puzzle in her hands that he forgot how terribly he would compromise her reputation if anyone came upon the two of them sitting close enough to touch in a secluded corner of the orchard. 

			Elizabeth turned the watch over and over, examining it from all directions, running her fingertips over the etched vines and flowers. “Oh,” she said in tones of surprise. “Here.” She showed him dials running along the inside of the casing, tiny things that she could only just manage to turn with her fingernail. Turning them made the hands on the timekeeping face move, but it did not make them start telling time. Nor did pressing down the ornate stem above the 12, nor the plain stem beside the 3.  Similar dials changed the nested wheels on the second and third faces, but similarly failed to set the wheels moving or deliver any clue as to what they might be measuring. William found himself reminded of the wheels of the water-driven mill he had seen at Cheshire, but that was hardly a helpful comparison. 

			The fourth face had remained blank all this while, no matter what they did. Elizabeth continued to insist it had displayed images a short time before, and William tried to believe her, an effort that became abruptly much easier when the watch lit up in his hand. 

			 “Look!” Elizabeth said, leaning so eagerly forward that her curls brushed his shoulder. “That’s what I meant.”

			The fourth face displayed a fog-bound city street, with carriages rattling to and fro in the foreground. A gas-lamp burned through the fog, casting just enough light that William fancied he could see shapes moving behind the carriages. Large shapes. Indistinct, but somehow menacing. 

			Just as he thought the words, the scene changed. Elizabeth exclaimed in surprise, and William hastily shook his vision clear to study the new picture. This one was less complicated, consisting of a meadow by a brook, with clouds and grasses reflected in the water. It was a scene that could be from any estate in the English countryside, and William was about to comment to that effect when the image changed again. Now it was a castle perched upon the crags of a mountaintop. A narrow winding trail led down into the forest below, tiny specs of color moving along it.

			“Could those be men on horseback?” Elizabeth asked, and William squinted, holding the watch close to his eye.

			“I believe they are,” he said slowly. “Elizabeth, I believe they are knights in armor.”

			“Truly?” She leaned in again, and as he moved the watch so that she could see, the mountaintop became an embattled ship, dodging blasts of cannon-fire and riding heaving waves so realistic his insides lurched. As they stared at the ship, the fourth face flickered and went dark. Elizabeth shook her head, blinking. William brought the watch closer to his eye to study it more carefully. A painful burst of light seared his eye as the fourth face came back to life. William flinched, fumbling his hold on the watch case, and it slipped from his grasp. He and Elizabeth grabbed for it at the same time, and his fingers brushed her knuckles at the same moment her palm touched the watch. She managed not to drop it, but it was a near thing; she caught it by closing her hand around it. Her thumb bumped the top stem, depressing it briefly and then letting it spring back as she shifted her grip.

			The world had seemed to hold its breath for that moment. The air had been momentarily colder, and the sunlight had dimmed as though covered by a sudden cloud. William looked up in reflex, but there was not a cloud to be seen. For an instant he had not heard birds singing either, but he heard them now.

			Elizabeth Barton stared at him with wide eyes. “Did you feel that?” she whispered.

			If she had not asked the question, he would have thought it the first wave of a fever dream breaking over his head. He was not sure whether to be relieved that this was in fact not another relapse, but rather something perceptible to those outside his own mind. “Yes,” he said, voice catching slightly in his throat, “I did.”

			She looked back down at the watch and got slowly to her feet, thumb brushing over the top stem.

			“Wait,” he said, rising with her, reaching to lay a restraining hand on her wrist. “Don’t. I don’t think we should  —”

			But she paid him no heed whatsoever. All her attention was for the watch. He had never seen anything to match the delight in her face as she fixed her eyes on the timepiece and pressed the top stem all the way in. 

			And the bright June day turned into night. 

			
		


		
			Chapter 3

			
			
			For a moment, Elizabeth thought she was in a thunderstorm, though no rain fell. Lightning lit up the sky in a flash of blue-white, then was gone. It was followed by a crash of thunder, deafening, just overhead. A sudden cold wind sprang up and rushed over her, tugging her breath along with it.

			“William  —” she gasped.

			“Here  —” The wind tore the word away from her ears, as it had torn the breath from her throat. But he was right beside her, a vague source of warmth, and then a definite one as he pulled her closer. “I’m right here.”

			But where was here? They were no longer in the orchard. The lightning flash had shown her not trees, but high brick walls. The wind carried with it not leaves, but sheets of paper. They tumbled against Elizabeth’s skirt. 

			There was no second flash of lightning, but there was a second boom of thunder. It shook the ground under Elizabeth’s feet. 

			And it shook the ground again. 

			She couldn’t see, no matter how hard she tried, but she knew that there was something enormous coming toward her. It took another stomping, earsplitting step. For the first time in her life, Elizabeth was too frightened to move. Beside her, William drew a breath to say what she knew would be “Run!” and tensed to drag her with him — 

			Something grabbed her arm and tore her from William’s grasp. 

			Her shoes scrabbled for purchase, but found none on the slick surface beneath her, and she went down hard, onto bruising cobblestone. She couldn’t catch her breath or find her footing. She couldn’t do anything except fumble in the slippery muck. There was someone above her, looming over her. Farther away, William called her name in a tone of desperation, while the ground all around them shook, and shook again, as something immense passed them by. The jolts grew fainter and less frequent as the thing, whatever it was, moved away. 

			A light flared, dazzling in the darkness. 

			“Get away from her!” William shouted, and flung himself forward. The flame went out. “Unhand her at once, sir!”

			“I don’t want to hurt you!” a second voice snapped, but William did not wait for explanations. There was a brief scuffle that Elizabeth could feel and hear but could not see. She had just time enough to think again of gathering herself and struggling upright when the fracas before her ended in a “oof” of pain. From William, she realized with a jolt of sickness. The flame flared alight again, a blinding glare that set Elizabeth’s eyes tearing before it settled into a larger, duller gleam. A lantern.“I’m not trying to hurt her!” the voice behind the light repeated. It was an old man’s voice — it had the crotchety, creaking sound of an exasperated old man. “I’m trying to save you both, you young fool! What on earth possessed you to go wandering about after curfew? And what the devil were you doing standing in the middle of the street?” The voice and the lantern moved closer to Elizabeth, and the owner of the lantern crouched down beside her. “You could both have been killed!” he continued. “Don’t you know enough to get out of their … ?” The lantern shone full on her face then, and the words broke off. 

			“ … way,” he finished after a moment. “Well. Well, I imagine … I imagine you don’t, in that case. I … presume this is your first foray.”

			“What?” was all Elizabeth could manage. 

			“I have one too,” the man said. He transferred the lantern to his left hand, and withdrew his right into the darkness beyond the spill of light. He fumbled at his waistcoat and then the right hand reappeared, holding for her inspection an overly large golden pocket watch. Lantern light gleamed softly in the crevices of etching and scratches. 

			From the darkness behind the old man, something screamed. 

			Elizabeth jerked and kicked and somehow got enough purchase against mud and cobblestones to lurch upright. Her outflung arm struck something warm and solid, and William pulled her the rest of the way up. The swinging circle of lantern-light told her the old man was on his feet now too. He slammed down the lantern’s shutter, dropping inky blackness over them all, and then his hand met her shoulder with almost the same force. 

			The brick wall bruised her back and knocked the breath from her lungs for a second time, and between that and his hand over her mouth, she could not possibly scream. “Hush,” he commanded, his lips close to her ear. “Both of you.” Still pressing Elizabeth to the wall with his body, he took his hand off her mouth long enough to reach out and pull William to huddle with them. “It will come back this way, and it mustn’t find us.”

			The shriek came out of the darkness again, somewhere in front of Elizabeth and to her right, a cross between a man in pain and a bull enraged. There was one moment of awful silence, then from the left came another crash that shook the ground. Elizabeth, pinioned by the old man’s surprising strength, found herself as frozen and helpless as in any nightmare.

			Blue lightning seared her eyes again, and this time did not fade. A white-tinged half-light lit the sky above the buildings — tall buildings; she could see them plainly now; her earlier brief impression had been correct. They were in a city. Around her was a city street or more precisely an alleyway, strewn with broken things and filth. Over the old man’s shoulder, she could see the entrance to the proper street and a bit of the street itself, wider and cleaner and more evenly cobblestoned. The sobbing roar had come from there, but she could not see who or what had made the sound. Her view was cut off by the dilapidated walls that rose all around her, more than three stories high with chimneys even higher, their stacks straggling unevenly against the sickly colored sky. 

			Above the chimneys, the nightmare came. It came in the shape of a man, a giant out of a fairytale — except the giant Jack found up a beanstalk had been made of flesh and blood and so could be killed, and this giant’s skin shone copper like a teakettle. It moved with heavy, jerking motions, and each time its foot drove into the cobblestones, a jolt ran through them and Elizabeth’s teeth chattered in her head. This monster would not even feel a tumble down a beanstalk. 

			It took another step forward and Elizabeth could see its face. She bit her lip to keep from crying out in horror. It had no mouth or nose, and somehow the blank impassive countenance was worse than the ponderous thundering feet. From its eyes streamed blue-white light, not unlike a lantern in some ways, but so much colder and more remote, and strong enough to light the whole sky.  

			“Shh,” the old man murmured. His hands trembled as he held her against the wall.

			From the street came another howl. Pain, Elizabeth thought, it sounded like pain. She had been nearby when one of the men who worked Mr. Carrington’s estate had broken his leg, a bad break, ugly, the bones poking through the skin. She remembered that two of his fellows had held him down for the apothecary, and she remembered how he had screamed. She remembered how heads had poked out of nearby windows in response to the screams. The windows of these decrepit buildings were lighting up now, pale yellow squares that could not compete with the giant’s streaming light. 

			The wall pressed cold and rough through the thin fabric of her gown. William was a solid source of warmth beside her, and the old man stood before them both, cloak spread out as though he was trying to shelter them under his wings, keeping them out of the monster’s sight or shielding their eyes from whatever horror played out in the street. But Elizabeth could see a small piece of that street, over the old man’s shoulder and around a fold of his cloak. She could see the white-lit sky and the giant’s impassive face, and she could not bear to hide her eyes and not know. 

			So when the thing that had howled scrambled to its feet and darted forward, she had a clear view of it. It was more like a man than the great copper giant, but it was bigger than any man had a right to be, with limbs mismatched to its height like the drawing of a gorilla Elizabeth had once seen. The yellowy-white flesh of its face drooped as though too large for the bones. It was dressed in what looked like grave-clothes, with long matted hair swinging over its shoulders. It lurched toward the alleyway, dragging behind it something that might have been an enormous bundle of rags or perhaps another creature like itself. 

			Then the entire sky blazed with a riot of light and noise and fireworks, and the beast jerked, swayed, and fell in a heap at the mouth of the alley. 

			“— now!” the old man hissed, jerking her by the arm, and Elizabeth stumbled after him, ears ringing with horror and the sound of cannon. 
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			They ran straight into blackness, with neither caution nor a speck of light to guide their way. Behind them the sky flashed and the air shook with a noise that seemed to pierce straight into Elizabeth’s brain, driving away all rational thought. She skidded on the muck, stumbled against piles of refuse, tripped on the hem of her gown, and could not even put out her hands to steady herself, for the old man had one of them and William the other. To a degree, this state of affairs was useful, in that it did help keep her upright, but when she slipped or one of them did, the twisting of her wrists made her eyes well with pain. 

			The old man stopped so abruptly that Elizabeth stumbled against him and William stumbled against her, like actors in a particularly uninventive farce. “It’s all right,” the old man breathed. “Safe now.” He reached toward one of the buildings that loomed on either side, and knocked briskly: twice, and twice again. 

			The door jerked open so violently that Elizabeth’s heart jumped all over again. “Thank God,” a hoarse voice muttered from the entryway. “We were about to send out a search party.”

			“That would have been imprudent.” The old man hustled Elizabeth and William over the threshold and into the dark and dank entryway, and the doorkeeper fell back with a hiss of surprise. “No, it’s all right,” the old man said, “it’s safe. They’re safe.” He shut the door behind himself with an air of frank relief, and the sudden relative silence rang in Elizabeth’s ears. “It’s safe,” he repeated, speaking to her now. “Come inside.”

			He led them down a corridor whose floor was nothing but bare boards, whose walls were whitewashed and had seen better days, and whose only light came from a single wavering candle shoved into an old and battered sconce. Behind them, echoing in the pauses between the muted thunder-claps outside, came the sounds of a great many bolts shooting home. Then the flickering candle-flame followed them, as the doorkeeper took it from the sconce and brought it along. A cool draft rushed from a passageway to the left, carrying with it a suggestion of a large open space. The old man led them to the right, to a smaller room. 

			It seemed to be the sort of one-room living space that housed the poorest of Mr. Carrington’s tenants, and it was in a state of disorder that would have shamed any of those hardworking souls. Dust and grime lay thick on the floor, and cobwebs stretched unhindered in the corners of the doorframe. The only furniture in the room appeared to be four straight-backed chairs surrounding a rickety table. The tabletop would probably also have been dusty and grimy, had it been visible, but it was cluttered with dirty crockery and half-burnt candles — as well as, oddly, a few things that looked like blacksmith’s tools. There was a bookcase immediately beside the entryway, also piled with tools and boasting only two books. The scant space between it and the table was taken up by empty crates stacked one on top of the other.

			Elizabeth took all this in, her heart hammering hard in her ears, and then her knees gave way. 

			When her vision cleared, she was sitting in one of the straight-backed chairs, bent forward and with someone’s hand heavy on the back of her neck. She could see the skirt of her slime-coated gown, and the top of her mud-encrusted shoes. As well as the thin and unsteady black leg of a table she was certain she had never encountered before today and was therefore unlikely to be dreaming into existence. 

			Voices washed over her.

			“ …  haven’t any brandy,” the old man said.

			“There’s gin,” a woman’s voice replied, “but that hardly seems appropriate.”

			“No, it does not. Perhaps tea?”

			“All right, very well, I’ll wash these up and make some.”

			“And I’ll get the blanket off my bed,” the old man said. His footsteps moved away, out the door and heavily up a stairway. Crockery clinked near Elizabeth’s ear, but she kept her eyes closed until that sound moved away as well and the sound of splashing water began somewhere farther off.

			Then Elizabeth straightened against the pressure on her neck, and it withdrew instantly. She lifted her head and looked into William’s brown eyes, and his face went slack with relief. 

			“I’m glad you’re still here,” she whispered.

			“I don’t think it is possible for us to both be having the same dream,” he said in agreement. “If we are both still here, it must truly be happening. Are you feeling better?”

			“Yes,” Elizabeth said in embarrassment, “yes, I’m fine, my knees just went wobbly for a moment.”

			“A not uncommon reaction to one’s first encounter with artillery,” he said, and she noticed for the first time how strained he looked about the eyes and mouth. 

			“Artillery?” she repeated. “What could  —”

			“Who the devil are you?”

			Elizabeth jerked her head around and William sprang to his feet, fumbling with his left hand to catch up one of the tools on the table. 

			The voice had come from the doorway, and its owner proved to be a tall, thin, hawk-nosed man of perhaps thirty-five. He was dressed like a farm laborer in nothing but trousers and a shirt, both much-worn, much-patched, and very dirty, but he regarded them with a mixture of amazement and annoyance that Elizabeth did not find in the least respectful. 

			“Don’t be touching that,” he added, gesturing to the tool in William’s hand. “Put it down.” His speech had a slight sing-song intonation that did not sound respectful either. He took a step toward them, and William, instead of putting the tool down, brandished it like a weapon — which it was, or at any rate the closest thing they had.

			The hawk-nosed man ignored him completely. “Is that Maxwell’s watch?” he demanded, pointing with a grimy finger at the timepiece that lay on the table, next to Elizabeth’s chair.

			“No,” Elizabeth retorted, finding herself all at once more angry than frightened. “It’s mine. Who  —”

			“Ohhh,” the man said, looking from one of them to the other. “I see. Would this be your first journey, then?” At their blank expressions, he clarified impatiently, “What year was it when you awoke this morning?”

			“What?”  

			Footsteps on creaking stairs heralded the old man’s hasty return. “Mr. Trevelyan — !”

			“What in blazes have you been about, Max?” Trevelyan swung to meet him. “Bringing home guests at a time like this? I thought you were after something more important out there.”

			“I was, and I got them for you, and here they are.” The old man drew a packet from within his coat and handed it to Trevelyan. “I encountered these two young people on the way back, and I could not leave them to be stomped on by constructs.”

			Trevelyan made a derisive sound as he pulled a multiplex knife from his pocket and slit the parcel’s wrapping paper. “Top on the list of things we do not have time for just now  —”

			“That may well be, but it doesn’t matter, as they are here whether we choose it or not  —”

			“Excuse me,” William said firmly, beating Elizabeth to it by about half a second. 

			Both men turned, and the one Trevelyan had addressed as Max came forward, with a reassuring if hastily donned smile. He started to say something, but William spoke over him.

			“Who are you? And where have you brought us?”

			“My name is Maxwell.” Now that Elizabeth saw him in better light, she could tell that he was not, in fact, so very old. His hair was white, to be sure, but thick; his face was mostly unlined; his brown eyes shone fiercely alert. He did not move like an old man, nor had he during the run through the alleyway. Energy radiated from him with an intensity that almost hurt the eye. If anything, he seemed fuller of life than the supercilious Mr. Trevelyan at his shoulder. “And you, sir?”

			After the briefest of pauses, William took refuge in the formula. “William Carrington. And this is Miss Barton.”

			“Are you feeling better, Miss Barton?” Mr. Maxwell transferred his attention to Elizabeth, regarding her concern. “I have brought you a blanket, if the shock has  —”

			“No, I’m fine,” Elizabeth said impatiently. “I mean, no thank you, sir, I appreciate your concern, but I am quite recovered. Where are we?”

			“London,” Trevelyan said, without looking up from the box in his hands. 

			“London?”

			“London.” With a delicacy of touch somewhat surprising for such dirty fingers, Trevelyan extracted a small glinting thing and held it critically up to the nearest candle. 

			“Will they do?” Maxwell asked him, distracted from his concern over Elizabeth’s comfort.

			“Indeed they will,” Trevelyan said with satisfaction.

			“There are monsters in London?” Elizabeth demanded.

			“Indeed there are.” Trevelyan raised his eyebrows as though enjoying her confusion. “You haven’t asked the right question.”

			“This is my colleague, Mr. Trevelyan,” Maxwell broke in before Elizabeth could answer, “who possesses a genius for mechanical things and rather less of one with regard to social courtesies. I apologize for his manners.”

			 “I haven’t asked the right question?” Elizabeth repeated, instead of acting like a well-bred young lady and accepting the apology. “What, pray, is the right question? Does it regard this, perhaps?” She held up the pocket watch.  “What is it? Where does it come from?”

			“I found mine in a garret,” Maxwell said. “I’m afraid no one knows where they originated.” 

			“But you know what it is?”

			“I know what it does.” Maxwell hooked a finger on the chain in his waistcoat. It was an oddly tailored waistcoat, Elizabeth noticed for the first time, extending over the waistband of his breeches in elongated triangle points — and they were not breeches, either, but something closer to Cossack trousers — She shook her head impatiently at herself and redirected her attention from the strangeness of the clothing to the strangeness of the watch, which was clearly of some actual importance.

			Maxwell drew it out in exactly the manner of a gentleman wishing to consult the time, detached the chain, and set the watch on the table beside Elizabeth’s. As far as she could tell under the light of three guttering candles, they were identical as to engravings, though not of course as to scratches. Maxwell popped open both lids. They were identical inside as well, with dials and faces such as never belonged to any proper gentleman’s pocket watch. 

			Maxwell indicated each dial in turn. “This sets the date to which you wish to travel — year, month, day. This allows you to give a precise location, by latitude and longitude, if you know it. You set these dials, and then depress the side button twice and top once. But that isn’t what you did, is it? For this is neither today’s date nor our current location. You must have done it the other way. When the image displayed in this face is one that seems attractive, press the side button once and the top one twice, and the watch takes you there.”

			“This was hardly the best selection for your first adventure,” Trevelyan observed from the doorway. “That nice babbling brook would have been a much better choice.” 

			“Knights in armor,” William said, stunned. “The watch lets one  …  journey to the past?”

			“And the future.” Maxwell smiled at him in a fatherly sort of way. “What year was it, when you woke this morning? Eighteen hundred ten? Or twelve? Thereabouts?”

			“The  …  the year of Our Lord eighteen hundred and fifteen,” William answered after a pause.

			“I was close,” Maxwell said. He looked at Elizabeth with the same fondness. “I knew you were a traveler like me as soon as I saw the watch, but truthfully, I would have been able to tell anyway. Your gown is becoming, but not at all the current fashion. My mother had one very like it.”

			“So we are in London,” Elizabeth repeated. “But where we are is not the important question.” She understood what Trevelyan meant now. “What is the year?”

			“The year of Our Lord eighteen hundred and eighty-five,” Maxwell said. “You are seeing a future that will not take place until after your death.”

		


		
			Interlude

			
			Carron Valley, Scotland, November 1, 1855

			
			It had been what might be mildly termed a trying day, and the message set the final spark to George Brown’s always explosive temper. “There’s a what?” 

			His aide winced. The boy would never make a soldier, Brown thought disapprovingly. He shied like a rabbit at every little thing. He would have liked to run like a rabbit rather than face his general’s displeasure — Brown could tell by the faint twitching of the muscles under the jawline — but at least he was not such a coward as to actually do it. Instead he repeated, almost steadily, “There is a government observer here to see you, sir.”

			“Here? Now? Tonight?” Brown flung a hand at the tent flap, meaning to indicate the camp beyond it and the valley beyond that. “Ridiculous. You’ve been taken in, boy. It’s a reporter. A ‘war correspondent,’ here to compete with that milksop Russell.”

			“No, sir.” The boy shook his head. “He’s white-haired, sir, not a young man. And he’s not dressed like a reporter. He says he’s come from the government offices at Whitehall, and his credentials look right. I mean, so far’s I can tell, and they must’ve to the others or he could never have gotten so far within the camp  —”

			“A ‘government observer.’” Brown snorted. “You tell him I am conducting a God-damned battle and haven’t time to hold his little hand.”

			 “He said  —” The aide cleared his throat, looking truly miserable. “Sir, he said I was to tell you he is happy to swap tales with Mr. Russell for as long as you are otherwise engaged.”

			Brown felt his collar constrict around his throat. Damn government observers. Damn William Howard Russell, and damn the God-damned Times. “Is he waiting outside?”

			“Er,” the aide said. “He went at once to Mr. Russell’s campfire. Mr. Russell offered him a drink.” 

			Of course he had. Brown damned Russell and The Times again, out loud this time, before tossing the dirty paper at the nearest brazier. “Bring him in here.” He sank onto the chair behind the desk. “Then clear out. But stay close; we’ve a war to fight once I finish talking with whatever pretty-boy Whitehall’s inflicted on us this time.”

			The aide saluted and backed away, and General Brown stared at the flame licking along the edge of the grime-streaked paper.  Damn Russell. Damn Delane of The Times, who had sent his young reporter to bivouac with Her Majesty’s Army in Scotland and send home first-hand accounts of the monster war. Russell was a soft little sniveling man whose accounts dwelt heavily on the “inhumanity” of Army practices and Army discipline. The soft and sniveling British public had reacted with predictable horror, and now London was awash in a public outcry over the treatment of its soldiers. As a result, the officials who ran the country from their Whitehall offices had inflicted more than one government observer upon Brown. Each was more damnably annoying than the last, tugging upon Brown’s sleeve and bleating platitudes while Brown was trying to win a war. 

			A war that was all Whitehall’s fault in the first place, for it was Whitehall that had created the Wellington monsters. A proper Army of proper Englishmen hadn’t been good enough for the office clerks who ran the government. Blasted penny-pinchers had decided they would rather not give honest pay for honest work, and instead focused their efforts on creating — through confoundedly unnatural means — regiments of monsters that didn’t have to be paid and could stand even worse food and shelter than a human soldier.

			Perhaps the first “special battalion” had been a necessity, Brown admitted grudgingly in the privacy of his thoughts. Perhaps Wellington would not have managed to defeat old Boney without them, though Wellington had been heard to say that his brave lads would have won Waterloo even without monstrous help. Brown further conceded that once Britain had at its disposal a battalion of enormous ape-men wielding battle axes, it would have been foolish not to put them to use. Similarly, once the secret of their creation had been mastered, it was tactically sound to increase their numbers. But the idea of sending them to places too dangerous for the average British soldier chafed Brown like an ill-fitted boot. There should be no place considered too dangerous for the average British soldier. And the credit for victory obtained in those dangerous places ought to go to brave British soldiers, not to Wellington’s unnatural battalions. 

			But it was the unnatural battalions — now they were unnatural regiments — who had been awarded credit for the grand victory over the Russians in the Crimea and then for settling what might have been a nasty rebellion in India. The Times had trumpeted both victories to the skies, and “Wellington’s monsters” had become the nation’s heroes. It was rumored among the higher echelons of the Army that Wellington himself had disliked the term, but that was a fact kept secret from the public. Attaching the name of Waterloo’s hero to the creatures conferred upon them a sort of legitimacy, a faint cast-off gleam from the Iron Duke’s halo. Each year since Waterloo Whitehall had reduced the funds needed to pay the wages of human soldiers and diverted that money to the creation and upkeep of more and more Wellington monsters. There was even a secret training camp far north in the Scottish Highlands — the sort of secret that most Army officers knew, though none discussed out loud. In the thirty-seven years following their first victory, the monsters had been taught steadily more complex maneuvers and armed with steadily more impressive weaponry. They never needed leave or salary or improvement in living conditions; they rarely sickened and recovered quickly from injuries; they were rotated like clockwork between the ever-expanding perimeter of the Empire and the training grounds in the Highlands. They were an effective and easily maintained dream come true. 

			Then three years ago, they had rebelled, turning the dream into a nightmare. They had killed their human officers and taken over the training camp so smoothly and quietly that it was some days before anyone suspected anything amiss. Whereupon Brown and his Light Division had been hastily collected and dispatched north to restore order with only the sketchiest and most misleading of information as to what they would face. Human soldiers and Wellington monsters did not customarily fight alongside one another, and Brown and his men had no way of knowing how dangerous an enemy awaited them. Damn Whitehall. Not only were the things enormous and fast and capable of seeing in the dark, but they also handled the muskets and artillery that had been part of the training camp with the facility of the very well-trained. After two days of staggering losses, Brown had pulled his men back to a defensible perimeter and wired to London for reinforcements. 

			The copyboys at Whitehall had shuffled their feet and twiddled their thumbs and finally declared themselves unwilling to recall any of the monster regiments stationed abroad, for fear their members might join rather than oppose their fellows. Instead they retrieved the much sparser regiments of human soldiers and dispatched them north to aid Brown in returning the monsters to their cages. By then, of course, it was far too late. 

			The monsters had access to the finest light weaponry in Britain. They were skilled at Spanish-style guerilla warfare and had been given time to entrench themselves in the Highlands, an ideal ground for employing such tactics. No one at Whitehall had apparently considered the possibility that they could do more than follow the orders they were given, but it transpired that at least some of their number were capable of formulating strategies and commanding others in their execution. Before the end of the first year, they held Fort William. Before the end of the second, they held most of Scotland in a grip no one had managed since the Jacobite rebels of 1745. 

			And Brown wondered sometimes if he should have continued the attack, that night in 1852. If he had tried and been annihilated doing it, might the news have galvanized London into action? Might it have galvanized Wellington into action? Might purpose have extended Wellington’s life? Brown was irritably aware that Russell’s precious Times daily compared him to Boney’s late vanquisher and daily found him wanting. He’d like to see any of those paper-pushing nancy-boys do better.

			“Right this way, sir,” he heard his aide’s voice pipe, and he straightened in the chair, glaring at the tent flap and the government busybody who would step through it.  

			The government busybody wore gray, an oddly-styled tweed splattered with mud. His thick white hair fell untidily over his brow, and a bruise high on his left cheekbone gave him a particularly rakish look. “General Brown, sir?” he said at once. “Forgive the tactics, but it was most necessary I see you. I bring urgent intelligence and orders from London.”

			The fire in the brazier snapped and popped. 

			The man in gray crossed to the desk in one stride, whipping a map from his pocket. “You’re here,” he said, pointing. “They’re there. Your scouts have reported to you that the monsters hold the high ground across the valley, is that not so? So you are planning accordingly, delaying your attack until General Moore brings his regiment up to join you? But your intelligence is wrong, General.” 

			“The monsters do not hold the high ground?”

			“They do not hold it securely. There are fewer of them on that hill than it seems, and their reinforcements will not arrive until mid-morning tomorrow. You have men enough to roll right over them if you attack at first light. And then you will hold the hill when the reinforcements arrive. You can crush two small waves of monsters, one after the other. But wait any longer than dawn and the ground is theirs.”

			“How do you know this?” Brown demanded.

			“I told you,” the man said, “Whitehall sent me with urgent  —”

			“Whitehall knew the disposition of the monster troops a month in advance?”

			“Whitehall arranged for a covert scouting force,” the man said, “deployed a month ago, under my command. This morning they reported to me your status and that of the monsters. I have the vantage to see more of the chessboard than you, General.”

			It was odd, but not altogether implausible. Certainly Brown had been outraged before now by the aspects of this war Whitehall chose to keep from him. And the “government observer’s” reply came smoothly and unhesitatingly, as though it were the truth.

			But Brown knew something of how to read men, and even in the flickering light of the brazier, he saw the telltale twitches of falsehood on the face of the man opposite him. Could it be possible that the monsters had subverted an Englishman to their side? Brown was hard-pressed to keep his disgust to himself.

			Instead, he circled behind the man as though to better see the his map. “From which direction do the monsters’ reinforcements advance?”

			The man in gray started to reply, bending over the map to point, and Brown used his pistol to strike the traitor hard on the back of the skull.
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			At dawn, they told him that the man had spent all night struggling against his bonds and begging to see the General, over and over, until his voice was hoarse. Brown treated this information with the contempt it deserved. He was occupied with far more important matters. 

			When Moore’s regiment arrived at noon, Brown sent his combined troops to take the hill.

			He watched the rippling red line of infantrymen cross the valley, start the climb. A cannonball whistled through the air and crashed through the ranks. Then another. Then they flew in earnest. The line shuddered, but did not pause in its advance. Brown nodded to himself. Russell could bleat about “harsh discipline” all he liked. Russell was an idiot. Harsh discipline was what made men unafraid of cannonballs. They were taking heavy casualties, but they still pressed forward.

			Before very long, the monsters had spent all the cannonballs in their possession, and the line moved faster, impeded now only by small-arms fire from behind rocks. Brown saw each shot as a pin-prick of flame against the gray-green hill. He heard each sharp pop a disconcerting few seconds later. The infantry paused, took aim, and sent a ringing volley back, filling the air with gunpowder smoke that briefly obscured Brown’s vision. The smoke cleared in time for Brown to see them follow their volley with a sweeping charge, and they gained a few more paces of ground before the monsters reloaded and the pin-pricks of fire started up again from among the rocks.

			Brown expected to observe fewer pin-pricks this time — but disconcertingly, there were just as many. How much ammunition did they have back there? For the first time, he felt a chill, but he was damned if he’d pull his men back now.

			By the time Brown’s men closed upon the summit, there were fewer of them than he would have liked, and the hill that sloped down behind them was littered with the corpses of their brethren. Still, though, they were close now. One more push, and — 

			Then the monsters erupted from behind the rocks in a counter-charge. 

			They should not be able to move so gracefully. He had thought that before now. The thrusting heads and swinging arms should overbalance them, pull them pitching forward, but they poured around the rocks with an economy of motion that put him in mind of India’s quiet leaping tigers. They swung battle-axes as though the things were part of their arms, and they howled fit to freeze the blood of any lesser man than a British solider.

			But Brown’s men held. They fired, reloaded, fired again in a wave of popping flame. Some of the monsters took bullets, but as far as Brown could make out, none of them fell. The infantry line switched to bayonets. Then the monsters were among them, laying left and right with enormous curved axe-heads. Brown could see what he thought might be limbs flying about. He saw monsters reeling back, only slightly impeded by bayonets pierced through them. Bloody tough, bloody fast, bloody well-trained — the only way to bring Wellington’s sodding creatures down was to overwhelm them with numbers and bullets.

			And Brown, watching through his spyglass, came to the unwelcome conclusion that he had too few of either. 
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			The Battle of Carron Valley was to capture the British imagination as thoroughly as had the Battle of Waterloo, though in a very different way. William Howard Russell’s stirring account of the tragedy, written up that very night and sent to The Times a few days later, was largely responsible for its fame. The phrase “the thin red line,” used by Russell to refer to the outnumbered scarlet-coated soldiers slaughtered as they struggled up the hill, gained instant popularity. Within a month soon-to-be-famous poetry was written, commemorating the heroic last charge of Brown’s men into “the valley of death” and up the hill on the other side.

			Perhaps fortunately for him, Brown was killed by a sniper’s bullet during the attack. Some in the higher ranks of the Army muttered that otherwise, he would have been court-martialed; but falling as he did with his men, he became a tragic hero, his praises now sung by the very same people who had the week before condemned his harshness. If only Brown had lived, ran popular opinion, he would have won the war. 

			In later years, military historians were to call this nonsense and maintain that the war had been lost as soon as it began back in 1852. But at the time, responsibility for the defeat was laid squarely upon the shoulders of Brown’s replacement, John Moore. Moore was a cautious man by nature, new to command, slow and methodical and by-the-book in his maneuvers.  By the time he had gotten himself well-sorted and his Army functioning to his liking, it was spring, and the monsters were once more entrenched in all the lovely bits of high ground so characteristic of the Highlands. Moore sent infantry waves marching across a variety of valleys, in perfect formation, under heavy fire, in pursuit of ground that could not be taken, until at last the attrition became too much for Whitehall to bear. Construction on Moore’s Wall began in late 1856, and Whitehall abandoned Scotland to the monsters.

		


		
			Chapter 4

			
			London, August 27, 1885

			
			“Eighteen hundred and eighty-five,” Elizabeth repeated in a whisper, and then could not come up with anything else to say. William, too, seemed stunned, staring at Maxwell with lips slightly parted but with no words falling from them. Maxwell waited, posture courteous, for one of them to ask another question or offer another comment. In the doorway, Trevelyan studied his trinket, faint sardonic amusement at the corners of his mouth. The silence lay like a blanket of fog.

			A female voice broke it, in tones of amusement. “Was it something I said?” 

			Elizabeth looked up with a start, having forgotten the woman who had gone to make tea. She stood now in the darkened doorway, mostly hidden by Trevelyan’s angular shadow, the candlelight revealing only suggestions of her appearance: a coil of black hair, skin like cream, a high cheekbone and a raised eyebrow. The tea tray might have been floating on disembodied hands, as the candle had earlier. Where, Elizabeth wondered suddenly, had the doorkeeper gone?  

			“No,” Maxwell said, a note in his voice answering the dry humor in hers. “You have merely chosen an auspicious moment to return with the refreshment. Here, allow me.” He came to meet her and took the tea-tray from her hands. Both of them had to duck around Trevelyan, who stayed where the light shone most strongly on the bauble in his fingertips, without any apparent recognition that it was also where he would most effectively block the doorway.

			“Why, thank you, Maxwell,” the woman said, with her head turned toward Trevelyan. “How very thoughtful of you.” Trevelyan paid no attention.

			She had an unexpectedly deep voice for a woman, rich and warm and throaty, and Elizabeth suddenly suspected the doorkeeper had gone nowhere at all. Maxwell set the tea-tray on the shaky-legged table and the woman came into the light. Now Elizabeth was sure it had been she who had answered the door. 

			She wore breeches. Between that and her voice, the mistake was a natural one, but seen with time to consider, she was obviously a woman. Those thick coils of glossy hair, so black that the candlelight struck no spark in it, could never have belonged to a man. And though her legs were indeed clad in dark brown breeches and high-legged boots such as a man might wear riding, the top half of her attire left her gender in no doubt, for she wore a blouse covered by a tightly laced bodice. Elizabeth had time to wonder if she might be a gypsy and to consider whether that might explain the outfit as well as the dark hair and eyes. Then she caught her breath as the other explanation occurred to her. Your gown is becoming, but not at all the current fashion. Was it now fashionable for women to wear breeches? For the woman was staring at her in turn, and with equal surprise, as if Elizabeth’s simple white muslin were the inappropriate apparel.  

			The woman took a breath, but Mr. Maxwell spoke over her. “Katarina, I have just met these two young people outside. They are time travelers like myself, and possess a watch very similar to my own. As you can see from the young lady’s gown, they have come to us from the early part of the century. I was saying to her that I remember my mother wearing just such a frock.”

			The dark-haired woman said slowly, “I  …  see.”

			“May I present Miss Elizabeth Barton and Mr. William Carrington. Miss Barton, Mr. Carrington, Madame Katarina Rasmirovna.”

			William bowed and Elizabeth nodded at the same moment the woman held out her hand. Straight out, as a man would; moreover, as a man would to a close friend, never to a new acquaintance. Elizabeth, safe behind the table, did not have to decide what to do, but William was caught. He hesitated. Then the woman’s dark eyes went to his arm, the skin around them tightened in a faint wince, and she put her hand behind her back and inclined her head instead.  

			“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Carrington. I am glad to see you are recovered from your fright, Miss Elizabeth; our London must be quite a shock to someone from your background.”

			“Is that tea?” Trevelyan said, coming out of his reverie with a start. 

			Katarina lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Yes, dear,” she said in a voice too dulcet to be entirely convincing. “Sit and have some?”

			“No.” Trevelyan was already reaching around her for the pot. “I’ll take a cup with me. Max got me what I need, so I’ll press on.”

			“You intend to sleep eventually, I hope?”

			“I’ll sleep after it rains,” Trevelyan said, and turned for the corridor, slurping from the teacup as he went. At the doorway he paused, obviously as an afterthought. “I  …  do thank you, Max.”

			Maxwell nodded. “Just get it working.”

			Elizabeth became aware that the sounds of battle outside had died down at some point in the last few minutes. As if in response to her thought, Katarina cocked her head. “It’s finally gone quiet out there,” she said, pouring tea into a collection of chipped and mismatched cups. “It sounded like Waterloo revisited while it lasted, though. Did you see what all the fuss was about, Max?”

			 “As far as I could tell, it was about absolutely nothing,” Maxwell replied with deliberate irony. “In fact, I’ll wager anything you like it was a staged hunt. A handful of foxes and an army of hounds. I don’t think there are as many as twelve Wellingtons left free in all of England; six of them have certainly not been hiding out in the East End of London.”

			“They were hunting Wellingtons?” Katarina repeated, handing Elizabeth a pale blue teacup with a crack running ominously down one side. She did not look at Elizabeth as she did it, keeping her eyes on Maxwell instead. “Oh, I see,” she said then, apparently reading something from his expression. “Released by Seward’s empire of crime, I suppose.”

			“The newspapers will doubtless tell us so tomorrow,” Maxwell agreed in the same tone. “Even if they don’t blame Seward, they’ll report in glowing words how the constructs kept us all safe from the most recent unnatural threat. Lest Seward’s crusade start sounding sensible.”

			“Do you mean to say that the activity we just witnessed is a commonplace occurrence?” William demanded.

			“Tonight was somewhat livelier than usual,” Katarina said, “but yes, common enough.”

			“Then in the year 1885, London is a warfront?” William shook his head at the teacup she offered him. “We have to get out of here. I have to get Miss Barton safely home.”

			“I would like nothing better than for you to do just that,” Maxwell said, before Elizabeth could contribute her thoughts on the matter, “but I fear it is impossible for the moment. It’s one of the disadvantages of traveling by pocket watch. After the watch is used, it takes twenty-four hours to recharge before it can be used again.”

			Elizabeth had never heard the word “recharge” before, but she understood all the other words, and her mouth went dry. “We’ll be — we’ll be away from home a day and a night?” It came out in a squeak, and she took a hasty sip from her cracked teacup. The tea was lukewarm and bitter as wormwood, but she took a second swallow anyway, trying to steady herself. Well, that was one sure way to put an end to all the matchmaking. If she were known to have been missing from home for a day and a night, no respectable man would want to marry her.

			“No,” Maxwell said, “I ought to be able to get you back within a few minutes of your departure. But you will be living this life for twenty-four hours, and that does not please me at all. It is dangerous here, and you have no way of knowing how to navigate it. One of our monsters cherishes a hatred for mankind, and the other cares nothing for who stands in its path. England no longer bears much resemblance to the green haven of your childhood.”

			 “You should take them back to that green haven yourself, Max,” Katarina said, husky voice gone unexpectedly gentle. 

			“I can’t do that. You know I can’t. I may not be able to return here once I leave, and I have to see this through with you.”

			 William looked from one of them to the other. “Why should we be able to get back to where we have come from, if you cannot?”

			“I can get back to where I came from,” Maxwell said. “Just as you can. What neither of us can do is leave a time that is not ours and have any certainty of returning to it. You can’t be in the same place twice, you see; the watch won’t allow it. The watch doesn’t allow you to get anywhere close, in fact. It doesn’t let you affect the same junction more than once.”

			The sudden hammering on the outside door made them all jump. Elizabeth choked on her swallow, and the convulsive jerk of her fingers sent a wave of lukewarm tea cascading down the front of her frock. Maxwell stood up so fast he knocked over his chair and nearly sent the table following, and the liquid in all the vessels on its surface sloshed.

			Katarina was already on her feet, hands absolutely steady as she checked the priming of the smallest pistol Elizabeth had ever seen. Where it had been the moment before, or how Katarina had gotten it so quickly into her hands, Elizabeth could not fathom. Katarina’s eyes went to Maxwell’s. “Better take them to the laboratory,” she said, tilting her head toward William and Elizabeth. “I’ll  —”

			The knocking came again, but this time in groups of two. Twice, and twice again, and twice once more. Maxwell and Katarina both went momentarily limp, but Katarina’s shoulders stiffened again almost at once. “It might still be a trap instead of someone too scared to remember the code,” she said. “Stay here. Keep quiet. I’ll deal with it.”

			Maxwell took a step following her. “Hadn’t you better let me  —”

			“Not when you’re dressed like that, Max,” Katarina said, walking away. “We’ve been through this before. There’s no imaginable reason for a gentleman to open the door of a place like this. Besides  —” She paused to toss an unexpected grin over her shoulder. “I’m the better shot.” With that, she disappeared down the corridor.

			Maxwell moved fast then, but silently and not in pursuit. He pulled a second tiny pistol from the clutter on the bookshelf, keeping his eyes on the doorframe as he fumbled behind him in a gesture Elizabeth could not immediately interpret. What was it he wanted her to do? She looked in the direction he was pointing, thought she understood, and seized her pocket watch from the table just as William came to a different conclusion and caught hold of her arm with his left hand. He pulled her with him to the darkest corner the room had to offer. 

			Elizabeth heard the snap and thump of all the various bolts being drawn back, and the cracking open of the heavy door. Then came Katarina’s voice, words inaudible but tone relieved, and a babble of higher-pitched voices answering, and the door closing again. “Max?” Katarina called. Maxwell pocketed the pistol at once and left the room. 

			Elizabeth stirred to follow, at least far enough to hear what was going on, but William tightened his grip and shook his head. She frowned at him, and he leaned in to put his lips close to her ear. “They don’t want the visitor to know about us,” he whispered. “Or Madame Katrina would have brought him in.”

			Voices overlapped out in the entryway, the high-pitched ones explaining something with frantic haste, Katarina’s elaborating and clarifying, Maxwell’s expressing some hesitation. After a moment two sets footsteps came back down the corridor, but they did not enter the parlor where William and Elizabeth hid. 

			“You have to go,” Katarina’s voice said, low but close enough to be heard. It seemed she had drawn Maxwell aside for a private consultation. 

			“Under other circumstances, perhaps, but as it is  …”  Maxwell left the sentence eloquently unfinished.

			“Don’t worry about — about this other matter,” Katarina said. “I can see to it. To them. You know that’s true, Max. I can keep them safe just as well as you can — better, maybe — but no one can fetch one of our foot soldiers out of quod except a gentleman, so for all the same reasons you shouldn’t have gone to the door just now  —”

			“A gentleman wouldn’t walk the streets for another hour or two,” Maxwell said. “It would be more natural to wait a bit.”

			“Yes, but you don’t want Ernie and that lot coming in to see our guests in their vintage Regency fashions, do you?”

			“Well  …” Maxwell surrendered. “You’re right, of course. Take care of them, Katarina. Be very careful with them.”

			“I understand,” Katarina said. In a different tone of voice, she added, “Here, take a latchkey with you. Trevelyan made ones for the new lock while he was waiting for you to return. Saves you knocking later.” Their footsteps returned to the entryway. The door creaked open, Maxwell and the owners of the high-pitched voices went through it, and Katarina did up all the bolts again before returning to the parlor. 

			“All’s well,” she said to the corner where Elizabeth and William still stood, flicking a catch on her pistol and casting it onto the dining table. “Nothing to fear. Max has gone to … see to something that requires his particular talents, but I can look after the two of you well enough, and he’ll be back well before the twenty-four hours have passed.” She reached for a cup without a handle and took a long swallow of tea. Then she grimaced at the taste, took the cup to the bookshelf, and filled it from what Elizabeth could only assume to be a gin bottle. Katarina tossed back the entire cupful in exactly the manner of a man recovering from a shock and needing a restorative — but nothing else about her appearance gave that impression, Elizabeth thought. There was not the slightest quiver in her hands or quaver in her voice, though she had clearly thought them all in some danger not two minutes before. 

			Elizabeth found herself staring at the gin bottle and the pistol, and felt a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. She had heard of adventuresses, but only vaguely, from cryptic mentions in the society papers that her aunt snatched out of her sight before she could properly absorb them. She had never actually met an adventuress or received a precise description of what it was one did. And of course there was that song about the girl who had cut her hair and pretended to be a boy and fought at Trafalgar — but that was a song. It had never occurred to Elizabeth, not imaginatively, to consider what such a woman must actually be like. Was this fashionable now, too? 

			If it were … The tugging smile grew into something unrestrained and giddy. How wonderful that would be. Even with monsters, what a wonderful world this must be. I wonder, Elizabeth thought, if I must go home after all?

			She looked up to find William’s grave brown eyes upon her, regarding her as though he could read her thoughts. She blushed a little, more from being caught than from shame at the shape of them, and his lips drew into a thin, disapproving line. 

			She looked away and found that Katarina was watching her too, but with something like amusement, or possibly understanding. “As a first step toward looking after you,” the dark-haired woman said, “perhaps I had better find you something to wear that isn’t soaked with mud and tea, and then we can see about getting the stains out of that before they set. Come with me, Miss Elizabeth.”

		


		
			Chapter 5

			
			London, August 27, 1885

			
			
			The air of the stairway was thick and black, and grew hotter and heavier with each step. Katarina’s candle burned in a sullen sort of way and seemed likely to sigh out of existence at any moment, so Elizabeth kept her hand pressed tight to the plaster wall to be sure of her footing. “We divided the warehouse attic into bedchambers,” Katarina explained. “That’s Maxwell’s room, to the left there, and I sleep here.” 

			She turned to the right, drawing aside a thick red curtain that smelled strongly of mold. Elizabeth ducked underneath it, trying not to inhale too deeply as she did so, and Katarina came after, letting the curtain fall behind them. Elizabeth looked around as best she could by the candle’s guttering light.

			The tiny chamber was as simply furnished and badly kept as the living room downstairs. The bed was only a mattress on the floor, unmade, pillows and coverlet lying limp and slovenly. Against the far wall sat two chests, one with the lid open and one closed. Katarina went and knelt in front of the closed one, setting her candle on the floor as she undid the clasp. The spill of candlelight showed quite clearly the layer of grime on the floorboards, as well as the dust cloud that rose in response to Katarina’s rummaging. Elizabeth stifled a cough.

			Katarina turned and beckoned. “Come here. I think this will fit.” Elizabeth crossed to her, skirting the tangled blanket that hung off the edge of the mattress, and Katarina held up a blouse of some sort, looking critically from it to Elizabeth and back. 

			“Well, it will have to do.” Katarina rose. “I haven’t anything more appropriate, I’m afraid, but it’s only for today.” She handed Elizabeth the blouse — and a pair of breeches. Elizabeth swallowed a wild flutter in her throat and tried to accept the gift with some semblance of dignity. She clearly didn’t manage it, for Katarina’s eyes crinkled again. But the older woman said only, “Here, let me have your dress, and I’ll see what I can do about the stains.”

			“Is there something you can do?” Elizabeth squirmed to undo the buttons down her back. Katarina had not even thought to ask if she would need help — well, obviously not if Katarina were used to wearing breeches — so it was perhaps just as well that Elizabeth was often too impatient to wait for her maid and had therefore perfected the art of undoing her own buttons without snapping any of them off. And that she almost never wore stays. “Is that something else that’s changed? In my  —” She took a breath, and said the ridiculous and wonderful words. “In my time, we only brush gowns.”

			“We could wait for the mud to dry, and brush that,” Katarina agreed, taking the soaked and muddy garment from Elizabeth’s hands. “What do you do for tea-stains, though? Or grass-stains?”

			“I get a frightful scolding,” Elizabeth admitted, and Katarina chuckled.

			“I can only imagine,” she said, and bent to examine the damage. “Well — it’s muslin. It will hold up to hot water or it won’t. At least it’s white and there’s no pattern to worry over, so I can use kerosene for the tea. Do you want to risk it?”

			“I think I have to,” Elizabeth said. “Kerosene?”

			“My mother used it for grass stains. After she gave me a frightful scolding. It worked more often than not.”

			“Is there grass to stain your skirt, in London?” Elizabeth wondered.

			Katarina chuckled again, though now it was a hard sound, without humor. “Not hardly. I spent my childhood in Devon.”

			“Oh,” Elizabeth said. She seemed to have walked right into something, though she could not imagine what. She hesitated, then fell back on tea-time manners, as ludicrous as those were when standing in one’s chemise in a strange woman’s bedchamber. “That’s said to be such a pretty place, isn’t it?”

			“Once,” Katarina said, shortly, but not unkindly. “Right, then. I’ll be downstairs. Bring your shift once you’ve changed.” Without waiting for a reply, she was gone, crossing the room in a few long strides and hardly disturbing the curtain as she slipped around it.

			Elizabeth let out a sigh.

			She looked at the blouse and breeches, then set them down beside the candle. She wriggled out of her chemise — easy enough, no buttons to confound her fingers — and lifted it over her head. Naked except for shoes and stockings, she spent the time it took to draw two long breaths looking around at the dirty room and the unbelievable situation in which she found herself. 

			Then she picked up the blouse. It was of a coarser material than her chemise, rougher against her skin than she was accustomed to, but it hung loosely and so did not overly trouble her. The breeches were rougher yet, and Elizabeth hesitated before pulling them on — then noticed something that had been tucked between them and the shirt. She examined the white garment, deduced what it was for, and stepped into it. It was also too large, but it tied around the waist. Elizabeth knotted it firmly, then pulled the breeches on over it.

			The cuffs hung past her ankles, and she nearly tripped trying to take her first step. She caught herself, biting back a giggle that was probably incipient hysteria. Well, that wouldn’t do. She thought about it for a moment, then sat down gingerly on the edge of Katarina’s chest. She reached under one floppy leg, undid the garter that held her stockings in place, and re-tied it over breech leg and stocking, hopefully securing both. She did the same with the other leg, and stood to inspect her handiwork. It looked ridiculous. She wanted to laugh out loud.

			Katarina had left a final garment on top of the chest, another bodice such as gypsy women wore. Elizabeth avoided stays whenever possible, and even her mother admitted she was too slight to have any great need for them, but this once she thought she might prefer something extra between her person and the eyes that might light upon it. She laced it as modestly as possible, and though it would have been easy to tug down the blouse the way Katarina wore it, she was careful not to do so. 

			Only then did she realize that the breeches had pockets, and scooped up her watch with a barely smothered trill of delight. She could keep it. She needn’t give it to anyone else to hold. She could tuck it into her pocket just exactly as a young man would, and fasten the chain to her bodice — yes, just so. Elizabeth looked about for a glass in which to examine the effect, but there was none.

			She gathered up her chemise, turned for the candle, and almost tripped over something left abandoned in the shadow. Righting herself, she reached curious fingers to investigate. A boot. She drew it closer. A man’s work boot. 

			Kicked off and left by the side of the bed. 

			Oh.

			Elizabeth picked up the candle and stretched it toward the open chest. She saw a suit of man’s winter underthings, darned and patched. A shirt, much bigger than the one she had on and the twin to what Trevelyan had been wearing downstairs. Two handkerchiefs and a cravat, all of which looked as though they had been used as cleaning rags at some point in the recent past. 

			She looked over at the unmade bed. Pillows, plural. Each with a depression where a head was accustomed to rest.

			Elizabeth cast her mind back, but she had not seen any glint of a ring on Katarina’s left hand. More to the point, she was “Madame Katarina Rasmirovna,” not “Mrs. Trevelyan.”

			A pocket watch pulls me into the future, there are monsters on the street outside, and it’s consorting with a fallen woman that shocks me? Elizabeth asked herself sardonically. Not that she was shocked, not exactly, only surprised. She had never actually met a fallen woman before, any more than an adventuress. But perhaps that’s considered acceptable now as well? And then, with another suppressed giggle, In any case, it looks to be great fun.

			She swallowed the third giggle and headed back for the stairs. These she took with great care, well able to envision the disaster of tripping with a candle and an armful of cloth. At least her garters seemed to be up to the task of holding the breeches in place. At the bottom of the stairs, she turned for the living room, hesitantly testing the length of her stride, slowly finding the rhythm of it. 

			The room was empty. The cold remnants of the tea sat abandoned in half-empty cups on the little table, but no one was there to drink them. Elizabeth poked her head around into the scullery and found it, too, uninhabited. Leaving her chemise draped over a chair that looked barely strong enough to support its weight, she ventured into the corridor. 

			It was filled with a humming sound. Or — not a sound, not exactly; she couldn’t hear it so much as taste it. She pressed her tongue against her teeth and the hum seemed to vibrate in all the bones of her face. In her hand, the candle-flame shivered. 

			She took a step toward the passageway fork that had seemed to lead to someplace large and hollow. The hum grew stronger. Had it been here before, and she just not aware of it between the artillery outside and the threat of violence inside? All of a sudden it was unnerving to stand in the dark with the almost-taste on her tongue, and she hurried forward. Her outstretched fingers touched a thick door, closed but unlatched. She pushed it open. On its other side was a hall absolutely unlike anything she had ever seen. 

			It was bright, blindingly so, as bright as a farmer’s field under midday sun. The ceiling seemed as high as the sky would be over that field, and she couldn’t imagine where the light was coming from. Squinting, she made out globes of lamps hanging from beams part-way up — but the globes brought tears and flashing colors to her eyes so that she had to look away.

			The hum was a rumble now, a rhythmic rattling. It came from the far end of the hall, from a contraption that looked like — Elizabeth put her head to one side, studied it as best she could through her spotted vision, and decided it still looked like an enormous spinning wheel attached to a loom. Behind it glowed the red coals of what appeared to be a blacksmith’s forge. Tables lined two of the other three walls and boasted the most amazing assortment of litter on their surfaces — paper covered in sketches, models built out of wood, odd pieces of metal and the occasional tool. 

			In the middle of the floor sat something large and ominous, something halfway between a cannon and a rifle. Trevelyan crouched beside it, long-nosed tongs in one hand and eyes on the silver barrel, appearing to give it his full attention. Very angry attention it was too, Elizabeth thought, until she got closer and realized firstly that Katarina stood just behind Trevelyan and secondly that they were arguing.

			“Well, they can’t stay here,” Trevelyan said, voice raised to be heard above the clatter. “I can’t be bothered childminding. I have work to do if we’re to  —”

			“Were you suggesting I ought to be childminding?” Katarina folded her arms and stared at the back of Trevelyan’s head, but he did not turn to look at her. “I have my own work to do to ensure tonight’s success.”

			Trevelyan straightened from the contraption and reached to exchange his tongs for an even more unlikely looking tool. “Take them with you.”

			Katarina rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, that will be inconspicuous.”     

			Elizabeth shifted from one foot to the other. They hadn’t seemed to notice her yet. Perhaps she ought to back away and then make a bit of noise as she walked toward them? Although it didn’t seem to worry them to be having this conversation in William’s earshot — was he not here? She glanced around for him.

			He stood where the bright lights fell away into shadows, holding a scribbled-over piece of paper in his hands and pretending to read it, but — judging by the stiffness of his posture — actually listening to Trevelyan and Katarina discuss his care as though he were a pet dog inconveniently left on their doorstep. Elizabeth was sure she did not make any noise, but just then William looked up as though he had heard her. He opened his mouth in what she presumed was intended to be a greeting, then took in what she was wearing and choked.

			It was, she supposed, the effect achieved by those fast young ladies who were said to dampen their muslins. Certainly William could never have seen so much of her lower half before, and so perhaps it was understandable that he turned the color of lobster and redirected his eyes hastily to the paper in his hand. But Elizabeth felt her own face grow hot at his disapproval. Well, perhaps it wasn’t modest, but it was wonderfully easy to move in and eminently practical, and he must know she didn’t mean anything harmful by it.

			“Oh, good,” Katarina’s voice said dryly, and Elizabeth saw she was looking at William rather than at herself. “It fits.”

			Trevelyan flicked a look upward. “Oh, good,” he echoed. “Another distraction. Take the children out of here, Katarina, I have work to do.”

			“I assure you, sir,” William said stiffly, “we have no intention of disturbing you. Miss Barton and I can wait in the outer room until Madame Katarina and Mr. Maxwell return from their  —”

			“You’re going out?” Elizabeth blurted, taking a step forward. William stared at her, but she didn’t care. She kept her eyes fixed on Katarina’s. “May I come? Please?”

			“Elizabeth,” William said, “have you gone mad? We were almost stepped on by a metal giant firing artillery. London is in the middle of a  —”

			“But they’ve stopped fighting for the moment,” Elizabeth said. “It’s safe enough for Mr. Maxwell and Madame Katarina to go out, so it’s safe enough for someone to be with them. I’d stay close,” she promised, turning back to Katarina. “I wouldn’t go running off, and if something happened, well, you have that pistol. You said you were a good shot with it. Please. I just want to go for a bit of a walk and see  —”

			“Dressed like that?” William demanded. Katarina looked at him, and the flush reappeared on his cheekbones. “Er,” he began. “I didn’t quite mean  —” 

			“Yes, you did,” Katarina informed him dryly. “But times have changed, Mr. Carrington. It isn’t quite so scandalous as it would have been in your time, for two women dressed in trousers to go walking alone. At least, not in this part of the city.”

			“And that’s the point,” Elizabeth persisted. “I’m dressed like you. I’ll look like I belong here. I won’t do anything you say is unsafe, I promise. I just want to see it. This is the only new place I’ve ever been, and the only new place I ever will be where I can just go walking without a chaperone and dressed in trousers, and I — I need to — I just want to  —”

			“See the world down the rabbit hole?” Katarina supplied, looking amused. Elizabeth furrowed her brows. “Alice in  —” Katarina started to explain, and stopped. “Never mind, it would have been after your time. A book I had as a child. ‘This brave new world,’ then, how about that?”

			“Yes,” Elizabeth said. “This brave new world.”

			Katarina studied her with eyes that seemed to strip away her skin and peer inside. “All right,” she said abruptly. “Very well. You can come.”

			“Then I shall accompany you also,” William said. 

			“No, Mr. Carrington, I’m afraid I can’t permit that.” Katarina’s voice was cream-smooth. “We’ve no men’s clothing that will fit you, and your coat is seventy years out of date. You’ll attract too much attention. But I assure you I can do everything needful to keep Miss Barton safe. I am, as she points out, an excellent shot.”

			“That’s not the point,” William said. “I have a responsibility to  —”

			“I understand, but there is truly nothing you can do. We haven’t another pistol here to lend you, even if  —”

			There was an instant’s worth of terrible pause.

			“Even if I could prime it,” William finished for her. “Which I can’t. Of course. Forgive my presumption, Madame Katarina; I am sure you have the situation well in hand.” He turned his back and plucked a sheet of paper at random off the nearest pile. 

			Katarina stood still. “I didn’t mean that,” she said.

			William barely glanced up. “Yes, you did. Why should you not? You said nothing untrue. There is nothing I can do to aid you, and you are perfectly capable of seeing to Miss Barton’s safety. I should doubtless only distract you.”

			“The lot of you,” Trevelyan growled, “should stop distracting me this instant if there’s to be any chance of testing tonight. Katarina  —”

			“Yes, of course.” Katarina glanced once more at William before turning for the door. “Come, Miss Elizabeth.” 

			Elizabeth hesitated. She wanted to say something — anything — to mend matters with William, but she had no notion what words would be suitable to the task. She wanted to meet his eyes at least, but William did not look up from the scribbled diagram clenched in his fist. Katarina was not slowing her steps, and in another instant the opportunity she represented would be gone for good. Elizabeth turned and ran after her, out into the brave new world. 

		


		
			Chapter 6

			
			 London, August 27, 1885

			
			The air was as thick and acrid as though a fire had broken out somewhere near. Elizabeth coughed as it struck her throat, but Katarina seemed to notice nothing amiss, only glancing quickly up and down the street before she drew the door shut after her. Elizabeth could not imagine why she bothered to look about. It was not yet sunrise, and between the dim light and the smoky cloud, visibility was uncertain at best.

			“It’s hard to breathe,” she ventured. 

			Katarina nodded absently. “I thought we’d be in for a bit of fog this morning. It’s always like this before a storm. We’re frankly lucky it’s no worse. In a real London particular, you couldn’t see your hand before your face.”

			“Fog?” Elizabeth was familiar with fog, a cool friendly gray thing that rolled in off the sea when the weather was right. If this was fog, the phenomenon had changed some in seventy years. 

			“Have you never been to London?” Katarina asked, surprised. “I should think, even in your time  —” She broke off in response to Elizabeth’s headshake.

			“I don’t come out until next year.”

			“You’ve never even been to your London?” Katarina repeated. “Aren’t you in for an education then. Right, well, there won’t be much reason for you to say anything at all, but if anyone asks, you’ve  …  just come up from the country. From Kent. No reason to invent more than you must. We work together, and I’m showing you about.”

			“What, ah  …” Elizabeth thought about novels, and naughtier tales of which she was supposed to know nothing. How in the world did one ask the question? “What sort of work?”

			Katarina gave her a sardonic look. “Singing. I sing in a music hall. So do you.” She turned and led the way down the fog-bound alley.

			Elizabeth scurried after her. “On a stage?”

			Katarina flicked the look at her again. “Yes, on a stage. Where did you think?”

			“I only meant  …  is it a respectable  …  I mean  …  I’m not trying to offend you. I just wondered if things had changed. Like the breeches. Is it a respectable profession for a respectable woman, performing on a stage?”

			“Not really.”

			“Oh.”

			The fog around them whined with the same muted rat-tat-tat that characterized the corridor outside Trevelyan’s workshop. Elizabeth felt it like an itch in her eardrums, an incipient headache behind her eyes. She looked about, trying to find the source of the sound, but the mist stymied her. A few wisps blew aside long enough for her to make out tall brick buildings, leaning forward as though watching her pass, but she saw nothing else before the curtain fell again. 

			Then the ground shivered under her feet, and a familiar ponderous thunder cut through drone and fog and straight to the marrow of her bones. She froze, looking in all directions — Where is it? 

			“It’s all right,” Katarina said, hand on her arm, drawing her along. “We’re in no danger so long as we stay out of their way. We’re not breaking curfew once the sun is up.”

			Elizabeth took a breath, almost choking as the heavy air hit the back of her throat. She grimaced and coughed. “Madame Katarina, there are a great many questions I  —”

			“Not just now,” Katarina cut her off. They turned the corner.

			The air smelled different here, something salty and fishy underlying the smokiness. The fog wafting against Elizabeth’s face went cool, almost fresh, almost what she expected fog to be like. She sensed wide open space in front of her, though on either side looming buildings seemed to still watch her every move. Shouts of men and cries of gulls reverberated through the mist. And there was something else. Lapping water?

			The scene before her came gradually into focus. She made out the masts of the ships first, then the ships themselves — huge, lean, beautiful things, wood gleaming and brass glittering wherever the fog parted enough to allow light to touch, much bigger and much sleeker than the ships she had seen in her own time, and with much larger sails. Finally she made out the lines of the docks and the men walking to and fro along them, unloading cargo from a particularly large ship whose figurehead was a snarling lion.  

			The breeze changed direction, now carrying a smell of rotting fish. Katarina advanced through the last line of warehouses and into the open, and Elizabeth followed. The men unloading cargo were dressed like laborers, like Trevelyan, but their shoulders slumped in a way Trevelyan’s had not. They gave Elizabeth and Katarina one sidelong glance each, then returned their eyes to the work at hand. 

			They moved in a rhythm, as though somewhere a drum Elizabeth could not hear beat out a cadence over the ever-present hum — not fast, but unfaltering. Four of them were positioned on the gangplank of one of the great ships, passing cargo hand to hand down its length to the dock, where six more walked in a ragged circle between the plank and a nearby warehouse. Whenever a piece of cargo reached the end of the gangplank, there was a man there to take hold of it. He walked it to the warehouse with measured steps, disappeared inside with it, and shortly afterward reappeared for the next load. No one hurried. No one missed a beat. The only thing they did out of rhythm was to cough, wet strangled sounds that overlapped each other. 

			Until one pleasant-faced young fellow glanced at them as he left the warehouse, and stumbled to a halt. Elizabeth nearly stumbled herself, so clear had the nonexistent drumbeat seemed to her ears. The young man smiled a bit, gap-toothed beneath his freckles. “Katarina!” he said and hurried over to them, pulling off his cap. The cap was nearly black with grime, as was the face it had shielded and the hand that held it, and the mouse-colored hair beneath was dull and lank and greasy. But he had a pleasant voice as well as a pleasant face, Elizabeth thought, and certainly his admiration seemed sincere. “Been a while, love,” he said, smiling at Katarina. “Missed hearing you sing.” 

			“Well, come by the hall, then, what’s stopping you?” Katarina countered, and Elizabeth started. The low, melodic voice was gone, replaced by something higher, common-accented, almost a guttersnipe sound. 

			“Don’t let you in for free, do they?” the man said. “Not last time I checked, leastaways. But I’ve got myself some work now, as you can see. So tonight, maybe?”

			“You might not want to go out tonight,” Katarina said. “There’s a storm coming.”

			The man looked at her. “Is there?”

			“Can’t you feel it, and you a dockworker?”

			The man nodded, glancing out at the oily surface of the river. “I suppose I can, now you mention it. Tonight, you think? In that case  …  it might well be a good night to stay in. I’ll come see you another time.”

			“I’m not going anywhere,” Katarina said, putting her head to one side to smile at him. 

			The man nodded again, but as though he hardly heard her. His eyes flicked to Elizabeth. “And who’s  —”

			“Hey!” The bellow from the dockside made all three of them jump. A broadly built figure strode down the gangplank and onto the dock, and the rhythm crashed to a stop as he barreled through it. But it had been fragmenting even before he shouted, Elizabeth thought. She had been vaguely aware of the dissolution, though she could not have said why. Then she realized. Katarina’s admirer had disordered the pattern as subtly and thoroughly as any couple sneaking away from a quadrille at a country dance. 

			The big man stopped in the middle of the paused workers, stabbing a finger toward his delinquent dancer. “Stop wasting your time with the ladies, Johnson, and get your arse back here!”

			Johnson grimaced a farewell at Katarina. “Coming, sir!” he called, and turned on his heel. Before his boot had struck the pavement more than twice, the others had begun to reconstruct the rhythm. Before Elizabeth could have counted to five, it was as flawless as though it had never been disordered. 

			At Elizabeth’s side, Katarina dipped her fingers into the hollow formed by the top lacing of her bodice, and came up with a tiny watch on a chain. “We’ll be able to catch most of the others as they head for work or come back from it,” she said. “The shift change whistle doesn’t blow until six.” Without any further explanation, she led Elizabeth away from the docks and back into the narrow, pinched rabbit warren of warehouses. It did not take very long for the squawk of gulls to be subsumed beneath the distant, unceasing rattle and the occasional thunder of giant feet.

			[image: Dingbat]

			William stalked through the laboratory door with all the dignity he could muster, choosing at the last moment not to slam it, mentally adding one more item to the list of things he could not do. One, protect England from the French. Two, dance a quadrille. Three, protect Elizabeth Barton from 1885. Four, serve as an assistant to a Welsh laborer. 

			He didn’t know the names of the tools, of course, nor which were likely to be needed for the accomplishment of any particular task. His masters at Eton had not instructed him on such matters. Nor was his right hand capable of holding anything steady, and when he attempted the feat with his clumsy left, the item in question had slipped through his fingers and wedged itself into the mechanism below. It was really no surprise that Trevelyan had responded by inviting him to remove himself, though the form of the invitation made William’s ears burn.

			He stood now in the living room, staring at the litter of tools and grime on every available surface, annoyed with himself for not at least gleaning more knowledge from the encounter. That Trevelyan was building a weapon was obvious enough, and the drawings on the walls — of metal giants, or pieces of metal giants, or pieces of metal giants with the metallic skin missing and the interior workings shown — indicated against which of London’s two monsters the weapon was intended to be used. But William was no further along in discovering the parameters of the conflict than that, and Trevelyan had flatly refused to answer questions.

			Very well, then, perhaps this room would tell him something. William considered the empty crates, the half-filled cups of cold tea, and the scattering of tools whose names he did not know. Then he made for the bookshelf. He had never seen one so devoid of reading material — only two volumes, and those two textbooks on machinery that assumed a grounding in subjects also not taught at Eton. William set them aside and only then noticed a third tome, hidden by shadows from the casual glance. He drew it out, raising a cloud of dust.

			This one was a scrapbook. William took it over to the table, used it to push the dirty crockery aside, and opened it. Each page contained a pasted-in clipping from a newspaper, most only headlines, a few with the article following, none with any annotation or commentary. None with any of the dates preserved either, so it was hard to tell how old this news might be. Still, it was news — it was history — and William settled in to read. Any illumination shone on this mad new world would be more than he currently had. He turned the pages quickly, running his eye over the headline and initial words of each cutting.

			LORD SEWARD ATTACKS PILOT BILL, read the first. Below, in smaller text, appeared the words, Peer Gives Impassioned Speech to House of Lords. 

			PILOT BILL PASSES, read the second. 

			INGLEHAM WAREHOUSE DESTROYED IN FIRE; ARSON SUSPECTED 

			PHILATHROPIST ENDOWS CHARITY FOR THOSE LEFT JOBLESS AFTER INGLEHAM FIRE. Some of the article appeared below this one: Lord Seward today announced the formation of the Ingleham Fire Charity, for the relief of those whose livelihoods were destroyed by the conflagration  …

			BOILER EXPLOSION ABOARD THE ALICIA BELL, read the fifth headline. CARGO LOST, ALL HANDS SAFE.

			LANFORD AND SONS FAILS. Lanford and Sons today closed its doors, citing the loss of its three largest ships to freak accidents over the past year  … 

			TRAIN ROBBER TRIAL OPENS; ROBERTSON TESTIFIES AGAINST CLAYBOURNE 

			SURPRISE CLAYBOURNE WITNESS Lord Seward today took the stand as principle witness for the defense, speaking to Jonathan Claybourne’s character  … 

			CLAYBOURNE ACQUITTED.

			FACTORY REFORM BILL FAILS IN HOUSE OF LORDS VOTE.

			ANONYMOUS TIP AVERTS SABOTAGE Acting on anonymous information, Inspector John Barnes arrived at Murchinson Matchworks in time to arrest five men preparing to engage in acts of sabotage  …

			 MURCHINSON SABOTEUR CLAIMS TO HAVE BEEN HIRED BY “ROBERT LOCKSLEY.” In exchange for a reduced prison sentence, Murchinson saboteur Frank Turner today testified that he was offered twenty pounds for said act of sabotage by a man identifying himself as “Robert Locksley” …

			 WHITEHALL BREACHED; AERIAL PLANS STOLEN The explosion that rocked Pall Mall in the early hours of Friday morning was said to have caused nothing but property damage. However, The Times has learned — through an exclusive interview with a minor government official — that when the smoke cleared, plans for an experimental new Aerial Defense System were found to have been abstracted from the government office in which they were kept. Whitehall clerk Richard Courtland, missing since the morning of the bombing, is suspected of a connection with this appalling theft  … 

			AERIAL PLAN TRAITOR RUMORED TO BE IN FRANCE It is unknown how Mr. Courtland could have escaped this country without the knowledge of the port officials, but  …

			The next clipping, incongruously, appeared to be from the Society page: 

			Despite his generous donation, Lord Seward was not present at the opening, having departed for the Riviera on Friday.

			 The final clipping was a letter to the editor — a long and rather rambling one. 

			Dear Sir, 

			As the police are not interested in my discoveries, I bring them to you in the hope that you may communicate them to the world. Only if we are forearmed with knowledge have we any chance of withstanding the forces working to destroy our Empire from within.

			For some years now I have noticed a certain similarity among various crimes of robbery, forgery, espionage, and sabotage — a certain flair to their preparation that could never have belonged to the fools arrested for their execution, signs of an intelligence working behind the scenes, an immense organizing power moving agents like pieces on a chess-board and throwing its shield over those apprehended by the law. I am certain now that what I have suspected is the truth. He sits motionless, a spider in the center of a web that covers all London and extends throughout the country and even farther. His pawns may be caught, arrested, punished, but the spider is never so much as suspected. The spider has a name, and it is Locksley. 

			Locksley! Locksley! The word is on the lips of half those arrested for arson or forgery or robbery. It whispers like the wind through grass in the stews of the East End. He has built a kingdom for himself in that seething mass of vice, and it is dedicated to nothing less than the overthrow of the Empire. Unless it is discovered who wears the mask of Locksley, he will succeed in reducing this city and then all of England to chaos. Every man, woman, and child is in danger until this monster is apprehended  … 

			 The letter might have continued, but the cutting ended there, with no name given. William sat back, closed the scrapbook, and stared at the scratches running along the faded green cover. 

			In the year 1885, he thought, London is a warfront. More: in the year 1885, London is occupied. Someone has imposed a curfew on the city, enforcing it with metal giants that fire weapons second-cousin to artillery. 

			These newspaper clippings show a weakening of various institutions of government and industry. Arson, ships sunk, military documents stolen. At least one person thinks it all deliberate. Could that all have happened first, and then been followed by a coup d’état? He thought of the guerilla warfare he had seen in Spain. One weakened the pillars of the temple whenever possible, before bringing it down with a frontal assault. He was mixing metaphors almost as badly as the writer of that letter, but he didn’t bother to rephrase the thought to himself. 

			He read through the letter again, more slowly. The writer did not sound overly reliable, but assuming he had stumbled onto something true, “Locksley” might have been a foreign agent. Perhaps French? Sent to weaken key pillars in government and trade? He wished the clippings had contained dates, so he could understand how long ago this happened. Perhaps the government had been overthrown and the Crown was now in exile, like the House of Bourbon had once been? He thought he had identified Trevelyan’s role in all of this now. The mantle of guerilla soldier fit Trevelyan’s shoulders very well. Developing a weapon against the metal giants? Perhaps in the service of the Crown-in-exile? 

			But why the clippings about the philanthropist Seward? William re-opened the book and read them over again, frowning. He couldn’t say for certain without more information.

			There was one obvious way to obtain more information, to test the theories he had formed. William glanced in the direction of Trevelyan’s laboratory, weighing approaches. Trevelyan respected competence, which William had not been demonstrating earlier; hence Trevelyan’s impatience. But if he returned and ambushed the tinkerer with competence now, he might just startle some answers out of the fellow. 

			He picked up the scrapbook and took it to Trevelyan’s laboratory, wedging it under his right arm and using his left hand to open the door. Trevelyan was now standing at the workbench just inside the room, flipping through the mess of paper on its surface, fingers moving so fast through the sketches that they seemed to be juggling shadows. William stood obviously in the doorway, but Trevelyan did not look up.

			“So then,” William said, a little louder than necessary to be heard over the racket. “Your weapon is intended to bring down Locksley’s metal monsters? How many people know Locksley is Lord Seward?”

			And then Trevelyan’s startled eyes came level with his own. 

		


		
			Interlude

			
			Pendoylan, Wales, May 18, 1872

			
			“Ah, Miss Evans! Good afternoon to you.” Mrs. Pritchard waddled up to the counter like an amiable partridge. “Here for your letters, are you?”

			That was generally what took a person into a post office, but uttering such a waspish response did not even cross Brenda Evans’ mind. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Pritchard. Yes, I am.”

			“You’re in luck today!” Mrs. Pritchard turned, sorting through the pigeon-holes behind her with as much eagerness as though the luck had been hers. “There’s a letter come for you from your Gavin. He’ll be home for the summer holidays before very long, won’t he?”

			“Next week.” Brenda knew she was turning pink with pleasure, but saw no reason to hide it. A letter from Gavin did indeed make it a lucky day. She took it from Mrs. Pritchard, smiling at the distinctive bold script on the envelope. “Then home for good and all this time next year.”

			“And that’ll be lovely, won’t it?” Mrs. Pritchard sighed with sympathetic happiness. “No other letters for you, dearie, just the paper for your dad. Awful news up north, isn’t it?” She clucked her tongue at the headline, and Brenda murmured agreement without really looking at it. There was always awful news from north of Moore’s Wall. Nearly every year, the English sent a troop of soldiers over the Wall to try to take back the Highlands. Nearly every year, they made some small progress at first, but then the wild monster clans rose in force and drove them back. This had been going on for as long as Brenda could remember, and she did not find it very interesting to read about. 

			The bell over the door jingled, and Mrs. Pritchard turned her attention to her new customer. “Ah, Mrs. Jones! Here for your letters, are you? My best to your mum, Miss Evans, and tell her I’ll be seeing her at the Ladies’ Aid tomorrow.” Mrs. Jones held the door, and Brenda slipped around her and outside. 

			The loveliest sort of evening was coming on, cool clean air and soft blue sky. Spring had finally taken hold, with little green shoots visible in gardens and wildflowers clustered by the side of the path Brenda took home from the village. It was time she got back to help her mother put tea on the table, but she lingered for just a moment, admiring the sparkle of sunlight through green leaves. Between the pleasant weather, the newly trimmed hat on her head, and the letter from Gavin in her pocket, Miss Brenda Evans was very close to perfectly happy.

			Not that she was in truth “Miss Evans.” She and Gavin had been married very quietly the year before — everyone hereabouts knew that, and the plain gold band on her finger would have told them even if they hadn’t. She ought to have been “missus.” But they wouldn’t be able to set up housekeeping until he took his degree next spring. She lived still in her father’s house, and mostly the same as she had done before the wedding; and so most folk tended to forget, as a day-to-day matter. As far as the neighbors were concerned, she was “Miss Evans,” and she generally thought of herself that way too. It was still something of a surprise to see her married name on an envelope, in Gavin’s forcible scrawl. He was the only one who used it, and it made her feel warm to think of him proudly writing it out.

			Theirs was an unusual situation, to be sure. A few of the folk who said “Miss Evans” did so with a meaningful pause before the title to indicate their disapproval. Brenda knew, but could not bring herself to mind. Her parents did not disapprove, so what else mattered? It was unusual to agree to a marriage between one’s daughter and a man who could not yet support a wife — a betrothal would have been the more routine arrangement — but Gavin’s prospects were excellent. His parents were dead, but a seafaring uncle had left him a legacy in trust to pay school fees and the part of university not covered by scholarship, the principle to come to him when he turned twenty-one. Even had there been no principle, the university degree catapulted Gavin straight to the status of “excellent match.” When he took his degree, he was almost certain to obtain a government-sponsored engineering post in Cardiff or London. Brenda’s mother hoped for Cardiff, which wasn’t too far off for a week-end visit; Brenda herself was excited by the idea of living in London. 

			Though she had been told London was smelly and noisy, and if Gavin decided to settle there, she would doubtless miss this placid green peace and the smell of freshly turned earth. It was therefore only sensible to store up memories of walking in the countryside at twilight, in case she needed them for comfort later on. So that was a good reason — well, no, it wasn’t really; truthfully, it was being naughty, but she could pretend it was a good reason — to go home the long way, by the Davies’. 

			This time of day, their duck pond was perfect mirror of the sky, flat as glass with pink-tinged clouds floating through it. Brenda peeped at her own reflection, admiring all over again the pink ribbons with which she had trimmed last year’s hat. The ribbons had been a birthday gift from Gavin, all the way from London, and no other girl in the village had ones so fine. 

			A duck sailed through her reflected face, and Brenda had to laugh at herself for vanity. She lingered another moment, watching the duck flip itself upside-down in its search for food and listening to a bird trilling in a nearby tree. Before her stretched the Davies’ fields, brown and fresh and homely and everything that was spring. Up above them rose the green hills and low mountains that made South Wales so distinctively beautiful. Brenda had never travelled farther than Cardiff, but she was sure there was nothing in England or any other part of the wide world to compare. 

			From here it was only just possible to see how the tops of those mountains were scarred by coal mines. It wasn’t possible at all to see the barracks used to house the tame Wellingtons who worked them. When the mines had first opened, years ago, the miners had been Welsh — men, women, and even tiny children, toiling away in the darkness below the ground from the age of six or even younger. Brenda shuddered at the thought, and drew a breath of fresh air with particular pleasure. How inhuman, to treat children that way. It was much better for Wales to have the monsters work the mines, leaving human families free to farm in the fresh air. 

			Free to go off to Cardiff and work in the factories, too, of course. Many young men and some young women did just that, and that work was hard and the hours long, but at least those who went were old enough to choose for themselves, not tiny mites. Much better to have the monsters do the truly dangerous work, particularly as they were bred to it and it did them no harm. They were mostly contented with their lives, Brenda understood, not like the nasty wild ones in Scotland. It was the difference between a housecat and the cath pulag out of the old tale of Pa Gwr, so people said, and you only had to look at the newspaper’s headline to see the truth of that. THE NORTH IS BURNING, it said, and it went on to tell of horrible things done to English soldiers by the wild monsters. Brenda thought it would be much better if the English would stop with their attempts to retake the Highlands, just retreat to their side of Moore’s Wall and have done, but she supposed they must have some reason to keep trying. She glanced through the first few words of the article, then shuddered and turned her eyes back to the sky above the duck pond. It was a waste of a lovely evening to fret over far off things she could do nothing about. She was glad that she did not live there and never would, and even gladder that her husband was an educated man and not a soldier, so he would never have to go there either.

			She couldn’t wait a moment longer. She pulled out Gavin’s letter and settled down on a rock right there by the duck pond to read it. It would hardly make her any tardier returning home than she already was, for Gavin’s letters were never very long. He was brilliant at anything having to do with numbers or carpentry or what they taught at university, but rubbish at putting words to paper in any sort of eloquent manner. Brenda didn’t care. She wouldn’t have wanted a long poetic letter, for a long poetic letter wouldn’t have been the least like Gavin.

			Nor had he sent one. His scrawl covered only a sheet and spoke mostly about some work he was doing with a professor, work that seemed likely to lead to a post after he took his degree. The post, if he got it, would keep him in London, but perhaps they might contrive to take lodgings outside the city — somewhere pleasant — and he could take the train in every morning. Just exactly like a gentleman with business in the city! Should she like that? He was very much looking forward to talking it over with her next week. “Yours ever, G.”

			She was reading it over for the third time, feeling the air cool around her and thinking that she really ought to be getting home to help her mother with tea, when a hand dropped onto her shoulder and she jumped nearly out of her skin.

			“Oh, I’m sorry!” a deep voice said as she squirmed around. “My dear young lady, I am so sorry. I did not mean to startle you.”

			His back was to the sun and she could see nothing of his face. For that moment, he was only a black, broad-shouldered figure outlined in flame, and every tale she had ever heard of things one might meet in the wood flashed through her mind.

			Then he shifted to one side, and Brenda scolded herself for a goose. He was nothing fearful, only an ordinary looking man of middle age, broad-shouldered and white-haired, with an agreeable, unremarkable face. An Englishman by his speech — and a wealthy one, for his sleek black coat was like nothing she had ever seen in her life. It must, she thought, be the latest London fashion. 

			His hand was still on her shoulder. She tried to shrug out from underneath it and rise, but he was standing in such a way that she could not easily get her feet underneath her. “Miss Evans, isn’t it?” he said pleasantly.

			“Yes, sir,” Brenda said. Her initial alarm had been banished by his ordinariness, but now it came creeping back. The stranger smiled at her, but only with his lips and not his eyes, and it occurred to her that the duck pond was somewhat isolated, that no one had passed by in all the time she had spent daydreaming, that the afternoon had faded into the hour when most folk retreated behind doors for their tea  …  

			“I have the honor to count your husband among my friends,” the white-haired man explained. “I have seen the little miniature he keeps by him; I would know you anywhere. Though it scarcely does you justice, of course, madam.”

			She would have been charmed by the compliment had it been delivered in a roomful of other people, in daylight. Alone in the wood it pressed itself ominously against her, like the fingers on her shoulder-blade. 

			“It is a piece of luck to find you here,” the stranger went on. “I was going to call upon you, was just now seeking my way to your parents’ house. I saw your husband in London yesterday, you see, and he asked me to bring you a message since I was traveling this way.”

			Gavin’s letter crackled as Brenda’s hand tightened on it. Gavin’s letter, written only the day before, conspicuously omitting any introduction of a friend. “Indeed,” she said, trying not to let her voice quaver. “How fortunate, Mr. — ?”

			“Jones,” the man said with no hesitation at all, but Brenda didn’t believe him for a moment. It was a Welsh name, and there was nothing of Wales in his speech.

			“Mr. Jones.” She took a deep breath, trying to act as though nothing troubled her. “I’m always pleased to know a friend of Gavin’s. And — and I’m sure my parents would invite you to tea. We’d, ah  —” She took another breath. “— we’d best start walking that way. I’m quite late already, and they’re bound to come looking for me if I’m not back soon.” 

			He didn’t step back to allow her to rise. He didn’t take his hand from her shoulder. Brenda ducked her head, trying to wriggle upright and through the slender gap between the man’s looming figure and the rock on which she sat. She wasn’t sure if she would have chanced running had she been able to get away from him; but as it was, she stumbled on her skirt, twisting her ankle, and the stranger caught her by her upper arms.

			They stood there frozen for a moment, face to face, his fingers biting into her arms and his eyes burning as he studied her.

			“Thank you,” she said, and tried to pull away. “Thank you, sir, I’m fine, there’s no need   —” Let me go, she meant, let me go, she wanted to say, but she feared to betray her distrust. What would happen after she did? “— I’m fine, thank you.”

			He released her at last, but still stood looking down at her, blocking the path that led home. To one side was the duck pond, to the other a great open pasture. Behind her snaked the road back to the village. Nobody would be walking it this time of day. All the men would be crossing fields to their own homes. If she screamed, would anyone hear her?

			“Listen to me,” the stranger said abruptly. “Gavin sent me to take you and your mother and father away from here. Just for a day or two. You’re in danger. You need to come away somewhere safe.”

			“What?” Brenda stared at him.

			He nodded. “It’s true. Your life is in danger, Miss Evans. You need to come away from here. I have money enough for train fares  —”

			“Train fares?”

			“— you can spend a day or so in London. I’ll take you up to Gavin in London, and you can surprise him.”

			“I can surprise him? Who are you?” The stranger didn’t answer. Brenda backed away, crumpling her letter between her sweating hands. “I had a letter from Gavin this very day. He didn’t mention any danger, and he didn’t mention anything about you, Mr. Jones. I don’t know who you are, or what kind of joke you’re having with me, but it’s not a very funny one. Now go away. I have to get home for tea.” He was still blocking her path. His eyes burned with intensity, but the rest of his face sagged in a way that looked so very tired. “My father will come looking for me if I’m not home directly,” she said. He still didn’t step aside to let her pass. She stood trembling for one moment. Then she darted for the pasture fence at the same time he dove for her. 

			His hand snapped in the air just above her arm. She twisted and eluded him and ran two steps before he seized a fistful of her gown. She writhed in his grip, but his arm across her chest was like iron. “Help me!” she shrieked. “Mr. Davies! Johnny! Help  —”

			The stranger’s calloused palm clapped over her mouth like a blow, with enough force to rattle her teeth. “I shan’t hurt you,” he breathed in her ear as she thrashed against him. “I’m here to see to it nothing happens to you. I’ve gone about this all wrong, Brenda, and I’m sorry, but I only mean to — oof!”

			Her boot heel connected with his knee, a strike more of luck and desperation than cunning, but it was enough to free her mouth for an instant. “Help!” she cried again, lunging from his arms in the direction of the pasture. It was a large field, but she could see the Davies’ house. Surely someone there would hear.

			He really struck her that time, hard enough that her head snapped back and she reeled with the shock of it. She could summon no resistance for a moment or two, and he dragged her away from the fence and the safety beyond it. He was holding her only with the one arm, she realized dimly. The hand that had been over her mouth, the hand he had used to strike her, was fumbling at his waistcoat pocket. Brenda felt sick. She was a married woman, after all, with enough experience to guess what he wanted. One heard of fearful stories of girls gone to cities in search of work — but those things happened in cities, not villages — 

			Head spinning, she threw herself against his restraining arm. “Help me!”

			She couldn’t get her vision clear. The field before her seemed to tilt and wobble and tilt again. But there were spots in the middle of it. Moving spots. People. Running toward her.

			The stranger jerked something from his pocket — Oh God, Brenda thought, a pistol? But no. It was something else. She couldn’t see what, but the stranger was fiddling with something he held in his left hand as Johnny Davies leapt the fence and struck him with a spade. 

			[image: Dingbat]

			They put him in a holding cell in the village, one that had never before had the honor of containing anything more interesting than a drunkard. Constable James, who had also never had the honor of looking after anything more interesting than a drunkard, settled stolidly in to guard him until a sergeant could be fetched down from Cardiff.

			The stranger talked with scarcely a pause for breath, staring at James with pleading eyes. “I’m sorry I scared her,” he said. “But she is in danger. It doesn’t matter what you do to me, but you’ve got to send her away from here.”

			James carefully noted down all the wild words, but did not reply.

			“You’re all in danger!” the man said suddenly. “The monsters in the coal mines are at the point of bursting their bonds! They will break free tonight, they will swarm down from the mountains and take what they want from this village — food, money, women, revenge — you are all in danger. You have to find a safe place for everyone to gather, a place you can defend. Pendoylan will be burning by midnight.”

			James noted those words as well. The man kept repeating them, with only slight variations and in an increasingly hoarse voice, for hours. Every time he came up with a new phrase, James wrote it down. For the rest of the time, the constable kept his eyes fixed on the wall above the stranger’s head and gave him no encouragement. 

			  l

			Brenda’s mother had fed her brandy and then tucked her into bed with the extra blankets and the hot water bottle that shock and distress required. Despite them, Brenda had felt chilled through. Her mother had sat in the rocking chair, singing her lullabies as she had done at bedtimes long ago, and somewhere in the middle of them, Brenda had dropped off to sleep. 

			She woke with a jump, to find her bedchamber lit by a red glow. 

			The hands of the little clock at her bedside pointed to a quarter past two, and she had the sense of having just woken from a nightmare. The red glow was real, however. It came from the window, from a gap in the curtains. It was not unlike the blue moonlight that sometimes bathed the room — but this was the wrong week for that. The moon had been only the slenderest crescent the night before, and besides, the color was wrong  … Wondering dazedly if something had happened to the moon, Brenda got out of the bed and went to the window. 

			She saw a halo of orange and red blazing from the peak of the mountaintop, stretching high into the sky. Smaller orange blotches shimmered here and there on the side, wending their way downward, toward Pendoylan.  

			[image: Dingbat]

			The Evans’ house was the one nearest the mountain; they never had a chance. Brenda had only just convinced her parents that she had not been dreaming, that they must come and look from her window, when the first monster broke down the kitchen door. He was followed by a swarm of others. They left the family dead and the house in flames. 

			Nearby dwellings fared almost as badly, though there were some survivors who streamed away from the holocaust of their homes.  By the time the monsters reached the village proper, the alarm had been given and the men were organized with fowling pieces. Fewer people died after that point, but the damage to homes and farms was considerable. 

			The man in the cell shouted all night for someone to let him out, in tones piercing enough to be heard outside the prison. He fell silent as the sun rose, however, and spoke no word afterward. When Constable James, burnt and bloodied from the night’s fighting, stumbled back to his post around midday, he found the cell empty and the lock still fastened. His prisoner had somehow managed to vanish from behind the bars. No one in Pendoylan or out of it ever looked into solving the mystery, however. The “tame” monsters had burst their bonds all over the countryside, and Wales had bigger problems to occupy its attention. The south was burning.  

		


		
			Chapter 7

			
			London, August 27, 1885

			
			The fog pressed hot and choking, worse every minute. Elizabeth cleared her throat again and again, but could not get rid of the tickling almost-need to cough. Walls of black-smeared brick and weather-worn wood pressed close on either side, so close that she could have stretched out her arms and spanned the alleyway had she wanted to trail her fingers through the layer of soot that coated them. The ever-present rattling drone bothered her less now, but the thunder that heralded the approach of the metal giants still made her jump, and still left her ears ringing when it passed. She craned her head upward each time it broke upon her, and had twice caught a glimpse of a sapphire-and-copper head through gaps in the buildings and breaks in the fog, but had not yet managed anything like a good look at the things. The second time she gave up the attempt and turned her eyes back to the alley before her, it was to find that Katarina had vanished.

			Elizabeth caught her breath and darted forward. Panicking would be foolish, of course; she would not panic. Katarina could not be more than a few steps ahead, must be only briefly concealed by fog, surely would not intend to leave Elizabeth behind. But between the mist obscuring her vision and the ringing in her ears, Elizabeth felt as though all connection to the world around her had slipped away. Katarina was the only touchstone she had, the only proof that she was not marooned in a blizzard or an Arabian sandstorm or possibly fairyland. She was not panicking, but she was very relieved indeed to see Katarina’s coil of black hair come back into view — of course no more than a few steps ahead, of course having suffered no graver fate than to be hidden by fog. Katarina turned a corner, and Elizabeth scuttled after her, only just managing not to plow into the older woman when Katarina suddenly stopped.  

			They stood at the entrance to a courtyard of sorts, filled to the brim with jostling humanity. Slump-shouldered men in laborers’ clothing wandered about, smoking tiny cigars. Over their heads, laundry hung in straggling lines between buildings that sagged toward each other as though the linen was too great a burden for their frames. Two women in skirts and caps stood still, holding bawled conversations with upper-story windows, and two others — younger, their faces brightly painted — sat on what looked to be damp and uncomfortable ground, their backs to a wall, and passed a bottle from hand to hand. One of the latter wore a cheap-looking gown that appeared to have been made for her before she reached womanhood: the skirt fluttered above her knees and her bosom strained against the bodice. Her companion wore breeches and a blouse pulled low, and Elizabeth felt an uncomfortable suspicion regarding the costume she had so eagerly adopted. 

			There were children running about everywhere and other adults whose situation in life Elizabeth could not categorize, and all along the walls, piles of rubbish and great dark sacks. At first Elizabeth paid no attention to the sacks. She was absorbed in studying the girls with the bottle, for they were the first women of easy virtue she had ever personally encountered, and they did not appear to be deriving as much enjoyment from their role as Katarina seemed to derive from hers. Then one of the sacks moved, and Elizabeth jumped back from it. Looking at it more closely, she saw that it had matted hair and a bearded face and a mouth open in a yawn that turned into a racking cough. For a terrified moment, she thought it one of the dead-faced, droop-skinned monsters from the night before, but no. This face was drawn and lined, but human.

			“Men whose health has broken down such that they cannot work,” Katarina supplied in a low voice, and then clarified, “Ones who didn’t scrape up enough yesterday for a night’s lodging.”
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