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Orphans use the puppet of a dead man to take control of their lives. A girl confronts the Grand Technomancer, Most Mighty Mechanician and Highest of the High Artificier Adepts. Another girl, who might be from another universe, stuns everyone when she pulls out her handmade Reality Gun.

Welcome to fourteen steampunk visions of the past, the future, and the not quite today.

Depending on whom you believe, steampunk has been exploding into the world for the last hundred years (thank you, Monsieur Jules Verne) or maybe the last twenty-five (when the term was first used by K. W. Jeter in a letter to Locus magazine). We have had fabulous fun working with this baker’s dozen of authors, investigating some of the more fascinating nooks and crannies of the genre.

You’ll find the requisite number of gaslit alleys, intrepid urchins, steam-powered machines, and technologies that never were. Those are the basic accoutrements that no self-respecting steampunk anthology could be without, but as we assembled the book (filing down this story here, finding the right solder to put these two ideas together there), we discovered that steampunk has gone far beyond these markers. The two Philips (Reeve and Pullman, respectively) brought moving cities and armored polar bears. Alan Moore and Kevin O’Neill’s The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen brought nineteenth-century London to a halt. Cherie Priest introduced zombies (Boneshaker), Gail Carriger introduced vampires (Soulless), and Jeff and Ann VanderMeer brought it all together in Steampunk and Steampunk II.

Makers and artists have taken the romance and adventure of steampunk and remixed, reinvented, and remade the genre from whole cloth — and, yes, brass widgets. We’ve spent hours wandering through the online galleries on Etsy and Flickr, marveling at the clockwork insects, corsets, art, hats, gloves, canes, modded computers, and even a steampunk house (want!), and we love the DIY craftiness that keeps inspiring more decadent and more useful machines and toys.

The continuing reinterpretation of the steampunk idea made us ask the writers for stories that explored and expanded their own ideas of what steampunk could be. So we have a book of mad inventors, child mechanics, mysterious murderers, revolutionary motorists, steampunk fairies, and monopoly-breaking schoolgirls, whose stories are set in Canada, New Zealand, Wales, ancient Rome, future Australia, alternate California, and even the postapocalypse — everywhere except Victorian London.
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When I have seen by Time’s fell hand defac’d
The rich-proud cost of outworn buried age;
When sometime lofty towers I see down-raz’d,
And brass eternal slave to mortal rage;
When I have seen . . . the kingdom of the shore,
And the firm soil win of the watery main,
Increasing store with loss, and loss with store;
When I have seen such interchange of state,
Or state itself confounded to decay;
Ruin hath taught me thus to ruminate —
That Time will come and take my love away. . . .

— William Shakespeare, Sonnet LXIV



Time is many things, her father told her. Time is a circle, and time is a great turning gear that cannot be stopped, and time is a river that carries away what you love.

When he said that, he looked at Rose’s mother’s portrait, hanging over their fireplace mantel. He had invented his time device only a few short months after she had died. It had always been one of his greatest regrets in life, though Rose sometimes wondered whether he could have invented it at all without the all-consuming power of grief to drive him. Most of his other inventions did not work nearly as well. The garden robot often digs up flowers instead of weeds. The mechanical cook can make only one kind of soup. And the talking dolls never tell Rose what she wants to hear.

“Do you think he’s ever coming back?” says Ellen. She means Rose’s father. She is the dark-haired talking doll, the saucy one. She likes to dance around the room, showing her ankles. She arranges the sugar cubes in the tea service to form rude words. “Perhaps he has taken to drink. I hear that is common among soldiers.”

“Shush,” says Cordelia. Cordelia is the gentle doll, redheaded and quiet. “Ladies should not speak of such things.” She turns to Rose. “Would you like more tea?”

Rose accepts more tea, though it is now more like hot water flavored with a few leaves from the garden than real tea. She ran out of real tea months ago. There had been a time when food and tea and household goods were regularly delivered by the grocer’s boy from the nearby town. It was weeks after he stopped coming that Rose got up the nerve to put on her bonnet, pick a few coins from the box on the mantel, and walk alone into town.

It was then that she realized why the grocer’s boy had stopped coming.

The town was flattened. Great zigzagging cracks ran through the streets, steam still pouring out of them. Great sinkholes had opened in the ground, houses half tipped to the side.

She wondered how she hadn’t heard the destruction, though her house is more than a mile away. But then, airships flew overhead almost every night, dropping incendiaries into the nearby forest, hoping to flush out spies and deserters. Perhaps she was simply used to it.

She reached the edge of one great pit and stared down into it. She could see the top of the church spire sticking up, nearly reaching the top of the sinkhole. All around was the smell of decay. She wondered if the townsfolk had taken refuge in the church when the Wyrms came — she’d seen pictures of Wyrm fighters before, enormous, riveted copper tubes covered with incendiary bombs. She decided that her father was right. Towns were dangerous places for young ladies on their own.

“We’re very happy here, aren’t we?” says Cordelia in her tinny doll’s voice.

“Oh, yes,” says Rose, sloshing the tinted water in her cup. “Very happy.”

When Rose was eight, her father bought her a white bunny rabbit as a pet. At first she took good care of it, stroking its long silky ears with her fingers, feeding it lettuce from her hands. One day while she held it in her arms like a baby, letting it nibble a carrot from her fingertips, it sank its teeth into her skin, not knowing where the carrot ended and Rose began. She screamed and dashed it to the floor. She was immediately sorry, but it was no use: the bunny was dead, and Rose was inconsolable.

That was when her father showed her the time device.

It has been almost six months since her father left and went to the war. Though she hasn’t been marking the calendar, Rose can tell that she is outgrowing her dresses. They are too tight in the bosom now and too short. Not that it matters, when there is no one to see her.

She goes out to the garden in the morning to gather ingredients for the cook. The cook used to make all sorts of things, but now it is broken and it makes only soup — whatever you put in it comes out in a sort of thick gruel. The garden robot follows her — in fact, it does most of the work. It digs long, even furrows and plants the seeds; it crushes bugs and other pests. It uses its calipers to measure the vegetables and fruit for ripeness.

Sometimes, out in the garden, she sees smoke in the distance and hears zeppelins overhead. She finds other unusual things, marks of the war in the sky. Once she found a metal leg, torn off, lying among the carrots and vegetable marrows. She told the garden robot to get rid of it, and it dragged it away to the compost heap, leaving a trail of dark oil behind. Sometimes she finds dropped pamphlets, showing pictures of starving children or great metal hands crushing innocent families, but the words are in a language she doesn’t understand.

This time she finds a man. The garden robot notices him first, whistling in surprise like a teakettle. She nearly screams herself, it’s been so long since she saw another living creature. He looks odd to her as she draws closer. He is collapsed among the rosebushes, one shoulder of his blue uniform — so he is on her side, not an enemy soldier — dark with blood. He is moaning, so she knows he isn’t dead. The roses’ thorns have scratched and torn at him, and his blood is the brightest, reddest thing she’s seen in six months, much brighter than the roses.

“Bring him into the house,” she says to the garden robot. It clicks and whirs around him busily, but its calipers are sharp, and when it tries to close them around the soldier’s wrist, he bleeds distressingly. He cries out, without opening his eyes. His face is very young and smooth, the skin almost translucent, his hair white-blond and fair. He is wearing an airship crewman’s goggles around his neck, and she wonders what battle in the sky he fell from and how far he had to fall.

Eventually she shoos the garden robot away and approaches the soldier carefully. He has an energy rifle strapped to his belt; she undoes it and gives it to the robot to dispose of. Then she sets about the task of freeing the soldier from the tangled briars. His skin is hot when she touches him, much hotter than she remembers human skin being. But maybe it’s just been so long that she doesn’t really recall.

She half drags, half carries the soldier up the stairs and into her father’s bedroom. She hasn’t been in there since he left, and despite the ministrations of the cleaning robots, the room has a dank, fusty smell. The heavy wooden furniture seems to loom over her, as if she had suddenly become very small, like Alice in the children’s book. She gets him into the bed somehow and under the covers, using scissors to cut away the bloody parts of his uniform, baring his shoulder. He fights her weakly, like a kitten, as she does it, and she murmurs hush, and that it is for his own good.

There is a wound through the upper part of his shoulder. It is red and swollen and smells of infection. Dark-red lines radiate out from the puckered edges. Rose knows those lines mean death. She goes into her father’s study and pulls down one of the boxes from the mantel. It is slippery, polished wood, and from the inside she can hear a chittering noise, as of birds.

Back upstairs the soldier is tossing in her father’s bed, crying out unintelligible words. Rose wishes there were someone else with her, someone to hold him down as she opens the box and lets the mechanical leeches run over his body. The soldier screams and thrashes at them, but they cling tenaciously. They fasten on to the wound and the skin around it, their half-translucent coppery bodies swelling and darkening as one by one they fill with blood and fall to the side. When they are done, he is whimpering and clawing at himself. Rose sits down beside him on the bed and strokes his hair. “There, there,” she says. “There, there.”

Slowly, he calms. His eyes flutter open and then close. They are a very pale shade of blue. He is wearing copper dog tags around his neck. She lifts them and examines them carefully. His name is Jonah Lawrence, and he is a second lieutenant on the airship Skywitch. “Jonah,” she whispers, but his eyes don’t open again.

“He is going to fall in love with me,” she tells Ellen and Cordelia over tea, after the soldier has fallen asleep. “I am going to nurse him back to health, and then he will love me. That is always how it happens in books.”

“That is wonderful news,” says Cordelia. “What does it mean?”

“Love, stupid,” says Rose, annoyed. “You know what love is, don’t you?”

“She doesn’t know anything,” says Ellen, rattling her teacup with amusement. After a pause, she says, “Neither do I. What do you mean?”

Rose sighs. “Love means someone wants to be with you all the time. All they want is to make you happy and give you things. And if you go away from them, they will be miserable forever and ever.”

“That sounds terrible,” says Cordelia. “I hope it doesn’t happen.”

“Don’t say that,” says Rose. “Or I will slap you.”

“Do you love us?” Ellen asks.

The question hangs in the air, and Rose is not sure how to answer it. Finally she says, “Cordelia, you’re good with your needle. Come with me. I need you to help me sew up his wound, or it won’t heal.”

Rose sits and watches while Cordelia’s tiny hands sew up the wound in Jonah’s shoulder. The sleeping potion she had given him earlier is keeping him quiet, though Ellen sits on his elbow anyway, just in case he might wake and begin to thrash about. He shows no signs of it, though. Rose begins to worry that perhaps she has given him too much and killed him. The idea is very dramatic — what a tragedy it would be, like Romeo and Juliet.

When he finally wakes, it is just them alone in the room. It is nearly dawn, and watery light drips through the windowpanes. His eyes flutter open, and Rose leans forward in her chair beside the bed, her book and lap rug sliding to the floor. “Are you awake?” she says.

He blinks at her with his clear light eyes. “Who are you?”

“I am Rose,” she tells him. “I found you in my back garden. You must have fallen from your airship.”

“I was shot —” He puts his hand to his shoulder and feels the stitches. He stares at her. “You did all this,” he says. “You healed me?”

She nods modestly. No need to mention Ellen’s and Cordelia’s contributions. They are not real people, anyway.

He catches at her wrist. “Thank you,” he says. His voice is hoarse and sweet. “Thank you for saving my life.”

Rose is pleased. He is beginning to fall in love with her already.

After the rabbit died, Rose sobbed for hours in her room. Her father came in at last. She remembers his shadow falling across her bed as he said, “Sit up, little Rose. There’s something I want to show you.”

Her father was a big man, with big, capable hands, like a gardener or plowman. In one of them he was holding an object that looked like a telescope — or no, she thought as he sat down beside her, it was a watch, for it had a face, with dials, at the far end. “When your mother died,” he said, “I built this. I thought I could go back. Tell her not to go out riding that day. But I have never been able to make it take me back more than a week, and by then she had been dead for years.” He handed it to her. “You can go back if you like,” he said gruffly. “If you turn the dials like so — and so — you can return to the time when your rabbit was still alive.”

Rose was delighted. She took the device from him and turned the dials, as he had shown her, to return her to that morning. Then she snapped the device shut. For a terrifying moment it was like falling down a well, everything hurtling upward and away from her. Then she was in her room again, the white rabbit in its cage, and she was no longer holding the time device.

Delighted, she ran to the cage and opened it, lifting her rabbit out and cradling it closely against her, squeezing tighter until it went still in her arms. She loosened her grip in disbelief, but the creature was as limp as a rag. She began to sob again, but this time when her father came to see what was wrong, she didn’t tell him. He didn’t remember having shown her the time device and she was too ashamed to ask for it again.

Jonah is shocked to learn that Rose is alone in the house, aside from the servant robots. He asks her endless questions: who is her father (he’s never seen him, but he thinks he’s heard his name before), how long ago did he leave her, when was the town destroyed, how does she eat, live, survive? She brings him soup on trays and sits with him, answering his questions, sometimes bewildered at his surprise. It is, after all, the only life she’s known.

In exchange, he tells her about himself. He’s only eighteen, the youngest second lieutenant in the army. He lives in the Capital, which she has always imagined as a place with beautiful soaring towers, like a castle on a hill. He tells her it’s much more like everyone rushing everywhere very fast. He tells her about the library, where the shelves of books rise high into the sky, and you can reach them on floating steam-powered platforms. He tells her about the magnetized train that runs around the top level of the city, from which the clouds can be seen. He tells her about the dressmaking automatons that can sew a silk dress for a lady in less than a day and deliver it by pneumatic post. Rose tugs at the too-tight bodice of her own plain cotton childish dress, then blushes.

“I would love to go there,” she says, looking at him with enormous eyes. “To the Capital.”

“It’s amazing what you’ve managed to do here, with the little you have,” he says. “How lucky I was to fall from the airship so close to your doors.”

“I am the lucky one,” she says, but so softly that maybe he doesn’t hear.

“I wish you could meet my sisters,” he says. “They would be much moved by your heroism.”

Rose can barely contain herself. He wants her to meet his family! His love for her must be serious indeed. She looks up so he cannot see the delight in her eyes, and she catches a glimpse of glittering eyes watching from a panel in the corner of the room. Cordelia, she thinks, or Ellen. She will have to reprimand them about their spying ways.

“You mustn’t spy on Jonah,” she says to Ellen. They are having soup in tiny bone teacups. “You must respect his privacy the way you respected Father’s.”

“But where will he live when your father comes back?” asks Cordelia. “He will have to be put in a different room.”

“When we are married, we will live in the same room,” Rose says grandly. “That is what married people do.”

“So he will move into your room?” Ellen’s face is all squashed with disbelief: she is probably thinking of Rose’s tiny bed, barely big enough for one.

“Not at all,” says Rose. “We won’t be staying here once we’re married. We shall go to the Capital and live there.”

There is an appalled silence. Finally, Cordelia says, “I do not think we will like the Capital very much, Rose.”

“Then you can stay here,” says Rose. “Grown-up ladies don’t play with dolls, anyway. And someone must watch the house until Father returns.”

She means the last to cushion the blow, but the dolls don’t seem comforted. Cordelia sets up a wail that pierces Rose’s ears. She hears running steps in the hallway, and the door flies open: it is Jonah, dressed in her father’s clothes. “Dear God,” he says, “is someone being murdered in here?”

“It’s just Cordelia,” says Rose, and turns to both the dolls, her face white with rage. “Stop it. Stop it.”

They are both silent, staring at Jonah. Rose is staring, too. She hadn’t realized how tall he was until now. He is so handsome, even in her father’s old clothes, that it hurts her eyes. “What are those things?” he demands, pointing at Cordelia and Ellen.

“Nothing,” she says hastily, standing up, thinking how childish he must think her, having tea with dolls. “Just toys my father made me.”

The look on his face does not change. “Will you come walk with me in the garden, Rose?” he asks. “I think I could do with some fresh air.”

She hurries to his side, not looking behind her to see if the dolls are watching.

They walk among the carefully planted flower beds, and Rose tries to explain. “It isn’t their fault — they tend to get upset over the littlest things,” she says.

“I’ve never seen anything like them,” says Jonah, catching up a stone and skipping it across the surface of the pond. “Automatons with real reactions — real feelings.”

“They were prototypes,” said Rose. “But my father thought giving them personalities was more trouble than it was worth, so he never sold the design.”

“Your father,” says Jonah, shaking his head, “must be some sort of genius, Rose. What else did he invent?”

She tells him about the garden robot and the cook. He does say he had wondered why there never seemed to be anything to eat but soup. She considers telling him about the time device, but she cannot bear to tell the story of her rabbit. He would think her cruel. All the while that she talks, he nods his head, considering, amazed.

“They won’t be able to believe this in the Capital,” he says, and her heart soars. She had been almost sure he was planning to take her back with him when he went — now she is completely.

“And when do you think you’ll be well enough to make the journey back?” she asks, eyes cast modestly to the ground.

“Tomorrow,” he says. A blue jay is calling from the treetops, and he raises his head to follow the noise.

“Then I must prepare a special dinner tonight. To celebrate that you’re well.” She takes his hand, and he looks startled.

“That sounds very pleasant, Rose,” he says, and turns so that they are walking back toward the house again. His hand slides out of hers. It doesn’t seem intentional, and Rose tells herself that it means nothing. They are going away together, tomorrow. That is what matters.

When Rose returns from the walk, she finds Ellen in her room, sitting on her bed. Cordelia is on the windowsill, singing a tuneless little song. When Rose comes in, dragging an empty trunk from the attic, Ellen scrambles to sit on it, kicking her little heels against the sides. “You can’t go away and leave us,” she says as Rose determinedly pushes her aside and begins to pile in her clothes.

“Yes, I can,” says Rose.

“No one will take care of us,” says Cordelia desolately from the windowsill.

“Father will come back and take care of you.”

“He isn’t ever coming back,” says Ellen. “He went away and died in the war, and now you’re going away, too.” She can’t cry — she was never designed for it — but her voice sounds like weeping.

Rose snaps the trunk shut with a final sound. “Leave me alone,” she says, “or I’ll turn you both off. Forever.”

They are silent after that.

Rose dresses with care, in one of her mother’s old gowns. Lace drips from the cuffs and the hem. She goes down into the cellar and finds the last of the preserved peaches and a single bottle of wine. There is dried meat as well, and some flour and old bread. There is no use in saving these things anymore, now that she is going, so she fries vegetables from the garden with the dried meat and puts them out on the table with the fine china, the wine, and the preserves.

Jonah laughs when he comes downstairs and sees what she’s done. “Well, you did the best you could,” he says. “It reminds me of midnight feasts I used to have with my sisters, when we would raid the pantry at night.”

Rose smiles back at him, but she is aware of the eyes watching from the shadows — small shapes that dart and flicker when she looks at them. Cordelia and Ellen. She mentally damns them both to the pit of hell and goes back to smiling at Jonah. He is all pleasantry, filling her wineglass, and then his own, and proposing a toast to their winning the war. Rose has forgotten what the war is about or who they are fighting, but she drinks the wine nonetheless: it tastes dark and bitter, like cellar dust, but she pretends to like it. She drains her glass and he fills it again, with another toast: this one, he says, is for women like her; the war would be won already if all damsels were as valiant as she. Rose discovers that even though the wine tastes bad, it fills her with a pleasant glow when she drinks it.

On the third round of toasting, with the bottle nearly empty, he stands up. “And last,” he says, “a toast to some fortunate future day when, perhaps, once this war is over, we might see each other again.”

Rose freezes, the glass halfway to her lips. “What did you say?”

He repeats the toast. His eyes are bright, his cheeks flushed. He looks like a recruitment poster for airship pilots: Seeking young men, hardy, handy, and brave . . .

“But I thought I was coming with you to the Capital,” she says. “I thought you were going to bring me with you.”

He looks startled. “But, Rose, the way back to the Capital is through enemy territory. It’s much too dangerous —”

“You can’t leave me here,” she says.

“No, of course not. I had planned to alert the authorities when I returned, and they would send someone for you. I’m not callous, Rose. I understand what you did for me, but it’s too dangerous —”

“Nothing is too dangerous if we’re together,” says Rose. She thinks she may have heard someone say this in a novel once.

“That’s not true at all.” Jonah seems agitated by her refusal to understand. “It will be much easier for me to maneuver without worrying about you, Rose. And you aren’t trained for anything like this. It just isn’t possible.”

“I thought you loved me,” says Rose. “I thought we were going to the Capital so we could get married.”

There’s a horrified silence. Then Jonah stammers out, “But, Rose, I’m already engaged. My fiancée, her name is Lily — I can show you a chromolithograph —” His hand strays to his throat, where a locket hangs on a chain. But Rose has no interest in this girl, this fiancée with a flower name like her own. She stumbles to her feet and away from him, even as he moves toward her. “I think of you as if you were my own little sister, Rose —”

She runs past him, runs up the stairs and into her father’s study, slamming the door behind her. She can hear him calling out for her, but after a while, he stops calling, and there is silence. The sun has begun to set outside, and the room is filled with reddish light. She slips to the floor, her head in her hands, and begins to weep. Sobs rack her body. She is aware of the touch of hands on her hair and someone stroking her back. Ellen and Cordelia surround her, petting her as if she were a crying child. She sobs for hours, but they don’t tire; it is Rose, finally, who wearies first. Her tears slow and stop, and she stares at the wall, vacantly, gazing into nothingness.

“He was supposed to fall in love with me,” she says aloud. “I must have done something wrong.”

“Everyone makes mistakes,” says Ellen.

“It’s all for the best,” says Cordelia.

“I never liked him, anyway,” says Ellen.

“If only I could do it again,” Rose says. “I’d be different this time. More charming. I’d make him fall in love with me and forget everything else.”

“It doesn’t matter,” says Cordelia.

Dawn is lightening the room. Rose gets to her feet and goes over to her father’s desk. She rummages through the drawers until she finds what she is looking for, then returns to the window. Looking down, from here, she can see the front door, the garden, the meadow, and the forest in the distance.

The dolls clamor around her legs like children, but she ignores them. She waits. She has nothing but time. The sun is high in the sky when the front door opens and Jonah steps out. He is wearing his uniform, patched at the shoulder where she cut it away from him. He is carrying nothing in his hands, taking nothing from her house as he goes. Nothing but her heart, she thinks. He sets off down the path that leads from the front door toward the meadow and to the wider road beyond.

He stops once, a few steps from the house, and looks back and up, squinting into the sun. He raises his hand in a halfhearted wave, but Rose does not respond. This Jonah, this version of him, no longer matters. It doesn’t matter where he thinks he’s going. It doesn’t matter that he doesn’t love her. She is going to change all that.

He drops his hand and turns away, and Rose looks down at the time device. She spins the dial back. One day. Two days. Three. She hears Cordelia call out to her, but she snaps the device shut, and the doll’s voice is lost in the whirlwind that picks her up and spins her round and carries her backward through time. In moments, it is over, and she is breathless, sitting once again on the windowsill. The dolls are gone, the time device no longer in her hands.

She anxiously looks out the window. Has she guessed the time right? Did she miscalculate? But no — her heart leaps up with happiness as she sees the man staggering out of the forest and dropping to his knees in the meadow. Leaving a trail of blood behind him, he begins the long and painful crawl toward her garden, where she will find him again.
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I were riding with the Glory Girls, and we had an appointment with the 4:10 coming through the Kelly Pass. I fiddled with the Enigma Apparatus on my wrist, watching the seconds tick off. When the 4:10 was in sight, I’d take aim, and a cloud of blue light would come down over that iron horse. The serum would do its work, slowing time and the passengers to stillness inside the train. Then the Glory Girls’d walk across a bridge of light, climb aboard, and take whatever they wanted, same as they’d done to all them other trains — a dozen easy in the past six months.

In the distance, the white peaks of the revival tents dotted the basin like ladies’ handkerchiefs hanging on the washing line. It were spring, and the Believers had come to baptize their young in the Pitch River. Way down below us, the miners were about their business; I could feel them vibrations passing from my boots up through my back teeth like the gentle rocking of a cradle. The air a-swirled with a gritty dust you could taste on the back of your tongue always.

“Almost time,” Colleen said, and the red of the sky played against her hair till it look like a patch of crimson floss catching fire in an evening dust storm.

Fadwa readied her pistols. Josephine drummed her fingers on the rock. Amanda, cool as usual, offered me a pinch of chaw, which I declined.

“I sure hope you fixed that contraption for good, Watchmaker,” she said.

“Yes’m,” I answered, and didn’t say no more.

My eyes were trained on them black wisps of steam peeking up over the hills. The 4:10, right on schedule. We hunkered down behind the rocks and waited.

How I ended up riding with the Glory Girls, the most notorious gang of all-girl outlaws, is a story on its own, I reckon. It’s on account of my being with the Agency — that’s the Pinkerton Detectives, Pinkertons for short. That’s a story, too, but I cain’t tell the one without the other, so you’ll just have to pardon me for going on a bit at first. Truth is, I never set out to do neither. My life had been planned from the time I were a little one, sitting at my mam’s skirts. Back then, I knew my place, and there were a real order to it all — the chores, the catechism, the spring revivals. Days, I spent milking and sewing, reading the One Bible. Evenings, we evangelized at the miners’ camp, warning them about the End Times, asking if they’d join us in finding the passage to the Promised Land. Sunday mornings were spent in a high-collared dress, listening to the Right Reverend Jackson’s fiery sermons.

Sunday afternoons, as an act of charity, I helped Master Crawford, the watchmaker, now that his sight had gone and faded to a thin pinpoint of light. That were my favorite time. I loved the beauty of all them parts working perfectly together, a little world that could be put to rights with the click of gears, like time itself answered to your fingers.

“There is a beauty to the way things work. Remove one part, add another, you’ve changed the mechanism as surely as the One God rewrites the structure of a finch over generations,” Master Crawford’d told me as I helped him put the tools to the tiny parts. By the time I left the township, I knowed just about all there was to know in regards to clockworks and the like. Before what happened to John Barks, my life were as ordered as them watches. But I ain’t ready to talk about John Barks yet, and anyway, you want to know how I come to be with the Pinkertons.

It were after Mam had died and Pap were lost to the Poppy that I left New Canaan and come to Speculation to seek my fortune. Weren’t more’n a day into town when a pickpocket relieved me of my meager coins and left me in a quandary of a serious nature, that quandary bein’ how to survive. There weren’t no work for a girl like me — the mines couldn’t even hire the men lining up outside the overseer’s office. About the only place that would take me was the Red Cat brothel, and I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. So, with my guts roiling, I stole a beedleworm dumpling off a Chinaman’s cart — none too well, I might add — and found myself warming a cell beside a boy-whore whose bail were paid by a senator’s aide. I knew nobody’d be coming for me, and I was right scared they’d be sending me back to the township. I just couldn’t tolerate that.

Took me seven seconds to pick the lock and another forty-four to take the gate mechanism down to its bones. Couldn’t do nothing about the whap to the back of my head, courtesy of the guard. Next thing I knew, I had an audience with Pinkerton chief Dexter Coolidge.

“What’s your name? Lie to me and I’ll have you in a sweatbox before sundown.”

“Adelaide Jones, sir.”

“Where are you from, Miss Jones?”

“New Canaan Township, sir.”

Chief Coolidge frowned. “A Believer?”

“Was,” I said.

Chief Coolidge lit a cigar and took a few puffs. “I guess you’ve already had your dip in the Pitch.”

“Yessir. When I were thirteen.”

“And you’ve received your vision?”

“Yessir.”

“And did you see yourself here in manacles before me, Miss Jones?” He joked from behind a haze of spicy smoke.

I didn’t answer that. Most people didn’t understand the Believers. We kept to ourselves. My folks come to this planet as pilgrims before I were even born. It was here, the Right Reverend Jackson told us, where the One God set this whole traveling snake-oil wagon show in motion. The Garden of Eden were hidden in the mountains, the Scriptures said. If people lived right lives, followed the Ways of the One Bible, that Eden would be revealed to us when the End Times came, and those Believers would be led right into the Promised Land, while the Non-Believers would perish in an everlasting nothing. As a girl, I learnt the Ways and the Stations and all the things a goodly young woman should know, like how to make oat-blossom bread and spin thread from sweet clover. I learnt about the importance of baptism in the Pitch River, when all your sins would be removed and the One God would reveal his truth to you in a vision. But we never shared our visions with others. That were forbidden.

Chief Coolidge’s sigh brought me back to my present predicament. “I must say, I’ve never understood why anyone would submit to such barbaric practices,” he said, and it weren’t snooty so much as it were curious.

“It’s a free world,” I said.

“Mmmm.” Chief Coolidge squinched together them blue eyes and rubbed a thumb against his fat mustache while he sized me up — the moleskin pants tucked into the workman’s boots, the denim shirt and the duster what used to belong to John Barks. My brown hair were plaited into long braids gone half unraveled now. There were dirt caked on my face till you couldn’t hardly tell I had freckles across my nose and cheeks. Chief Coolidge shook his head, and I figured I were done for, but then he went and turned a crank on the wall and spoke into a long, fluted tube. “Mrs. Beasley. Please bring up some of that superior pheasant, roasted potatoes, and a portion of orange-blossom cake, I should think, thank you.”

When the fancy silver tray come, and the heavenly Mrs. Beasley put it down beside me, I dug in without even saying grace or washing the dirt from under my fingernails.

“Miss Jones, your facility with the mechanical is quite impressive. Can you put things together as well as you take them apart?”

I told him about Master Crawford and the watches, and he give me a choice: go back to jail or come work for the Pinkertons. I told him that didn’t seem like much of a choice to me, just two different kinds of servitude. Chief Coolidge give me his first real smile. “As you said, Miss Jones: it’s a free world.”

The next morning, Chief Coolidge set me up in the laboratory. Every manner of device and contraption you could imagine were there. Rifles that fired pulses of light. Clockwork horses that could ride for a hundred miles full out and not get tuckered. Armored vests what would stop a bullet like it weren’t no more’n a fly. Master Crawford’s little watch shop paled in comparison. I’d be lying if I said the sight of all them metal parts didn’t make my heartbeat flutter some.

“Gentlemen, may I introduce Miss Adelaide Jones, late of New Canaan Township? She is apprenticed to our agency in the Apparatus Division. Please see to it that she receives your utmost courtesy.”

Chief Coolidge put me at a long bench piled thick with gears, rivets, tubes, and filaments. A long, fat rifle of some sort with a mess of metal innards laid out for me.

“This, Miss Jones, is Captain Smythfield’s Miasmic Decider. The weapon was confiscated from a Russian agent at considerable trouble. A schematic has been provided, courtesy of our engineering department. As of yet, we’ve not gotten it to fire. Perhaps you will prove useful in that capacity. I’ll leave you to it.”

The fellas didn’t take too kindly to me being there. Mam would’ve said I should let them win, that a woman shining her light too bright was unnatural in the eyes of the One God. Mam always kept a soft voice and her eyes downcast. Folks said she were the very picture of a Believer woman. It didn’t save her from the fever none. So I kept my eyes downcast, trained right on the gun in front of me.

One of the agents, fella named Meeks, stood over me while I tried to figure out the puzzle of it. “He’s testing you. That gizmo’s not Russian; it’s Australian. From the war. Their particle know-how is second to none. Put a piece wrong and you’ll burn a man’s head off or turn him to vapor. H’ain’t been able to crack this one yet.”

He put his hand on my shoulder. “If’n you like, I can keep you comp’ny, show you what to do.” That hand gave my shoulder a too-friendly squeeze.

“If it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d like to have a look at her on my own.”

“Her, eh? How’d you know it’s a she?”

“Just do,” I said, and removed his hand. He skulked off, grumbling about what the world were coming to when the Pinkertons let a girl do a man’s job. I ignored him and stared at the schematic, but I could tell it were wrong, so I put it aside. Once I sat down to a contraption, it were like I could feel them gears inside me, and I could tell which pieces didn’t belong. By the end of the day, I had Captain Smythfield’s Miasmic Decider ready to fire. Chief Coolidge fixed his brass goggles over his eyes and took ’er out to the firing range. She vaporized the target and blew a hole clean through the wall behind. Chief Coolidge stared at the Decider, then at me.

“Made a few changes to her, sir,” I said.

“So I see, Miss Jones.”

“Hope that were all right.”

“Indeed it is. Gentlemen, whatever needs fixing, please deliver it to Miss Jones tomorrow morning.”

I give Mr. Meeks a right nice curtsy on the way out.

For six months, I worked at that gear-strewn table. The fellas and I came to a peaceable understanding, ’cept for Mr. Meeks, who took to wearing his goggles all the time so’s he didn’t have to look me in the eye none. I got to know the other divisions. Most agents was field types who made sure the mines were lawful and that the miners didn’t rough up the Chinamen or get too drunk and cause a ruckus. They left the brothels alone for the most part, under the idea that the whores weren’t hurtin’ folks none and ever’body needed a little company from time to time — usually the agents themselves. They kept a close eye on the saloons and boardinghouses, where some enterprising folks had taken to peddling the new machine-pressed Poppy, with names like Dr. Festus’s All-Seeing Eye, Tincture of Light-Smoke, Mistress Violet’s Glimpse into the Immortal Chasm, and Lady Laudanum’s Sweet Sister. Plenty of people left the Church still searching for that first taste of eternity they got in the Pitch, and they’d chase it in the petal, even if it came out of a secret mill that might also be pressing mine dust or crimson floss. I’d had Poppy exactly twice — during my baptism and just after. I weren’t eager to try it again.

Mostly, I kept myself to myself and worked hard to understand the way a Turkish Oscillating Orphanage Builder were different from an Armenian Widow Maker, though near as I could tell, they both went about the same business. In my resting hours, I worked on watches, finding comfort in the way they tidied up the world and kept it moving forward with a steady tick. I even fixed the chief’s old pocket watch, which had been running three minutes slow for a year. I joked with him that he’d probably lost about four months of his life and he should put in to the Office of Restitution for it. Chief Coolidge scowled and handed me the plans for a new code breaker. He weren’t big on jokes.

Then one hot summer day, the Glory Girls rode in like the Four Horsemen, robbing trains and airships. No one knew where they’d come from or how they done what they did. The witnesses couldn’t remember nothing, ’cept for seeing a blue light before they’d wake some time later to find their jewels and lockboxes gone and the Glory Girls’ calling card left on a table all polite and proper-like. Wanted posters hung on every post-office wall, till folks knowed the girls’ names like the saints: Colleen Feeney. Josephine Folkes. Fadwa Shadid. Amanda Harper. There’d always been a troublesome balance between law and lawlessness, and the Glory Girls done tipped the scales into a pretty mess.

At a town meeting, Chief Coolidge assured everybody that the Pinkertons would put things to rights. “We are the Pinkertons, and we always catch our man.”

“But Not Our Girl” was the headline of the next day’s Gazette. The chief were in a mood then. “Without law and order, there is chaos,” he bellowed to us, reminding me a portion of Reverend Jackson. He thundered that he didn’t care if the miners killed one another and the Poppy turned half the planet into blithering idiots; the Pinkertons was now in the Glory Girl business. Capturing them become our sole purpose.

Chief Coolidge asked me to follow him. In the corner of a paneled library were a beautiful Victrola with a crank on the side. The chief give it a few turns, and presently, a wispy shaft of light appeared with ghostly moving pictures inside it. The chief called it a Holographic Remembrance. The pictures showed riders running alongside a great black train. I couldn’t make out the riders’ faces none ’cause they wore kerchiefs ’cross their mouths and goggles over their eyes, but I knew it were the Glory Girls. Oh, they were a sight to behold, with their hair flying out free and the dust rising up into a cloud, like the mist of a primeval forest. One of the girls raised her arm, and I couldn’t see what happened real well, but a blue light bubble come over the train and it stopped dead on the tracks. Then the picture crackled up like old Christmas paper, and there weren’t no more. Chief Coolidge turned up the gas lamps again.

“What do you make of that, Miss Jones?”

“Well, sir, I don’t rightly know.”

“Nor do we. No one in the divisions has seen anything like it. However, we’ve heard that someone who may have been Colleen Feeney was seen near the mines, inquiring after a watchmaker.” He leaned both fists on his desk. “I need a woman on the inside. You could gain their trust. Alert us to their plans. It would be a chance to prove yourself, Miss Jones. But of course, it’s your choice.”

Your choice. It were what John Barks said to me once.

Chief Coolidge set me up in a rooming house near the mines just outside Speculation. We’d heard tell that the Glory Girls come through there every now and then for supplies. It were let known that I could be handy; I fixed the furnace at the brothel and got the clock in the town square working again after a Pinkerton done a bit of helpful sabotage on it. I went about my business, and one afternoon, there were a knock at my door and then I were looking into the sly green eyes of a girl not much older’n me from the looks of it. Her curly red hair were tied back at her neck, and she walked like a gunslinger, wary and ready. Miss Colleen Feeney had arrived.

“I hear that you’re handy with watches and gears,” she said, picking up my magnifying glass and giving it a look-through.

“That so?” Chief Coolidge had said the less you spoke, the better off you were. I didn’t talk much anyway, so that suited me just fine.

“I’ve got something needs fixing.”

I jerked my head at the box of parts on my desk. “Everybody’s got something needs fixing.”

“Well, this is something special. And I’ll pay.”

“If it’s beedleworm dumplings and good-luck charms, I ain’t interested.”

She grinned and it made her face a different face altogether, like somebody who knew what it was to be happy once. “I got real money. And earbobs with emeralds the size of your fist. Or maybe you’d like some Poppy?”

“What’m I gonna do with emerald earbobs on this dirt clod?”

“Wear ’em to the next hanging,” she said, and then I were the one grinning.

I packed up my kit, such as it were, and Colleen stopped to pick up some sugar and chewing tobacco at Grant’s Dry Goods. She bought a bag of licorice whips and give one to all the kids in the store. On the way out, we had to pass through the revival tents. It were the one time I got a might nervous, because Becky Threadkill took sight of me. Becky and I done all our catechisms together, and she were always the one to tell if somebody stopped paying attention or didn’t finish making their absolutions. I figured her to call me out, and she didn’t disappoint.

“Adelaide Jones.”

“Becky Threadkill.”

“It’s Mrs. Dungill now. I married Abraham Dungill.” She puffed herself up like we oughta be laying at her feet. I had half a mind to tell her that Sarah Simpson had been his first choice and everybody knowed it. “Over to the township, they say you got yourself in some trouble.” Her smile were smug.

“That so?”

“’Tis. Heard it told you stole two bottles of whiskey from Mr. Blankenship’s establishment, and you was in jail three long months for it.”

I hung my head and shuffled my boots in the dirt, but mostly, I were trying to hide the smile bubbling up. Chief Coolidge done a good job getting the word out that I were a thief.

Becky Threadkill took my head hanging as confirmation of my sins. “I knowed you’d come to no good, Addie Jones. One day, you’ll be pitched into the everlasting nothing.”

“Well, it’s good I had so much practice here first, then,” I said. “You have a good day now, Mrs. Dungill.”

Once we were clear, I stopped Colleen. “You heard what she said. If’n you want to find yourself another watchmaker, I’ll understand.”

Colleen give me an easy smile. “I think we found ourselves the right girl.” She put the handkerchief over my mouth, and the ether done its work.

I woke up in an old wooden house, surrounded by four close faces.

“We’re real sorry about the ether, miss. But you can’t be too careful in our line of work.” I recognized the speaker as Josephine Folkes. She were taller than the others and wore her hair all braided this way and that. The brand from her slave days were still on her forearm.

“Wh-what work is that?” I forced myself up on my elbows. My mouth were dry as a drought month.

Fadwa Shadid stepped out of the shadows and put her pistol to my temple. My stomach got as tight as a churchgoing woman’s bootlaces then. “Not yet. First, we must determine if you are who you claim to be. We have no secrets between us,” she said. Her voice made words sound like fancy writing on a lady’s stationery. She wore a scarf that covered her head, and her eyes was big and ginger-cake brown.

“I’m from New Canaan. Used to be a Believer. But my mam died of the fever and my pap were out of his mind on Poppy. There weren’t nothing for me there ’cept a life of looking after brats and spinning oat-blossom bread. I weren’t cut out for too much woman’s work,” I said, and my words sounded fast to my ears. “That’s all I got to say on it. So if’n you’re of a mind to shoot me, I reckon you should just do it now.”

Master Crawford had told me once that time weren’t fixed but relative. Right then, I cottoned to what he meant, because those seconds watching Colleen Feeney’s face and wondering if she’d give Fadwa the order to shoot me felt like hours. Finally, Colleen waved Fadwa back, and the cold metal left my skin.

“I like you, Addie Jones.” Colleen said, grinning.

“I’m a might relieved to hear that,” I said, letting out all my air.

She offered me some water. “I’m going to show you what we brought you here to fix. You can still say no. Understand, now, if you say yes, you’ll be one of us. There’s no going back.”

“Like I said, got nothin’ much to go back to, ma’am.”

They led me to a barn with a small desk and a banker’s lamp. Colleen pulled open a drawer and took out a velvet box. Inside were the most unusual timepiece I ever seen. The clockface were twice the size of a regular one. It were set into a silver bracelet shaped a might like a spider. Colleen showed me how it clamped on her arm. I could see a little hinge on the side of the clockface, so I knowed it opened up like a locket.

“This is the Enigma Temporal Suspension Apparatus,” Colleen told me.

“What’s it do?”

“What it did was suspend time. You aim the Enigma Apparatus at something, say, a train,” she said, allowing a smirk. “And an energy field envelops the entire thing, slowing down time inside to a crawl. It doesn’t last long, seven minutes at the outside. But it’s enough for us to climb aboard and be about our business.”

“What business is that?” I asked, my eyes still on the Enigma.

“Robbing trains and airships,” Amanda Harper said, and spat out a plug of tobacco. She were short, with wheat-colored hair that hung straight to her middle back.

“We’re reminders that people shouldn’t feel too smug. That what you think you own, you don’t. That life can change just like that.” Fadwa snapped her fingers.

Colleen opened up the watch face. There were gears upon gears, the most intricate I ever seen, more like metal lacework than parts. They’d been pretty burned and bent up. Tiny flares of light tried to catch but died before they could spark. Right in the center were a teardrop-shaped glass vial. A blue serum dripped inside.

“Pretty, isn’t she?” Colleen purred.

“How do you know it’s a she?” I said, echoing Agent Meeks.

“Oh, it’s a she, all right. Under all those shiny parts is a heart of caged tears.”

“We didn’t make this world, Addie. It don’t play fair. But that don’t mean we have to lie down,” Josephine said.

Colleen put the Enigma Apparatus in my hands, and a rush of excitement come over me when I felt all that cold metal. “Can you fix her?” she asked.

I clicked a small piece into place. Something shifted inside me. “Ma’am, I’m sure gonna try.”

Colleen clapped a hand on my shoulder — they all did — and it might as well have been a brand. I’d just become one of the Glory Girls. When night come, I rolled up a tiny note, tucked it into the beak of a mechanical pigeon, and sent it back to the chief to let him know I were in.

Master Crawford taught me about getting inside the clockworks, that you have to shut out the distractions till it’s just you and the gears and you can hear the smooth click and tick, like a baby’s first breath. You can give lovers their moonrises off the Argonaut Peninsula or the wonder of a seeding ship with its silos pumping steam into the clouds, bringing on rain. To me, ain’t nothing more beautiful than the order of parts. It’s a world you can make run right.

“There’s some speculators what say time is as much an illusion as the Promised Land,” Master Crawford told me once, when we was working, “and that if you want to find God, you must master time. Manipulate it. Get rid of the days and minutes, the measurements of our eventual end.”

I didn’t quite cotton to what Master Crawford were saying. But that weren’t unusual. “Well, sir, I wouldn’t let the Right Reverend Jackson hear you talk like that.”

“The Right Reverend Jackson don’t listen to me, so I reckon I’m safe.” He winked, and in the magnifying glass, his eye was huge. “I saw it in a vision when they dipped me into the Pitch. I hadn’t even whiskers and already I knew time was but another frontier to conquer. There’ll come a messenger to deliver us, to impress upon us that our minds are the machines we must dismantle and rebuild in order to grasp the infinite.”

“If’n you say so, sir. But I don’t see what that has to do with Widow Jenkins’s cuckoo clock.”

He patted my shoulder like a grandpappy might. “Quite right, Miss Addie. Quite right. Now. See if you can find an instrument with the slanted tip. . . .”

We got to working again, but Master Crawford’s words had set my mind a-whirring with strange new thoughts. What if there were a way to best time, to crawl inside the ticks and tocks of it and press against it with both hands, stretching out the measures? Could you slide backward and forward, undo a day that had already been, or see what was comin’ around the blind curve of the future? What if there weren’t nothing ahead, nothing but a darkness as thick and forever seeming as your time under the Pitch? What if there weren’t no One God at all and a body were only owing to herself, and none of it — the catechisms, the baptisms, the rules to keep you safe — none of it meant a dadburned thing? That set me a-shiver, and I made myself say my prayers of confession and absolution silently, to remind myself that there were a One God with a plan for me and the infinite, a One God who held time in His hands, and it weren’t for the likes of me to know. I prayed myself into a kind of believing again and promised myself I wouldn’t think more on such thoughts. Instead, I concentrated on the fit of gears. The bird pushed through the doors of the Widow Jenkins’s clock and give us a cuckoo.

Master Crawford beamed. “You’re a right good watchmaker, Miss Addie. Better than I were at your age. The pupil will best the master soon enough, I reckon,” he said, and I felt a sense of pride, though I knew that were a sin.

The night Mam took sick, Master Crawford let me harness up his horse to ride for the doctor. Our two moons shone as bright as a bridegroom’s pearled buttons. The wind come up cold, slapping my cheeks to chapped red squares by the time I reached the miners’ camp. Outside the bunkhouses, the guards sat on empty ale barrels, playing cards and rolling dice. There were a doc in the camp, and I went to him, begged on my knees. I told him how we’d buried Baby Alice the week before, and now here was our mam, our rock and our refuge, burning up with the fever, her fingers already slate tipped with bad blood, and wouldn’t he please, please come back with me?

He didn’t even put down his whiskey. “Nothing you can do ’cept stay out of its way, young lady.”

“But it’s my mam!” I cried.

“I’m sorry,” the doc said, and offered me a drink. In the camp, there were shouting. Somebody’d come up snake eyes.

It were Master Crawford give me the Poppy for Mam. “I was saving this for the End Times, like the Right Reverend Jackson said. But I’m an old man, and your mother needs it a sight more than I do.”

I stared at the red-and-black cube in my palm. I had half a mind to swallow it down myself, live out the rest of my days on some colony in my mind. But then I were scared I’d be trapped in a forever night of nothingness, and me the only livin’ thing.

I fed Mam a little to ease her passage and put the rest in my pocket. Then I lit the kerosene lamp and kept watch through the night. She never said nothing, but curled in on herself till she lay whorled against the bed linens like a fossil in the rock. I heard Master Crawford died during the winter. Died in his sleep in the pale workroom, under a blanket of down. ’Tweren’t the fever or his heart or his veins tightening up.

It were just that his time had run out.

Over the next few weeks, I learnt a lot about the Glory Girls. Josephine and her sister Bernadette had run away from the working fields. The overseer’s bullet found Bernadette ’fore they even reached the mountains, but Josephine got away, and now she wore a thread from her sister’s dress woven into her coarse braids as a reminder. She could set a broken bone as easily as she cooked a pan of corn bread, said it were about the same difference to her.

When Amanda’s uncle got too friendly in the night, she found refuge doing hard labor in the shipyards. She’d spent long hours there and knew how to find the vulnerable spot in all that steel, the place where the Enigma could take hold and do its work. She were able to find timetables, too, so the girls would know which trains to hit and when.

Fadwa were a crack shot who’d honed her skills picking off the scorpions that roamed the cracked dirt outside the tents where she lived with her family in the refugee camps. The authorities took her pap to who knows where. Dysentery took the rest of her family.

That left Colleen. She’d been a debutante with fancy ball gowns, a governess, and a private coach. Her daddy were a speculator what had invented the Enigma Apparatus. He were also an anarchist, and when he tried to blow up the Parliament, that were the end of the gowns and the governess. They arrested her daddy for treason. ’Fore they could collect Colleen, she took the Enigma and fled on the next airship.

I felt a might sorry for all of them when I heard their tales. It were an awful feeling to have nobody. We had that in common, and I had a mind to come clean, tell them who I were and stop lying. But I had a job to do. At first, I done like Chief Coolidge told me, stalling on the repairs while trying to sniff out details from the Glory Girls and their next robbery. But they wasn’t trusting me with that yet, and I figured it couldn’t hurt to know more about the Enigma Apparatus. Besides, my pride were on the line, and I figured I’d better make good on my reputation as a girl what could fix things. Soon I were hunched over that device, from rooster crow till long after the moons scarred the skin of the sky. I’d figured out most of the gears, but them sputters of light around the serum vial vexed me.

“Simple windup won’t do. Near as I can tell, she needs a jolt to get her going,” I said after I’d been at her for a good three weeks with not much to show for it.

Amanda looked up from the barrel where she was washing Fadwa’s long black hair. “Mercy, where would we find us somethin’ like ’at?”

I thought for a bit, rubbing my thumb over the old Poppy square in my pocket. “I think a blue nettle might could do it.”

“What’s that?” asked Josephine.

“It’s a kind of flower with a little bit of lightning inside. They grow in a orchard back to New Canaan.”

“But that’s on Believer land.”

“Believers is all at the river for baptism time,” I said. “Besides, I know where to go.”

“Guess we best go picking, then.” Amanda said. Giggling, she poured a bucket of cold water all over Fadwa, who pulled her gun so fast I thought I saw sparks.

John Barks’s family hadn’t been Believers. His mam and pap died in an airship fight off the western coast when he were fourteen. The Right Reverend Jackson and his wife took John in and started teaching him the Ways of the One Bible. You’d think that an orphan left to fend for himself on a planet where even the dust tries to choke you might have a score to settle with the One God. But not John Barks. Where most of us believed ’cause we were told to or afraid not to or just out of habit, he believed with his entire self.

“I’m a free man,” he’d say. “And I’ll believe what I want.”

I couldn’t rightly argue with that.

For two years, I’d watched John Barks grow from a sapling of a boy to a fine young man with muscles that strained the seams of the prayer shirts Mrs. Jackson sewed for him. He had a head of black hair what could rival a gentleman’s boots for shine. Becky Threadkill swore he’d take her to wife, said she’d seen it in her vision under the Pitch. Half a dozen other girls swore the same till the Right Reverend were forced to spend the next Sunday cautioning against the sin of sharing your visions.

But it were me John Barks said “Mornin’” to when I went to fetch water, and me he asked to tutor him in the Scriptures. It were me he asked to tell him about being baptized in the Holy Pitch when he turned sixteen.

Every spring, the Believers of the End of Days walked the five miles to the River Pitch and set down their tents to await the baptism day. Most of us got dipped when we reached thirteen and done all our catechisms. They dressed you in the robes and slipped the tiniest petal tip of Poppy under your tongue to quiet your fear, slow your breathing, and keep you still. It stole into your bloodstream and weighted your bones like stones sewn into the lining of your skin. I remember Mam telling me not to be scared, that it were just like getting in a thick bath.

“Just lay real still, Addie-loo,” she cooed, stroking the eucalyptus balm over my eyes to keep the Pitch blindness out. “When you’re calm, the One God’ll show you a vision, your purpose in this life.”

“Yes’m.”

“But first you have to face the darkness. There’ll come a time when you want to fight it, but don’t. Just let it cover you. It’ll be over before you know it. Promise me you won’t fight.”

“Promise.”

“That’s my good girl.”

The catechisms said that once you lay in the Pitch and come up again, you came up newborn, your sin purged and left behind you in the thick black tar, like an impression in the mud. That’s what they said, anyway. But you never knew what would come bubbling up inside you while you was under. You had to last a full minute with the oily darkness moving over you like a coffin lid, closing out the world. Even a world as damned as this one is better than the weight of nothingness the Pitch smothers you in. All sense of time and place is lost in that river. The Believers say it give you a taste of what could become of your immortal soul if you don’t turn to the One God and prepare for the End Times. When you come up outta that river, your damnation sliding down your body like a syrupy shed skin, you fall on your knees and say thanks to your Maker for that breath of hot, dusty air. It makes Believers, the Right Reverend Jackson says. No one wants to spend eternity in such a place as that.

Once you was done, the priests gave you your first real taste of Poppy to seal your covenant with the One God. Miracles and wonders played across your eyes then, reminders of His mercy and goodness. Master Crawford muttered that it weren’t proof of nothing ’cept folks’ willingness to be hornswaggled. But nobody paid him any mind.

I told John Barks all of this the week before his baptism while we were walking in the orchard.

“They say that when you take your first taste of Poppy, your legs go all prickle bones and your tongue numbs like a snowcake feast and stars explode behind your eyes, making new flowers against the closed dark-velvet stage curtains of your retina, letting you know the One God’s show’s about to get under way,” John said, bustin’ with excitement.

“Well, the Poppy is right strong,” I said.

“And did you feel the One God sure and true then, Addie?”

“I reckon.”

We’d stopped under a blue nettle tree in full bloom, the glasslike, bell-shaped blossoms pulsing with small bursts of lightning. The air was sharp. Overhead, the seeding ships pierced the dark-red cloud blanket, trying to bring on rain. John Barks’s arm brushed mine and I colored. We were s’posed to keep a respectful distance, as if the One God’s mam walked between us.

“What did the One God reveal to you down under the river, Adelaide Jones?” His hand had moved to my cheek. “Did you see us here by the tree?”

We weren’t s’posed to tell our visions. They were for us alone. But I wanted to tell John Barks what I’d witnessed, see what he’d make of it, see if he could ease my mind some. So right there with the new light buzzing all around us, I told him what I seen under the river. When I were done, John Barks kissed me soft and sweet on the forehead.

“I don’t believe that,” he said. “Not for one second.”

“But I seen it!”

“I think the One God leaves some things up to us to decide. He shows us a vision, and it’s your choice what to do with it.” He smiled. “I can tell you what I hope to see next week.”

“What?” I said, trying hard not to cry.

“This,” he whispered.

It started to rain. John Barks put his coat over us and kissed me on the mouth this time, and oh, not even clockworks could match up to the feeling of that kiss. It made me believe what John Barks said, that we might could change our fates, and I forgot to be afraid.

“Yes,” I said, and I kissed him back.

I thought about that day while me and the Glory Girls collected the blue nettle, and I thought about it, too, while I extracted them tiny beats of lightning and placed ’em inside the Enigma Apparatus. While I watched them light strands prickle and inch toward the serum inside the glass vial, some new hope stirred in me, too, putting me in mind of Master Crawford’s vision, the messenger who would come and liberate us from our time-bounded minds. Maybe the Glory Girls were the ones to set us free. And the Enigma Apparatus were the key. Them thoughts about sliding through past and future come prickling up again, only I didn’t push ’em away so fast this time, and the only prayer that left my lips was the word “Please . . .” while I waited for the spark to set things in motion.

The blue nettle connected with the vial. The serum pulsed inside its cage. The second hand on the clockface ticked. I shouted for the girls to come out quick. Soon, they was crowded ’round me in that workshop while we watched the Enigma Apparatus hum with new life.

“Girls, I think we’ve got ourselves a timepiece again,” Colleen said.

I were supposed to have a rendezvous with the chief.

I missed it.

We tested it on a mail train the next day. It were just a local, steaming across a patch of plains, but it would do for practice.

“Here goes,” Colleen said, and my nerves went to rattling. She bent her arm and aimed the clockface at the train.

I’ve had me a few thrills in my sixteen yearn, but seeing the Enigma Apparatus do its work had to be one of the biggest. Great whips of light jump out and held that train sure as the One God’s hand might. Inside, the engineer seemed like he were made of wax — he weren’t moving that I could see. The Glory Girls boarded the train. There weren’t but bags of letters on it, so they didn’t take nothing, only changed ’round the engineer’s clothes till he wore his long johns on the outside and his hat ’round backward. When the light charge stopped holding and the train lurched forward again, he looked a might confused at his state. We laughed so hard, I thought the miners would hear us down below. But the drills kept up their steady whine, oblivious. And the best part yet? Somehow in my tinkering, I’d drawn out the length to a full eight minutes. I’d made her better. I’d bested time.

The pigeon were on the windowsill of my workhouse when I get back. I unrolled the note tucked into her mouth. It were from the chief, telling me when and where to make our rendezvous, saying I’d best not miss it. I tossed the note in the stove and got to work.

By the time we hit the 6:40 the next Friday, I’d taken her to a full ten minutes.

The Right Reverend Jackson used to say there were a fine line between saint and sinner, and in the long days I spent with the Glory Girls robbing trains and falling under the spell of the Enigma Apparatus, I guess I crossed well over it. Before long, I’d almost forgot I’d had one life as a Believer and another as a Pinkerton. I were a Glory Girl as much as any of ’em, and it felt like I’d always been one. Truth be told, them were some of the happiest times I’d had since I’d walked with John Barks. Like being part of a family it were, but with no Mam to sigh when you forgot to burp the baby and no Pap to slap you when your words was too sharp for his liking. Mornings we rode the horses fast and free over the dusty plains, letting the wind whip our hair till it rose like crimson floss. We’d try to best each other, though we all knew Josephine were the fastest rider. Still, it were fun to try, and nobody could tut-tut that we was unladylike. Fadwa worked on my marksmanship by teaching me to shoot at empty tins, and while I weren’t no sharpshooter, I done all right, and by all right I mean I managed to knock off a can without shooting the horses. Josephine taught me to dress a wound with camphor to draw out the poisons. Amanda liked to sneak up on each a-one and scare the dickens out of us. Then she’d fall on the ground, laughing and pointing: “You shoulda seen your face!” and hold her sides till we couldn’t do nothing but laugh, too. At night, we played poker, betting stolen brooches against a stranger’s looted gold. It didn’t matter nothing — if you lost a bundle, there were always another airship or train a-comin’. The poker games went fine till Amanda lost, which she usually did, bein’ a terrible card player. Then she’d throw down her cards and point a finger at whoever cleaned up.

“You’re cheating, Colleen Feeney!”

Colleen didn’t even look up while she scooped the chips toward her lap. “That’s the only way to win in this world, Mandy.”

One night, Colleen and me walked to the hills overlooking the mines and sat on the cold ground, feeling the vibrations of them great drills looking for gold and finding nothing. Stars paled behind dust clouds. We watched a seeding ship float in the sky, its sharp brass nose glinting in the gloom. “Seems like there ought to be more than this,” Colleen said after a spell.

If John Barks were there, he’d say something about how beautiful it was, how special. “It ain’t much of a planet,” I said.

“That’s not what I meant.” She rolled a dirt clod down the hillside. It broke apart on the way down.

It come about by accident that first time. I’d been experimenting with the Engima all along, stretching out the time by seconds, but I couldn’t break past ten minutes. It were all well and good to lock the Engima on a train and stretch the Glory Girls’ time on it; what I wondered were if we, ourselves, might could move around in time like prayer beads on a string. Inside the Enigma were the Temporal Displacement Dial. I’d scooted its splintery hands ’round and ’round, taken it apart, put it back together twelve ways from Sunday. Didn’t come to much. This time, I got to looking at the tiny whirling eye that joined them hands at the center. I cain’t rightly say what gear it were that clicked in my head and told me I should take a thin, pulsing strand of blue nettle and settle it into that center, but that’s what I done. Then I pushed that second hand faster and faster ’round that dial. With my hand tingling like a siddle-bug bite, I aimed the Enigma at myself. I felt a jolt, and then I were standing still in the shop listening to Josephine ringing the dinner bell. I knowed that couldn’t be right — it were only two o’clock in the afternoon, and dinner weren’t till six most days. Long shadows crept over the shop floor. Six-o’clock shadows. I’d lost four whole hours. Had I slept? I knowed I hadn’t — not standing up with my boots on, anyways. A tingle twisted through my insides till I felt as alive as a blue nettle. I’d done it.

I’d unlocked time.

That night, Colleen brought out a bottle of whiskey and poured us each a tall glass. “There’s a train coming soon. The four-ten through the Kelly Pass. It’s the best one yet. I’ve seen the passenger list. It is impressive. You can be sure there’ll be pearls big as fists. And rubies and diamonds, too.”

Josephine let out a holler, but Amanda scowled.

“Gettin’ tired of gems,” she said, reaching for the bottle. “Nowhere to wear ’em. Nowhere to trade ’em in much anymore.”

Colleen shrugged. “There’ll be gold dust on this one.”

I couldn’t hold it back no more. “Maybe we’re goin’ about this the wrong way. Maybe we should be looking at the Enigma App . . . Appar . . . the watch as our best haul,” I said. I weren’t used to whiskey. It made my thoughts spin. “You ever think of using it on something other than a train?”

Amanda spat out a stream of tobacco. It stained the hay the color of a fevered man on his deathbed. “Like what?”

“Say, for going forward in time to see what you’ll be eatin’ next week. Or maybe for going back. Maybe to a day you’d want to do over.”

“Ain’t nothing I’d want to go back to,” Josephine said.

“What about all them tomorrows?”

“I’ll likely be dead. Or fat,” Amanda said, and laughed. “Either way, I don’t want to know.”

The girls commenced to teasing Amanda ’bout her future as a farmer’s fat wife. Maybe it were the whiskey, but I couldn’t let it alone. “What I’m sayin’ is that we might could use the Enigma to travel through time and see if there’s anything out there besides this miserable rock — maybe even to unlock bigger secrets. Ain’t that a durn sight better than a pearl?” I slammed my tankard down on the table, and the girls got right quiet then. I hadn’t never been much of a talker, much less a yeller.

Colleen played with the poker chips. They made a plinkety-plink sound. In the dim light, she looked less like an outlaw, more like a schoolgirl. Sometimes I forgot she weren’t but seventeen. “Go on, Addie.”

“I done it,” I said, breathing heavy. “Time travel. With the Engima. I figured it.”

I had their attention then. I told ’em about my experiments, how I’d jumped ahead hours just that afternoon. “It’s just a start,” I cautioned. “I ain’t perfected nothing yet.”

Fadwa licked her fingers. “I don’t understand. Why do we want this?”

“Don’t you see? We wouldn’t need to rob trains then. We could go anywhere we wanted,” Colleen said. “Perhaps there’s something better ahead, something we can have without cheating.”

Colleen and me locked eyes, and I saw something in her face that put me in mind of John Barks. Hope. She put the chips back on the table. “I’m in for the ride, Watchmaker. Do the Glory Girls proud.”

“Yes’m,” I said, swallowing hard.

“In the meantime, we’d better get ready for the four-ten.”

The next morning, Fadwa and me saddled up the horses and headed into town for supplies. It’d been a year since I’d gone off with the Glory Girls. The Believers were setting up their tents along the Pitch again. I were waiting by the horses when somebody clapped a strong hand over my mouth and jerked me around the back of the Red Cat brothel, upstairs, and into a bedroom, where I were forced into a chair. Two big goons stood by, their arms folded but ready to grab me if I so much as looked at the door. In a moment, the same door opened and the chief walked in and took a seat across from me. He’d put on weight since I’d seen him last and was sporting some right furry muttonchops. He wiped his spectacles with a handkerchief and put them back on his face. “Miss Adelaide Jones, I presume. You’ve been gone a very long time, Miss Jones.”

“Lost track of time, sir,” I said, and he didn’t laugh none at my joke.

“Allow me to inform you: a year. An entire year with no contact.”

My stomach churned. I wanted to yell out to Fadwa, warn her. I wanted to jump out the window onto my horse and ride like I was racing Josephine all the way back to the camp and to the Enigma Apparatus.

“Do you care to tell me how the six-forty out of Serendipity came to be robbed by the Glory Girls? Or the eleven-eleven airship from St. Ignatius?” He slammed a fist down on the table, and it rattled the floorboards. “Do you care to tell me anything at all, Miss Jones, that would keep me from clapping you in irons for the rest of your natural life?”

I picked a burr out of my pants. “You’re looking well, sir. I’m right fond of the muttonchops.”

The chief’s face reddened. “Miss Jones, may I remind you that you are a Pinkerton agent?”

“No, sir, I ain’t,” I said, my dander up. “You ’n’ I both know ladies don’t get to be agents. We end up like Mrs. Beasley, bringing tea and asking if there’ll be anything else.”

The chief went to open his mouth, then he closed it again. Finally he said, “Well, then, there is this to consider, Miss Jones: there is the law. Without it, we slip into the void. You are sworn to uphold it. If you do not, I’ll see you prosecuted with the others. Do you take the full import of my meaning, Miss Jones?”

I didn’t answer.

“Do you?”

“Yessir. Am I free to go?”

He waved me off. But when I got up, the chief grabbed hold of my arm. “Addie, which train are they aiming for next? Please tell me.”

It were the please almost got me.

“Fadwa’s just coming out. She’ll be missing me. Sir.”

The chief looked a might sad then. “Tag her,” he said.

The goons held me down tight, and one of ’em brought out an odd rounded gun with a needle on the tip. I struggled but it didn’t make no difference. They brung that gun up against the back of my neck, and it felt like a punch going in.

“What — what’d you do to me?” I gasped, and put a hand to my neck. There weren’t no blood.

“It’s a sound transmission device,” Chief Coolidge said. “Agent Meeks is responsible for that invention. It transmits sound to us here. We can hear everything that is said. There should be enough to hang the Glory Girls, I should think.”

“That ain’t fair,” I said.

“Life’s not fair.” The chief glared. “Tell us about the train — everything we need to catch them — and you’ll go free, Addie.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I’ll take you in now and throw away the key.”

It weren’t a choice.

Fadwa were waiting impatiently when I come down to the hitching post after my conference with the chief.

“Where were you?” Fadwa asked.

I rubbed at the back of my neck. I wanted to cry, but it wouldn’t help none. If I were a better girl, I’d’ve told her to run and taken my chances with the law. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the Engima. I was so close. I couldn’t just walk away.

“Just some old business I had to take care of,” I said, and helped her load up the horses.

That night, I drank more whiskey than I should have. I would’ve drowned my sorrows in the Poppy, but I knew that were no good. The Glory Girls was in good spirits. Tomorrow they’d take on the 4:10 in the Kelly Pass. They made their plans then, where they’d hide out, what kind of train the 4:10 was and where it were best to board — all of it being transmitted right back to the Pinkertons. A cold trickle worked its way through my insides. It were like I looked up to find the moons and stars gone to flat pictures painted on muslin.

“You all right, Addie-loo?” Josephine squinted at me like she weren’t sure if she should make me a poultice for fever.

“Yes’m. Tired,” I lied.

Colleen clapped a hand on my back. “You just have the Enigma ready to greet the 4:10 tomorrow, and I’ll show you a haul, Addie, that will make you forget all your troubles.”

They toasted me then, but the whiskey tasted sour and my head was hurting.

When everybody else was sleeping, I took myself for a walk up into the mountains. I looked down on the revival tents, at the shadowy mystery snaking through the basin, where folks left their sins and come up with a vision. John Barks told me it were choice, but I weren’t so sure.

The day they baptized John Barks were terrible hot. The sky come up a gloomy orange and stayed that way. We’d gathered at the river with the young penitents. John Barks had been scrubbed pink. His black hair shone.

“I’ll take you to wife, Addie Jones. Just you see,” he whispered, and went to stand with the others.

My gut hurt. I wanted to tell him not to do it, to pack up his kit and run away with me on the next airship. We could see for ourselves if there were anything ’sides rocks spinning out in that vast midnight. But I wanted him to prove me wrong, too. I needed to be sure. So I watched as the aldermen dressed him in the white robes, and Mrs. Jackson balmed up his eyes, and Reverend Jackson slipped the Poppy under his tongue. When his body went limp, the women commenced to hymn singing, and the menfolk lowered John Barks’s body into the Pitch. The dark river come over him like a living thing, devouring legs, arms, chest. Finally, his face were under and I counted the seconds: One. Two. Three. Ten. Eleven. Twenty.

A hand broke the surface, followed by John Barks’s tar-stained face. He gagged and gasped, fighting the Poppy in his blood. He wouldn’t lie still. It were like he’d been caught in one of them ecstasies you read about in the One Bible, where saints and chosen shepherds saw things beyond dust and weak moons and miners’ toothless grins. He cried, “Oh Holy! There are stars newborn and great ships with searching sails set against pink-painted ribbons of eternal clouds — oh Holy! Oh Lamb! — the electric blood of the most heavenly body, oh sweet warm breath — kiss of a girl you love! What more? What more?”

The aldermen looked to Reverend Jackson for what to do. Sometimes people got too scared and had to come up from the Pitch before their time. But nobody had ever done like John Barks. And I could see in the Reverend’s face that he were frightened, like there weren’t no commandment to explain this.

“Reverend?” an alderman named Wills whispered.

“The sin fights him!” Reverend Jackson shouted. “He must be held still to accept the One God’s vision. Let us come to his aid!”

The women lifted their arms in fervent hymn singing, and the Reverend Jackson spoke in tongues I didn’t know. I kept listening to John Barks calling out wonders, like a madman on the mountain. The men took hold of his arms and legs and held him under, waiting for him to still, to accept the darkness and the One God’s grace that allows us to see what comes next. But John Barks fought with everything he had in him. I screamed out that they was a-killin’ him, and Mam told me to hush-a-bye and turned my face to her breast. The song rose louder, and it were a terrible song. And when John Barks finally went quiet, it were for good. He drowned in that river, his lungs full of Pitch and his vision stilled on his tongue.

The authorities come and pronounced it an accident. They took cider from the church ladies while John Barks’s body lay on the scrubby bank under a sheet, the dried Pitch on his long arms gone to peeling gray scales. “The One God moves in His own way,” Reverend Jackson said, but his hands shook. The aldermen dug a grave right there in the basin and buried John Barks without so much as a wooden stake to mark it. They said later he were too old for obedience. That were the problem. Or he might’ve gotten too much Poppy and seen the glory of the One God too soon, before he’d made his confession. A few folks believed he were chosen to receive a vision and die for all our sins, and we should honor John Barks on the feasting day. Still others whispered that his sin must’ve been too great for the One God to forgive or that he weren’t willing to give up his sin, and I thought about our kiss under the blue nettle tree, what we done there with the lightning pulsing around us. I wondered if I hadn’t damned John Barks with that kiss, sure as if I’d poured the Pitch into his mouth myself. I don’t know. I don’t know, I don’t know, and that not knowing haunts me still.

The first streaks of graying orange come up in the sky when I walked down from the mountains and wrote my last note to the chief. Then I set about my work. The lamp burned through the night, and by the time the two moons was as pale as a skein of ash against the hot orange glow of the day, I’d done what I aimed to do. The Enigma Apparatus was ready.

“It’s time, Addie,” Colleen said.

The 4:10 puffed right into line. I pressed the button on the side of the clockface, bracing myself for the recoil as the train ground to a stop, floating in a blue light cloud. Amanda let out a loud whoop. “Let’s go, Glory Girls! Time’s a-wastin’.”

They patted my back as they went, told me I done good. I grabbed Colleen’s arm.

“Addie!” she said, trying to shake me loose. “I’ve got to go!”

I wanted to tell her everything, but then the chief would hear and swoop in too fast. “Mayhap there’s something better up ahead, in the tomorrows,” I said. “Strap yourself in good.”

She gave me a strange look. “You’re an odd one, Addie Jones.”

And then they was across the light bridge and on the train. It took a few seconds longer than I figured for them to realize there weren’t nobody on the 4:10, just a bunch of sawdust dummies. Weren’t no treasures, neither. No comforts to keep in a pocket or a drawer. The Pinkertons had seen to that after I’d let the chief know the plan. Even from where I was, I could see their confusion. The sound of hoofbeats told me the agents was near. They were just coming over the ridge in a cloud of dust. Colleen saw it, too. The leader of the Glory Girls looked at me through one of the train’s windows. In the blue light, her face had a strange, haunting beauty to it. She’d cottoned to what’d happened and who’d done it. And I think she knew her time had run out. She nodded at me to do it. I clicked the tiny switch that bled blue nettle into the whirling eye at the center of the Temporal Displacement Dial. With my index finger, I pushed that second hand ’round and ’round, the devil racing you through the woods and gaining fast. Colleen Feeney was yelling something at the others and they strapped themselves in. The cloud over the 4:10 sparked with angry light. I can’t say what the Glory Girls felt then — wonder? Amazement? Fear? I just know they never stopped looking at me. Not once. And I wondered if it would be the last time I’d see ’em or if I’d ever make it to where they was going. The cloud crackled again, and the train car disappeared in a shower of light that brought a mess of rain over the basin. The recoil on the Enigma were like a punch then. Knocked me clean out.

Chief Coolidge weren’t none too happy with me when I come to. He paced the floor while I sat in the one uncomfortable chair in his office. He’d had me sit there special. “We were supposed to catch them alive, have a trial, Miss Jones! That is the way of law!”

“Something must’ve went wrong with that contraption, Chief. Time’s a tricky proposition.”

He scowled and I tried real hard not to twitch. “Yes. Well. At least we were able to salvage what was left of the Enigma Apparatus. With effort, we’ll get it running again.”

“That’s real good news, sir.”

“I would be happy to know that you were working on the Enigma project, Miss Jones. Are you quite certain you won’t stay with the Agency?”

I shook my head. “My time’s up, sir.”

“I might be able to recognize you as a deputy agent. It isn’t full, you understand, but it is something.”

“I ’preciate that, sir. I do.”

He saw I weren’t budging. “What will you do, then?”

“Well. ’Spect I’ll travel some. See what’s out there.”

The chief sighed, and I noticed his mustache had more gray in it these days. “Addie, do you really expect me to believe that you had nothing to do with what happened to those girls?”

I looked him right in the eyes. I’d learned to do that. “You can believe what you want, Chief.”

Chief Coolidge’s gaze turned hard. “It’s a free world, eh?”

“You can even believe that if you like.”

When they’d lowered me down, them years ago, I’d done as my mam told me. I lay real still, even though I wanted to scream out, to beg them to pull me up even if I still had all my sin attached. It were as terrifying as the grave under the river. But I were a good girl, a true Believer, and so I made my full confession in my mind, and I waited — waited for the One God to show me a small glimpse of my future.

It started as the tiniest ticking sound. It grew louder and louder, till I thought I might go mad. But that weren’t as bad as what followed. My vision come up over me in a wave, and I felt the weight of it all around me.

Darkness. That were all I saw. Just a vast nothing forever and ever.

There were hands pulling me up then, singing, “Hallelujah!” and pointing to the shape of my sins in the Pitch. But I knew better. I knew they’d never left me.

I slipped into John Barks’s duster and headed out into the dry, red morning. On my wrist, the Enigma Apparatus shone. The Pinkertons was fellas. They’d never thought to question a lady’s jewelry. I’d given Chief Coolidge a bucket full of bolts what might make a nice hat rack, but nothing that would bend time to his will.

The storekeepers swept their front walks in hopes of a day’s good business. The johns stumbled out of the Red Cat ahead of the town’s judging eyes. The seeding ships was out, piercing the clouds. Farther on, the Believers packed up their tents. They was done with visions and covenants for another year.

I reached into my pocket, letting my fingers rest for just a second on that Poppy brick before finding the coin in the corner. Forward or back, forward or back. John Barks told me once I had a choice, and I guess it come down to heads or tails.

I flicked the coin with my thumb and watched it spiral into the sudden rain.
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