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			Epigraph

			
				
					“Time is the true Anarchist.”

				

				—The Watchmaker

			
		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 1

			The Watchmaker was dying, and nobody knew. 

			In his office high above Chronos Square, the bookshelves groaned with the weight of thick, nearly identical volumes, each one a collector’s edition, but flawed. Only so much dead weight now.

			Synchronized clocks covered his walls, ticking a resonant lullaby, accompanied by the ratcheting click-clack of the big gears as the ponderous pendulum of the Watchtower’s great clock swung back and forth. 

			“It is time for you to tell my story, Marinda Peake.” Though raspy, his voice carried the weight of authority. “For two-and-a-half centuries of my Stability, the hours have been ticking away.” Like a gear on an axle, the Watchmaker swiveled to face her with a serious expression. “Tick-tock.” 

			Marinda studied the lines on his face, his sunken cheeks, the immense age and wisdom that shone through a hint of blue coldfire in his eyes. She sensed something different from the other times he had brought her into his office in the past.

			The Watchmaker stepped away from his crowded bookshelves and paced back and forth, back and forth, like one of his Regulators patrolling the streets of the city. “For so long I measured my life by the fear and respect I inspired. After a few lifetimes of contemplation, I wonder if honesty might be a better measurement.”

			As his guest—and she would never dare to refuse the Watchmaker’s summons—Marinda sat in an overstuffed, leather-upholstered chair that reminded her of a throne for readers. The first time she had come to his office, many years ago, young Marinda had been determined to learn the true history of her father, Arlen Peake. Now, decades later, the Watchmaker knew more about her, and perhaps he also felt awkward to realize the dangerous things Marinda knew about him. 

			While other citizens of Albion would have been awestruck in his presence, Marinda was more sanguine. “After all this time, you want me to write your biography?” Such a daunting task should never have been put off for so long. She leaned forward in the chair, too old to waste time on timidness and tact. “You could have given me your complete story decades ago with a drop of blood in my volume of Clockwork Lives, but when I asked for it, you sent me away across the sea.” She paused, then added in an acerbic voice, “Maybe even the Watchmaker makes mistakes.”

			He said, “All is for the best.”

			Marinda had experienced many hard years, and time had taken its toll, but she wouldn’t have changed a moment of her life. Without a hint of rancor, she answered, “Yes, all is for the best.”

			And it was. Though some adventures had been difficult or nerve-racking at the time, they enriched her life. And she had found true love with Hender, her husband, who gave Marinda her happiest and most exciting years. 

			She considered the task of being a biographer. “But Clockwork Lives is full now. I’ve compiled other stories over the years, but I was never able to recreate my father’s alchemical book. He took many of his secrets to his grave—most of them, in fact.” She tapped her fingers on the arm of the leather chair. “If I agree to chronicle your story, are you willing to tell the truth?”

			“Ah, the truth,” the Watchmaker mused. “The truth is indeed a vital part of any story.” 

			After studying the volumes on his shelf, he plucked the last tome on the left and carried it over to Marinda’s seat. “This would be a good place to start: The Watchmaker’s Official Autobiography, the final edition from six months ago when I stopped revising them.”

			She made no move to take it. “Rubbish. If that’s the story you want to tell, then you don’t need my help. Why did you really bring me here?”

			The wall of clocks emitted a sing-song cacophony of dings, bells, and whistles that interrupted their conversation. A resounding chime rang out from the top of the tower.

			“It is 11:45 in the morning, Miss Marinda,” said the tinny voice of her mechanical companion, who stood beside the chair. “Would you like me to remind you at noon, so we can plan for lunch?”

			Marinda smiled at the endearing contraption that had been her comrade for so much of her life. Her father had invented three clockwork Regulators back in Lugtown, but only Zivo remained. Barely four feet tall, Zivo had a central casing for the coldfire motivator, steel limbs with pulleys and cables instead of muscles, and an oblong copper sphere for his head on which eyes had been painted. A screen mesh for a mouth emitted the artificial voice. Though he had previously worn a red uniform, now Zivo was dressed in an oft-patched Black Watch jacket and tricorne hat. A stubby toy sword hung at his side, though he had never had an opportunity to use it. The blade looked more like a letter opener than a deadly weapon. A tiny snort of steam came from his exhaust port as he waited for her answer. 

			“That won’t be necessary, Zivo.” She glanced up at the ancient man who stood nearby. “The Watchmaker will provide everything we need.”

			With painstaking care, the Watchmaker bent down before the clockwork Regulator. “A deceptively simple yet marvelous device. I am amazed it still functions after all these decades. My own clockwork Dalmatian long ago wore down to a few gears, pulleys, and bits of fur. Ah, poor Martin . . .”

			“My father built the clockwork Regulators to last,” Marinda said, “but Zivo is cobbled together with parts from the other two. Woody and Lee both ran down years ago. Even combined, only the tiniest spark of quintessence remained, and it was barely enough to animate the one.”

			The Watchmaker straightened. “On your last visit to my tower—how many years ago was it?—I offered you the help of my best engineers to keep your mechanisms going.”

			“Oh, I did fine on my own. There’s a part of my father in me after all.” She felt defensive, then lowered her voice. “And I’ve learned that there is a price to pay for the Watchmaker’s free benevolence.”

			He was not offended by her effrontery; rather he seemed to find it refreshing. “Indeed.”

			In her travels as she gathered stories, Marinda had crossed paths with the Watchmaker multiple times. She was an old woman now, and he carried more years than any other human being. He had always appeared ageless, but this time, he was actually showing signs of his immense age. The Watchmaker looked weary, partly cynical and partly used up.

			When she’d come into Crown City, called out of retirement, she had noticed unexpected flaws, the delays in steamliner traffic, the rundown buildings, the concerned expressions on people who had previously shown only confidence in the Stability. 

			She learned that the loving Watchmaker had not made a formal appearance out in the city for at least a year, and the only official pronouncement he’d given was to tell the people that “all is for the best.” Even his Clockwork Angels, who would emerge from the top of the Watchtower so the crowds could behold them, had been silent for weeks.

			“Why do you want it written now?” she asked. “After all this time.” 

			“Because it is important for the people to be prepared. They must realize that I am not permanent, nor am I infallible. Someday, they will have to live for themselves.”

			Though puzzled, Marinda respected him for admitting this. “The world seems to be a more uncertain place these days. I heard about the accident on the coast—a cargo steamer from Atlantis driven up on the rocks. Its hull split open, spilling volatile powders and chemicals into the sea, triggering runaway reactions. I hear there were explosions, colored smoke filling the sky. The ocean boiled red, and dozens died. A disaster.”

			The Watchmaker remained unruffled. “An occasional disaster makes us appreciate calm normality.”

			“Was it the Wreckers?” Marinda asked. “Have they returned to prey upon helpless cargo ships? Or was it the Anarchist?”

			He snorted. “The Wreckers are long gone, as is the Anarchist. Don’t ascribe to bad intent what can be explained by mere bad luck. All gears wear out. All clocks wind down.”

			The Watchmaker reshelved the thick volume of his official autobiography. “These previous stories are sanitized and exaggerated, to serve a purpose. But perhaps the greatest tale is, in fact, the real one, the whole story. There may not be much time.”

			“Not much time?” Shifting in the leather chair, she paid closer attention. “What do you mean?”

			“Have I done what I needed to do? Will the world go on without a Watchmaker? Has the Stability made them forget how to run their own lives? Tick-tock.”

			A heavy, unnatural silence crashed down in the office—a stutter of peculiar quiet behind the myriad ticking clocks on the wall. Marinda realized that the loud syncopating click-clack of the tower’s main clock had gone silent. 

			A ripple of fear crossed the Watchmaker’s ancient face. “The clock,” he said under his breath. “My clock!” 

			Moving with unexpected speed, he lurched to his back office doorway, which opened to a steep set of steps leading upward. 

			Marinda pushed herself out of the leather chair, and she and Zivo hurried after him. Climbing to one landing after another, she felt the protestations of her muscles, but also the urgency. The mechanical man did his valiant best to clatter after her, steam rising from his enclosed boiler.

			She was out of breath by the time she reached the cavernous gear room at the top of the tower, where the big steel wheels drove the clock hands. But the gears had seized up. 

			From the apex of the tower, the pendulum hung down several stories to swing in perfect rhythm, hour after hour, year after year, no doubt century after century. And now it had gone still. 

			Already clockkeeper experts in red overalls rushed into the gear chamber carrying toolboxes, monkey wrenches, heavy prybars, and delicate calipers. They spoke in low voices that held a rising tide of panic. Wielding their wrenches and levers, they pulled on the clockwork gears. One hammered on the iron catch, trying to disengage it from the gear tooth. A young man with a determined frown leaped onto the pendulum, using his full weight and momentum to nudge it into motion. 

			When the red-suited workers saw that the Watchmaker had arrived, another wash of alarm crossed their expressions. But he didn’t yell, did not ask for explanations, simply said, “Fix it.” 

			Across the room, Marinda saw four closed alcoves that faced out onto Chronos Square, two on each side of the great clock face. She knew they held the towering white Angels, sealed away now. Her father had been locked in this tower room, forced to work for the Watchmaker, trying to fix them. . . .

			With a clatter of rhythmic footsteps, Zivo finally reached the gear chamber and stood at attention. “May I help, Miss Marinda? I have an understanding of gears.”

			“This is beyond either of us, Zivo.”

			From outside in the square below came a rising murmur of unease as the crowds realized that the clock had stopped. 

			A mustachioed clockkeeper shoved against the pendulum and the youth who dangled from the stem, his arms and legs wrapped around it. Together, they threw more weight into the effort, and finally the seized gears began to groan and turn. The pendulum reached the end of its arc with the boy riding it, then swung back. The iron catch released to let the gear turn, then clamped down on the next tooth, advancing time by one more second.

			Unable to hold on any longer, the young man sprang from the pendulum stem and landed on the floorboards. The crew of clockkeepers were giddy with relief, but terrified. 

			The Watchmaker remained stern, but he did not respond with anger. “When the clock stopped, we lost several minutes. Time once lost can’t be regained.”

			The eager boy stood before him, his face flushed. “I’m nimble enough, Mr. Watchmaker, sir. I’ll climb out onto the clock face. I can adjust the big hand, pull it into place.”

			A distant smile came to the Watchmaker’s papery lips, and the glow brightened behind his eyes. “You have all the time in the world, young man. Go correct the error and get us those few minutes back.”

			The boy sprang to the access window just behind the enormous clock face. Taking no rope and no tools, he scrambled out onto the big round face. Keeping a precarious balance with the toes of his shoes on the prominent numbers, he was able to reach the long hands that stood so close to noon.

			Marinda observed the boy’s silhouette from behind the colored clock face and marveled at his liveliness. From her perspective, it was a strange shadow-puppet show, and she feared the young man would fall at any moment. He reached the minute hand, wrapped his hands around it, and pushed with all his might as he kept his balance. He tugged, strained, and finally the clock hand moved. Time was reset.

			The boy scrambled back down the now-moving hands and swung himself into the gear chamber. “All is in order now, sir.” He seemed unaware of the peril he had just faced, young enough to think he was immortal.

			“Yes, thanks to you.” The Watchmaker gave him a paternal smile. “All is for the best.”

			The boy looked as if he had just received a chest full of the Watchmaker’s gold. 

			The ancient man turned about to face Marinda. “We cannot so easily buy back time, though. Follow me, Marinda Peake. I have more for you to do, an interim task.”

			After they returned to his office, the Watchmaker seemed to become a different person, as if the gears of life inside him had reset themselves. 

			Shaken by the unexpected breakdown of the legendary clock, Marinda asked, “What is it you need from me, sir?”

			“I learned much from my destiny calculators, and we are running out of time. Tick-tock. This is the real reason I called you here.” 

			He took a seat behind his large desk. “The greatest treasure, the greatest weapon, and the greatest hope may come from the most unlikely of places.” He folded his hands together. “Before you begin my biography, I need you to go to the carnie camp. I have sent numerous messages but received no response at all, and if I dispatched an army of my Regulators, that would entirely defeat the purpose. But you have a different rapport, Marinda Peake. You can speak to him, convince him to come.”

			Marinda was puzzled. “Who?”

			The Watchmaker had a strangely urgent look in his eyes. “Find Owen Hardy—and bring him here.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 2

			“I’m not napping—I’m dreaming,” Owen said, cracking open one eye. “And dreaming is hard work with important consequences.” 

			He saw the woman of his dreams in the afternoon sunshine, so he decided he might as well be awake. He lay on the soft grass, with his head propped against the trunk of an apple tree, and nibbled a blade of grass. Francesca stood over him, resilient like a willow tree. Her long raven hair, bound by a red scarf, was more steel gray than black now, but she still looked as beautiful to him as when he’d first met her nearly fifty years ago. 

			“Maybe you should start dreaming about getting those pumpkins to the cottage. We have preparations to make.” She could not hide her smile. “The carnival is due to come home today.”

			“As I well know.” He pulled the grass blade out of his mouth and sprang to his feet to remind himself—and more importantly to remind Francesca—that he was much too limber to be old. He swept her up in a kiss, which she reciprocated, while expertly maneuvering him toward the pumpkins she had cut from the dying vines.

			The corn had been harvested, and the shocks stood dry and brown like half-folded tents. The apple orchard was picked clean, bushel after bushel, and the apples sat in the cool, dark cider house for pressing. Running the cider press was hard work, but Owen found it gratifying, a heady activity that produced as much nostalgia as it did juice. 

			Back when he was a young man in the quiet village of Barrel Arbor, Owen Hardy had worked as assistant apple orchard manager . . . before he’d hopped on a steamliner long after midnight, fallen in with the mysterious Anarchist, met the Watchmaker, joined the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza, and found the lovely Francesca. Owen lived and relived those adventures every day. 

			Francesca wore a white ruffled blouse cinched tight around her slender waist and bright red skirts just like she had worn in the carnival. As she strolled toward their cottage, he remembered how she had flashed those dark eyes at him, flirting with a rose between her teeth as she gracefully walked a tightrope above the carnival crowd. . . .

			With a pleased sigh, Owen settled his battered old porkpie hat on his head, bent down to pick up one of the orange pumpkins, tucked it under his arm, swept up a second one as if he were a juggler, and followed her. He could tell from her easy pace that Francesca was having one of her good days.

			“We’ll scoop out the seeds and roast them,” she said. “Then I’ll make pies with the rest—a lot of pies.” Her expression filled with longing. “Soon enough we’ll have more help than we can use, and all the family we’ve missed for the entire season.”

			Owen glanced around the large estate and paused to drink in the rolling wooded hills, the leaves turning yellow and scarlet after the first frost. He had purchased the land as his sanctuary, as well as a winter camp for the carnival, using the treasure he had recovered after escaping from the Wreckers. He didn’t hoard the money, didn’t bask in sums stored in some treasury warehouse; rather, he had made a new home for himself, a place that would be waiting for him at the end of each season of traveling around Albion. It was his place—everything had its place, and every place had its thing, as the Watchmaker decreed. 

			He had named the estate Xanadu, after a classic poem written by a man named Coleridge, certainly not a man from Albion, possibly not even from this version of the world at all. Commodore Pangloss had sung the praises of the work during their airship journeys together, and Owen had obtained an illustrated volume of the epic poem on one of his later visits to Underworld Books. That old poet had imagined Xanadu as a paradise, and to Owen, this place was exactly that.

			Retired now from the rigorous carnival life, he and Francesca spent many quiet months together tending the garden and orchards while most of the others were gone. Francesca would dabble with her roses, producing beautiful flowers and somehow never scratching herself on the thorns. Owen basked in his wife’s quiet company, making each moment last just a little bit longer. But he also dreamed wistfully of going out with the carnival as he had done for decades, seeing the countryside, watching the people delight in a performance well done. 

			And with those thoughts, his memories spiraled out to the marvels he had experienced while crossing the ocean aboard a steamer, or steering the great airship across the skies with Commodore Pangloss, or trudging on foot across the Redrock Desert in search of the Seven Cities of Gold. . . .

			“That grin on your face melts my heart, Owen Hardy,” Francesca said, then chided, “but those pumpkins aren’t going to move themselves.”

			“Of course they aren’t, my love. But if I stall long enough, I’ll have an army of helpers soon.” He delivered the two pumpkins to the cottage doorstep and went around the side of the house to retrieve a small cart. “I can read the Watchmaker’s calendar, too. I’m sure they’re on schedule.”

			He pushed the cart back to the garden, gathered and delivered a load of pumpkins, then he heard the steam-engine wagons coming around the bend. Shading his eyes to watch, he called for Francesca. “They’re here at last!”

			With a toot of horns, a jangle of metal, and a clapping and pounding, the caravan thundered onward. Wagons filled with carnies—the performers, roustabouts, ticket-takers, cooks—were followed by vehicles piled high with folded tents, disassembled rides, game booths, colorful pavilions. All came rolling in to Xanadu.

			Owen slipped an arm around Francesca’s waist and pulled her close. The cavalcade of her returning family made her face look like a rose in fresh bloom. She yanked the red scarf from her hair and started waving it long before anyone could see her. 

			The carnival vehicles rattled in on the estate road, puffing jets of steam and stirring up road dust. The acrobats and trapeze artists did handstands in the wagon beds just to show off, while the three carnival clowns leaped from the chugging wagons, ran in circles, and jumped back on before they were left in the dust. Brutus, the strongman, stood tall on a buckboard, swelling his chest and flexing his enormous arms to impress Owen and Francesca. 

			The most wondrous part for them, though, was to know that their children and grandchildren were back. Their daughter Corina had taken over the fictitious role of César Magnusson, the carnival’s leader. In the front vehicle rode their grandchildren, including Keziah, a prodigy on the tightrope, as balanced and talented as Francesca had been in her youth. And Alain, the special boy who was so much like Owen himself had once been. 

			“All is truly for the best. This is my favorite time of year,” Francesca said. “Even though summer is long past and the nights are growing colder, I can appreciate being together again. A well-deserved rest and reward for all of us.”

			But Owen felt no need for rest, since he had been resting the entire summer. “It’ll be good to have so many people here—I’ll have a fresh audience for my stories.”

			Francesca nudged him in the ribs. “I’ve heard all your stories already.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “I could always make up a few more.”

			She leaned over to peck him on the cheek. “No need. Now that Alain is home, he’ll be full of tales to tell us about his first season touring Albion.”

			Owen took Francesca’s hand and they walked down the lane to greet the returning carnival. “I’ll add the boy’s objective impressions to my book, if I ever finish it.”

			Francesca let out a teasing scoff. “Objective! After you’ve filled his head with wild imaginings all his life?”

			“Stories to fire the imagination,” Owen said. 

			“And I don’t believe you’ll finish your book anytime soon. You’ve been dabbling on it for forty years.”

			“Just imagine how excellent it will be when I finally finish.” He cocked back the porkpie hat on his head.

			Together they went to meet the clamor and joy of the returning carnival.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 3

			After all he had seen during his first full season traveling with the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza, Alain was glad to come back home. After the full and busy months, he needed to catch his breath and process everything he had seen and done. At last, he could tell his Grandpa Owen. They would compare notes and embellish their tales, and each of them would wish they could live it all again. 

			The wagons dispersed across the estate grounds, finding places to park on the rolling grassy areas near the trees. In addition to the main cottage where Alain’s grandparents lived, Xanadu had several guest houses reserved for family members, while the roustabouts set up the big canvas tents and smaller pavilions for the whole carnie family to stay in. 

			Alain sprang down from the wagon, did a serviceable cartwheel on the grass, and landed on his feet. He had been practicing all season, along with his juggling, and he was getting better at it. Now he smiled with a rush of memories, enjoying the sensation of being where he belonged. 

			The performers and workers would settle into their winter homes, some clustered together, some more isolated in the hills, and they would spend the next few months resting, relaxing, and training. The performers would stretch their muscles, hone their skills, improve their acts. The knife thrower and his lovely assistant would take turns hurling daggers at each other, drawing as little blood as possible. The clowns would develop new pratfalls, even using old Tomio’s leftover alchemical powders to produce bursts of pink smoke that smelled like bad flatulence.

			They would string the tightrope and erect Brutus’s striker bell. They would rebuild the game booths, grease the gears in the clockwork Ferris wheel, polish the portholes on the imaginareum, and give every piece of equipment a fresh coat of paint. 

			Alain felt the warm anticipation. Immense iron cauldrons would cook batches of bean-and-sausage soup, and their meals would be supplemented with vegetables from Grandpa Owen’s garden. Alain’s grandmother would serve her famous pumpkin pies, while Owen would bring out his Barrel Arbor recipes for apple pies and apple tarts and apple crepes. . . .

			“Come on, don’t just stand there.” His older sister, Keziah, more businesslike and already imagining that she would be the next César Magnusson someday, accompanied him through the hubbub of homecoming. 

			During the carnival tour, Keziah had watched over him, not only because she still considered her little brother a rambunctious child, but because of his penchant for doing the unplanned, often with dire consequences. Keziah didn’t understand his odd pursuit of implausible dreams, since she thought the travels with the carnival were surely enough, but she loved him nevertheless. 

			Alain and his sister threw themselves into the swirl of reunion, where everyone demanded their moment with Owen and Francesca, exchanging handshakes, hugs, and kisses. Finally, the jostle of bodies brought him and Keziah to the front of the crowd. Grandma Francesca saw them and raised her arms. Keziah slipped in for a quick, strong hug, and Francesca buried her face in the girl’s dark curly hair. “I’ve missed you, child. Look how you’ve grown!”

			“I’m already tall enough for the trapeze! But the tightrope is my favorite.”

			Seeing his grandmother up close, though, Alain was momentarily taken aback. She looked thin, even gaunt, and despite her obvious joy at welcoming the family home, she seemed tired. Before he could remark about how much Francesca had changed, she swept him up in an embrace. “Alain, you’re a grown man now! Your first circuit with the carnival.”

			He could feel her ribs when he wrapped his arms around her. “I’m just at the start of being a grown man,” he said. “I still have a lot of practicing to do.”

			Other grandchildren jostled the two away from her, demanding their turn, and Alain faced Grandpa Owen, who looked quite the opposite of Francesca. Just seeing the young man made a dozen years drop off of his face, and he laughed aloud. “Spark, I expect you have much to tell me. Your grandmother says she’s tired of my stories.”

			Francesca blew air through her lips. “I didn’t say I was tired of them. I said I’ve heard them all.”

			Owen leaned closer and said in a conspiratorial whisper, “I don’t think that’s true, but I’m eager to hear what you have to share.”

			Alain loved the nickname that only his grandfather used for him. Spark. “So many things, Grandpa Owen! And the world is in such turmoil—did you hear about the big shipwreck? A steamer ran aground on the coast and spilled a cargo of alchemical powders and reactants. The sea itself was on fire! They think the Anarchist might be back. Could that really be true?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t put much stock in that.”

			“There were multiple newsgraph reports. Surely you read them?”

			Others crowded around, impatient, and the clamor of voices, laughter, and conversation rose up like a swelling storm. “We don’t pay attention to much outside news anymore. Xanadu has its own newsgraph station because the Watchmaker and his Regulators insisted on it, but we’re far from all of those troubles. Half the world bothers with the bad news, while the other half lives and loves and stays content.”

			“You taught me not to be so easily content,” Alain said.

			“Indeed, I was right. I can’t wait to hear your stories—when it’s time. But right now there’s a bit too much . . . distraction.” He gestured around. “Stories well told are to be savored, not rushed. You and I will have all winter, Spark. I can listen to every detail and add the good ones to my book.”

			Alain was surprised that his grandfather hadn’t heard of the explosive shipwreck or the titillating rumors about the Anarchist, but Keziah shouldered him out of the way before he could discuss it further. As more grandchildren came forward in the celebration, Alain went off to help settle into the winter home.

			

			Xanadu came to life like a flowerbed blooming with colorful pavilions and tents. People in bright costumes unloaded the carts while singing and talking. In all the pandemonium, Alain had no trouble slipping away to be by himself. 

			His grandfather had instilled in him a relentless curiosity about the world, about people, about science and alchemy, about history, and about all the places to see. But right now, Alain wanted to learn why Owen was cut off from information about the world that was so full of wonder. Had he stopped being interested?

			While the roustabouts pounded stakes and stretched ropes, and the cooks lit fires under the cauldrons, and Francesca and Corina baked pies, Alain made his way to the windowless newsgraph shack marked with the Watchmaker’s honeybee on the door. A pole poked up from its roof like a lightning rod, connected to long wires that extended in a low curve to another pole some distance away, and then another, marching off like soldiers into the distance. Another cable ran down to the ground and through the wall of the shack.

			“Are you getting into trouble?” asked his sister’s voice. “Do I still need to watch over you?”

			Alain looked up to see her striding toward him. “You don’t have to worry about me now that we’re home in Xanadu.”

			“It’s not worry—I just know you have a knack for getting into trouble. What are you doing at the newsgraph office?”

			“I want to make sure it’s working,” he said. “Grandpa Owen hasn’t heard about the things happening out in the world. Even you knew about the crashed steamer and the alchemy fires.”

			“And the broken-down airships, and some of the coldfire sources flickering out. Maybe he doesn’t want to know about the world falling apart.” When Alain rattled the knob on the honeybee door, Keziah said, “You’re not supposed to go in there. That’s why it’s locked.”

			“Grandpa Owen told me I should go where I want, not where I should. What’s the point of locking away the news?” He twisted the knob harder. “It’s just stuck.” When the latch bolt clicked, he swung the door open into an enclosure filled with dust, shadows, and the smell of old paper. 

			Keziah leaned forward. “Nobody’s been in here for a long time—maybe not for years.”

			Alain frowned at her. “At least not since spring, when the carnival left.” 

			Inside, afternoon sunlight spilled into a flurry of dust motes. The newsgraph machinery rested on a sturdy table, the mechanical scribing apparatus backlit by the faintest glow of old coldfire batteries. But the newsgraph was dark and silent.

			Across Albion, the Watchmaker’s communication network was an immense safety net that connected everyone in the land, each city, mining town, farm community, factory outpost, the countless villages . . . even Xanadu. In the Watchmaker’s Stability, every little piece operated like clockwork, at least until recently. 

			But this satellite station had failed, somehow.

			When Alain looked around the cramped shack, he discovered no fault in the apparatus. The newsgraph had indeed received all the official messages, printed its reports, every bit of news that the loving Watchmaker considered necessary for his people. 

			But nobody had read them.

			The shack held an avalanche of ignored paper printouts. Stacks and stacks had curled out of the imprinter and piled up before toppling over into a mound on the wooden floor, while more and more pages continued to churn out. Some stacks had been set aside in a corner, unread. 

			Even Keziah looked astounded. “But this is important information from the Watchmaker! Why wouldn’t they read it?” She picked up a stack of the papers, scanned them. “These were headlines, urgent news. . . .”

			With a sinking feeling, Alain went to the back of the newsgraph transcriber and felt around the base of the machine. The cable connecting it to the Watchmaker’s network had been pulled free. Alain held the severed cable. “Maybe Grandpa Owen wanted to be separate and safe from the outside world.” 

			He remembered all the tales his grandfather loved to spin, boring the other grandchildren, but Alain always listened with rapt attention. Was it possible that Owen now preferred to live in his bubble of stories and memories while avoiding what was really happening in the world? The thought made him disappointed, but also angry. 

			Then Alain recalled how much his grandmother had changed over the past season. “Or maybe he did it for Grandma Francesca.” He didn’t want to think about it, but the realization sank home. It would have been all Owen could think of every day. 

			Anxious now, Alain wanted to leave the newsgraph office, and he urged his sister outside. “Maybe he just lives with his memories because all the important things are right here with him.”

			He pulled the door of the newsgraph office shut behind him and made certain it was locked this time.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 4

			The Watchmaker had asked her to find Owen Hardy quickly, and Marinda knew exactly where to book a private airship.

			Two members of the intimidating Black Watch escorted her out of the Watchtower to street level. Dressed in crisp black uniforms, the enigmatic men offered no conversation, only suspicious glances. Wearing his caricature of a uniform and his toy sword, Zivo matched their movements, clicking and whirring, step for step. 

			At the door, the Black Watch men vanished back into the shadows, bidding her neither farewell nor good luck. 

			But Marinda didn’t need minders. She had spent her entire life taking care of herself, except for those years when she and Hender had taken care of each other. How she missed him. . . .

			“Where do we go now, Miss Marinda?” Zivo asked. “How can I help?”

			“To the main steamliner hub to arrange private transportation.” Owen Hardy’s carnie camp was not on any of the main lines.

			Outside of the Watchtower, Chronos Square hosted great crowds whenever the Clockwork Angels appeared to issue pronouncements, inspiration, and guidance. But the Angels had remained silent of late, much to the dismay of those who sought clear instructions on how to live their lives. At other times, a traveling show might set up in the square, perhaps Owen Hardy’s carnival, and the performers would display amazing feats, hoping the Watchmaker was observing them from his tower. 

			Today, the afternoon crowds were sparse but optimistic. Some people stared up at the main clock, while others raised beseeching hands to the sky. Moving with perfect rhythm, squads of the Blue Watch patrolled the square, and a few hopeful supplicants asked them how they could petition the Angels, to which the Regulators merely responded, “All is for the best. All is for the best.”

			Zivo adjusted his footsteps to match Marinda’s slower pace. Of late, she found it less advisable to hurry, though not because of her age. She had simply learned to respect the smaller moments in life. 

			Lamp globes floated at strategic points in the square, shining around the clock as beacons of stability, without fail. Marinda paused when she saw the comforting coldfire glow actually flicker. A gasp of unease rippled among the pedestrians, then the globes throbbed again, pulsing out their constant illumination.

			Marinda heard a puttering wheeze overhead and looked up into the sky. High above, a crosshatch of vapor trails marked the paths of high-flying steamliners, but her attention was riveted by a lumbering vessel that skimmed dangerously close to the rooftops. Dark smoke billowed up from its chain of colorful levitating sacks, passenger cars, and cargo gondolas, all connected to a straining motivator engine. The steamliner was in trouble. 

			The thick exhaust plume was normally a clean white, but this vessel produced oily black smoke punctuated with gouts of angry red, as if the burning engine had struck arterial blood in the sky. The big airship was descending much too rapidly, skimming over Chronos Square like a wounded bird. One of the cargo gondolas in the rear belched smoke and flames as its load caught fire. The steamliner captain was obviously struggling to stay aloft, but his vessel was out of control, headed for disaster.

			The crowd in Chronos Square gazed upward, aghast. A man screamed aloud, “It’s the Anarchist! We’re under attack again.”

			Marinda remembered the Anarchist with his well-oiled smile and significant eyebrows. She had been riding aboard Captain Pennrose’s airship from Lugtown en route to Crown City when the dark, mysterious man had exploded a bomb in the cargo cars, then leaped from the dying airship with his own parachute. The vessel careened toward the ground, although Pennrose saved many of the passengers at the last minute—at the cost of his own life. 

			Marinda mouthed in horror, “It can’t be the Anarchist. . . .” 

			Zivo turned his copper-pot head to the sky. “This is not for the best, Miss Marinda.”

			The steamliner captain valiantly tried to reach the open landing zone near the Mainspring Hub, but he clearly wouldn’t succeed. Using the control chain from the motivator car, the pilot released the lynchpins and disconnected the passenger gondolas, and the balloons broke free like unguided soap bubbles, drifting up and away. Another cargo gondola in the chain caught fire, gushing out poisonous green and red vapors. 

			Was it an Anarchist bomb? Or just a runaway alchemical reaction?

			The steamliner’s main levitation sack deflated as it caught fire, and the heavy cargo unit tumbled toward the crowded city streets. The people screamed louder as the detached cargo gondola crashed into a warehouse district several blocks away and exploded. The roiling cloud of smoke and fire rose above the rooftop of the Cathedral of the Timekeepers at the far end of Chronos Square. 

			Just above, the lumbering motivator car scraped across the tops of the ministry buildings, whose sharp and triumphant spires were like claws. The lateral sacks broke from the main balloon and drifted upward like lost hatchlings.

			The steamliner captain lost his battle to keep the ship aloft. Spouting smoke and steam from all the wrong places, the motivator car careened into a residential district, but the high rooftops around Chronos Square blocked the disaster from Marinda’s view. Blue-uniformed Regulators ran to the side streets to help. The shrill whistles of responding engines pierced the air as the Watchmaker’s disaster crews raced to the scene. 

			We are running out of time, the Watchmaker had said. He understood that the clockwork universe he had so carefully built was winding down. But his destiny calculators had predicted that Owen Hardy might help, somehow, and the thought strengthened her resolve.

			“I don’t recommend riding aboard a steamliner at this particular moment, Miss Marinda,” Zivo said, switching gears and getting back to business.

			She understood his concern, but she had her mission. “The Working Angel is not like other airships. Follow me.”

			

			The Mainspring Hub was Albion’s center of transportation and commerce. Coldfire-infused rails guided primary airships along routes that extended from Crown City like the spokes of a wheel, each vessel arriving and departing on a precise schedule. 

			By the time Marinda and her companion reached the bustling complex, commercial traffic was snarled. All major steamliners had been grounded in the wake of the current disaster. Fires were still being put out and casualties counted from the crash sites, while the ejected passenger gondolas were rounded up as they slowly descended to safety.

			People milled about, full of questions, clinging to one another as if to stop their faith from shaking. Incongruously, Marinda saw workers in scarlet jumpsuits using buckets of solvent and long-handled brushes to scrub fresh graffiti from a wall of the passenger depot—a bold, cockeyed A surrounded by a circle—the familiar symbol of the Anarchist. 

			Transportation officials walked around gathering names, compiling new arrival and departure tables, while engineers worked to get the network back on schedule. Conductors collected names and issued temporary tickets, while their supervising conductors allocated the tickets.

			Marinda skirted the main passenger depot and headed into the section of private hangars and landing pads. “We have an independent ship to commission,” she said to Zivo. “We’ll make our own schedule.” 

			She and the clockwork Regulator wove their way through the tumult of the disrupted depot. Assuming the authority his dark jacket implied, Zivo raised one stiff hand and parted the crowds as if he were a real member of the Black Watch.

			Outside the huge station and the nexus of steel rails, open landing fields held a variety of private airships, military scout craft, and courier vessels, all of which operated under their own rules, apart from the main passenger liners and levitating cargo caravans. Merchant yachts, independent zeppelins, and airship cruisers were allowed to take private commissions. 

			Since she was on business for the Watchmaker, Marinda could have requested a military craft and escort, but she preferred to make her own way to Owen Hardy’s carnie camp. If she were to arrive with an intimidating force, it would cause far too much commotion, and the Watchmaker specifically said he did not want that. Instead, she saw the anchored airship she’d used before, with a familiar and friendly pilot—and more important, a competent one, who did not feel constricted by the rules of Albion. 

			Most other airships on the field were built along approved lines with standardized engines and cargo and passenger compartments with specified capacities, and all bore the honeybee symbol. But the Working Angel’s design was distinctive, a patchwork rainbow of a main levitation sack, scraps of red, blue, and green fabric sewn together along with swatches of plain gray canvas used for repairs; blue lateral sacks on each side looked like attached remoras. Instead of the honeybee design, this craft’s main balloon sported a winged angel bent over a large clockwork gear, straining to turn it.

			The multicolored ship stood out like a bright poppy in a field of bland daisies. Years ago, this vessel had crossed the sea from Atlantis with cargo from Poseidon City, and the pilot had remained in Albion to take on whatever passengers or goods she found interesting.

			With a purposeful stride, Marinda led Zivo past the busy hangars and unloading docks and approached the unique craft. The levitation sacks were partially deflated, and only a few wisps of steam came out of the exhaust ports since the boiler had cooled down to dormancy. 

			From the ground, she shouted up, “Hanneke! Hanneke Pangloss! I have a commission for you in the name of the Watchmaker. I need you to take me somewhere.”

			The door of the double-decked gondola popped open, and a lanky young woman emerged, poking her head around to see who had called for her. She was on the edge of eighteen, with dark skin made darker with smears of dirty engine oil. She wore work overalls with the bib cinched tight against her chest, though her arms and shoulders were bare. Her stiff hair poked up in three randomly arranged pigtails.

			“The Watchmaker doesn’t boss me around,” she said.

			“Then I ask for my own sake,” Marinda said. “Are you up for one more journey with me?”

			Hanneke Pangloss swung out of the airship and dropped to the ground in a crouch, ready for anything. “Marinda Peake! I’m up for a lot more than one adventure, don’t you worry.” She glanced over her shoulder at the Working Angel. “My dreamline compass said I should stay at the airfield today, and now I know why. Tell me where you need to go, and I’ll get you there . . . and beyond.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 5

			Before the carnies entirely settled in for the winter, they held one final performance on the grounds. As a celebration of the end of the season, as well as a welcome home celebration, the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza put on a show with Owen and Francesca as their main audience. 

			Their daughter Corina put on her trim black tuxedo and fine white shirt. She slicked back her hair, tucked it under a silk top hat, and applied the bushy false mustache in order to assume the role of César Magnusson. She directed the performance in a gruff voice.

			Brutus set up his striker bell and swung an enormous wooden mallet as if it was nothing more than a baby’s rattle. His blow sent the puck rocketing up to strike the bell, and he flashed a gap-toothed grin of satisfaction beneath his long, walrus mustache. He swung one more time, straining until his biceps were like balloons about to explode, and rang the bell so hard that it popped right off the shaft. Surprised by his own strength, Brutus just laughed. “All is for the best. I have the whole winter to fix it.”

			Four agile young carnies twirled slender rapiers, cut and thrust, jabbed and blocked, in a dashing swordfight that was all in good fun. They chased one another around the yard. The three bumbling clowns, newer performers who had been with the carnival for only five years, elicited laughter with their tried-and-true pratfalls. 

			One of the granddaughters, Kellidee, with red hair bound in a thick braid, dropped potion bubbles and set off small chemical explosions that showered sparks like fireflies into the air. The studious young woman had spent a year learning chemistry at the Alchemy College in Crown City, wanting to follow in the footsteps of Tomio. But she’d been dismissed as too disruptive because the alchemist-priests felt their art was too important to be used to bedazzle mere carnival audiences.

			For many years, Francesca’s brother Tomio had served as the carnival’s chemical performer, until he’d been smitten by a woman from one of the towns where they performed. Owen and Francesca had been surprised to learn that this particular romance had gone on in secret for years, each time the carnival came around on the circuit. Tomio had retired to settle down to a quiet, perfect life as well as a fiery romance. The last time Owen had seen his brother-in-law, years ago, Tomio was fat and content like a cat curled up in front of a warm hearth. 

			Now, for the last performance of the season, and for winter practice, a tightrope had been strung between two tall chestnut trees near the main cottage. Dressed in a white leotard that looked as if it had been woven from pearl dust, Keziah scrambled up a ladder with a flat pack strapped between her shoulders. She had applied bright red lipstick, and her hair was brushed back and tied with a black ribbon. Owen was startled by how much the girl looked like Francesca when she performed. . . . 

			With her back pressed against the chestnut trunk, Keziah extended one bare foot onto the narrow rope, balanced, and swung her other foot in front of the first. She spread out her arms and walked with slow and silent grace, tracing a razor-thin line across the air between the trees. 

			“That girl will be a perfect performer,” Francesca said with a sigh. She leaned against Owen as they watched the show. 

			He pulled her close. “She’ll be a heartbreaker for sure. A goddess, just like you were.”

			“You were an easy target,” Francesca teased. “Young and naïve.”

			Owen sniffed. “And full of optimism.”

			“Once I decided to flirt with you, you didn’t have a chance.” She rested her long, lush hair against his shoulder. “I’m glad I did.”

			Reaching the center of the rope, Keziah produced a fresh red rose she had cut from the garden hedge. She placed it between her teeth, waved at the laughing crowd, then bent her knees and sprang into the air to astonished gasps, even though everyone knew what she was doing. As she flew, Keziah touched a release catch on the pack straps, and folded angel wings made of overlapping slats of airy metal unfurled in the air and locked into place. She caught the breeze and soared, swooped up for a special flourish, then landed on the ground. As the applause increased, she removed the rose from her teeth and swept it around in triumph before tossing it to the audience.

			“I caught the rose you threw,” Owen said to Francesca.

			She smiled. “I made sure you did.” She reached into her skirts and tenderly removed a dried red rosebud. “Here is a new one for you to keep. The rose of romance! I clipped it this spring and preserved it so you’ll always have it with you to think of me.”

			Back when he was just a gawky boy, Owen had kept her original rose for as long as he could, but it was lost ages ago, crumbled to dust. Now Francesca tended her own rose bushes at Xanadu, and she gave him a fresh keepsake every year.

			With a flourish of two somersaults, Alain came up to his grandparents, shy and eager. He crossed his limber legs and hunkered down beside them like an acolyte. “I have so many stories, Grandpa Owen, but they’ll all seem too familiar to you. You did all these things before I did.”

			“I’m sure your stories will sound new and fresh, Spark,” Owen said.

			“He also forgets things, now and then,” Francesca teased.

			He huffed and concentrated on his grandson instead. “Did you go to Barrel Arbor this year? It’s not always on the carnival route.”

			“Oh, yes! I was glad to see your hometown, since you’ve told me so much about it.”

			Owen chuckled. “Not much to tell, and nothing ever changes there.” 

			Francesca leaned against him. “The people find it comforting, stable, predictable.” 

			“Every day the same.” When he was young, Owen had thought that was the most terrible thing imaginable. Now he felt more secure and content in his existence.

			Alain brightened. “I asked the townspeople and found out about your Lavinia.” He had a mischievous glint in his eye. 

			Owen flushed. “Now, she wasn’t my Lavinia, but she never could see shapes in the clouds.”

			“Well, she married long ago, had children, grandchildren, even two great-grandchildren. I don’t think she remembers you at all, though.” Alain sounded scandalized.

			Francesca nudged him, teasing. “Good thing I remember you, Owen Hardy.”

			He kissed her on the cheek. “Only because I remind you every day.”

			Owen turned to the young man as if he had reached a spontaneous decision, though he’d been considering this the entire time the carnival was away. “I haven’t finished jotting down my own adventures yet, but I’ve decided to give you my books. Since you’re the one who appreciates them the most, you should be the one to have them.”

			The young man’s eyes went wide. “Your library, Grandpa Owen?” 

			“Including the adventures of Hanneke Lakota, my mother . . . my other mother, who lived an incredible life in another of the many possible worlds.” Here in this version of Albion, his real mother had died of a fever when Owen was young, but he had always felt a close connection to her fictional alter-ego. “And there’s also a first edition of Clockwork Lives compiled by Marinda Peake.”

			“You wouldn’t let me read it,” Alain said bashfully. “But I found a copy of my own when the carnival was in Crown City. I read it in the wagons at night—you’re in one of the tales!”

			“Well, only tangentially.”

			Out on the grassy open area, the dashing young swordsmen chased after the clumsy clowns, making a great show of pricking their buttocks.

			“And now that you’ve finished your first full season, it’s time to tell me your own stories. How did you find Crown City? Did I raise your expectations too high?”

			Alain looked down, not wanting to disappoint him. “A little. It wasn’t what I expected. The city looked rundown and dirtier than I thought it would be. We saw Regulators everywhere, but they didn’t seem to be keeping perfect order. And the coldfire globes flickered at night. Some had even gone out.”

			Owen was disturbed to hear it. “What about the Angels? The Clockwork Angels?”

			Frowning, the young man shook his head. “They never came out. We didn’t see them.”

			Owen exaggerated his indignation for effect. “Well, this is unacceptable, young man! You and I will have to go there together someday. I’ll ask to see the Watchmaker and demand to set things right. He knows me, personally.”

			“You’ve told me that story before,” Alain said with a teasing tone. 

			“Oh, he’s told all of us,” Francesca said.

			Owen pressed the dried rosebud against his heart. “And I love you both because you listen.”

			

			Owen lit the cottage’s fireplace so he and Francesca could be cozy together for the evening. When she visited them, Corina often complained that the house was like an oven, but Francesca suffered from frequent chills, and her comfort was Owen’s priority. 

			Together, at the end of the day, they went around the familiar rooms and wound the clocks and checked the time. Owen liked to make sure the tick-tock lullaby resonated through the cottage, guaranteeing them both a sound sleep, despite their worries. 

			Watching her carefully, Owen had seen how animated Francesca became when the carnival wagons trundled home. Smiles had come easily to her face. “Today was a good day,” he said. “For you, and for all of us.”

			“The best of days, with the family home again, surrounded by smiles and love and good cheer. I wish we could freeze this moment.”

			Owen finished winding an ornate pedestal clock in the corner. “Tomorrow will be filled with more moments.” He reached over to touch her arm, just reassuring himself with her presence. “And the day after that. The family will be home all winter now.”

			“Yes, all is for the best.” She paused in winding her clock, then sighed and lowered her voice. “All is for the best.”

			But Owen squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fist with impotent rage against the universe. All his life, optimism had been his armor and sword, protecting and defending him from the darker parts of life. He had refused to accept futility or loss, and he had always been better for it. But even a thick rope could fray one fiber at a time, and it eventually had to break. Owen’s reply was filled with frustration, not toward his beloved Francesca, but at the Watchmaker’s universe, at the cruel hands of fate. 

			“No, it’s not for the best! How can it be for the best? We had an exciting, perfect life and a quiet, perfect romance, and I want it to last forever. We get what we deserve—and you and I deserve this.”

			Francesca leaned closer and kissed him. “All clocks wind down, Owen Hardy. All lives tick away. Even yours, even mine.”

			In the early days of last spring when the carnival performers were burning off the winter fat and getting ready for the travel season, when Alain was full of unbridled excitement for his first trip around Albion as an adult—Francesca had found the small, odd lump in her breast. She’d waited a week before telling Owen, and when he reacted with alarm, she made him promise to keep it secret, to wait together and tell none of the family. And when the caravan finally chugged off and left the two of them alone at Xanadu, Francesca let him take her to the nearest village, where they saw the good-natured doctor who provided medical services to the carnies. The doctor’s normal comforting platitudes faltered after he inspected Francesca, and he wrote out a specialist request, sending her and Owen off on the next steamliner to Crown City. More and more doctors inspected her, trying to find ways to adjust the machinery of her body.

			All clocks wind down. All lives tick away.

			When the doctors finally declared that they could do nothing, Francesca became calmer and more resigned. “It’s all part of the plan, Owen Hardy. You were brought up to believe, and so was I.”

			“Believe in what?” he had cried. “There must be something, some way to brighten your spark of life.”

			“I believe in hope,” Francesca said, “but I also believe in home. Take me back to Xanadu.”

			Now that they were there and the family had come back, Francesca did indeed seem stronger, brighter, more content. He sighed with resignation. “I suppose family is the best medicine for you right now.” 

			He helped her to bed, then went around the cottage to wind the rest of the clocks. Owen joined her under the warm blankets and held her tight through all the hours of the dark.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 6

			From a distance, the Watchmaker observed the patchwork airship lifting off from the Mainspring Hub. As it rose into the sky, his old creaking heart was relieved to know that Marinda was on her way at last, and he trusted that she would convince the optimistic and indefatigable Owen Hardy to return to Crown City. If he accepted the Watchmaker’s mission, it could well save the Stability. 

			Years ago, smiling young Owen had been caught in a tug of war between the Watchmaker and the Anarchist, between order and chaos . . . to be blunt, between good and evil. When the clocks ran smoothly and Albion functioned as planned, it was easy to lose track of time, the rise and set of the sun, the seasons, the years. The Watchmaker did quick calculations and realized that Owen was likely in his mid-sixties by now, although surely his heart and mind could not have grown old. The Watchmaker wouldn’t accept the possibility of defeat.

			He went off to tend his bees. 

			Standing by the apiary near the Cathedral of the Timekeepers, he was comforted by the buzz of industrious insects, the busy little creatures building, working, producing, as all good things should. The fuzzy bees flew about like black-and-gold angels that sought flowers, gathered nectar, and returned to their conical hives. They constructed wax cells from an instinctive blueprint, hexagons locked into hexagons to store the golden liquid. 

			Inside the hives hung comb racks, each one dripping with honey. To harvest the bounty, he would stun the insects with smoke, brush aside their sluggish bodies, and remove the comb to squeeze out the perfect honey. Each time he did so, he felt like the Anarchist, intentionally destroying the order the honeybees had worked so hard to construct. It went against all of his principles . . . but the taste of the honey was so sweet. . . .

			As if from a distance now, he felt his arm spasm, and he looked down to see his fingers involuntarily curling, the veins filled with faint coldfire and quintessence, pulsing as life was distributed through his failing body. With sheer force of will, he straightened his fingers, extended his arm down at his side. 

			Tick. Tock.

			Tick.

			Tock.

			He had work to finish. He used to have time up his sleeve, as many years as his plans and his imagination could hold, but after so many centuries, time had gotten away from him. He needed more.

			Tick. Tock.

			He reached into the hive structure and heard the angry buzzing increase to a roar.

			His destiny calculators had mapped out the paths of the future, clearly differentiating correct decisions from dangerous ones. At one time his calculations covered wall after wall, branchpoints of every possible decision like cracks in glass, but there had always been a main line of destiny. Occasionally, the Watchmaker had amused himself by allowing a few of those branchpoints to happen, following them until he inevitably made the events loop back to the main dreamline. 

			He ran his calculations again and again to reaffirm his suspicion that Owen Hardy would bring the big steel wheels of destiny back on track. Now, however, his predictive devices only spewed out random lines, a tangled explosion of possibilities that went in all directions. He didn’t know how to interpret it.

			As the Watchmaker felt himself running down, the clear answers had turned murky, and chaos became the controlling force into the future. He had finally realized the enduring irresistible power of entropy. Soon, it would be as if he had never made a perfect world. 

			Could these people survive without the Stability? 

			So, the Watchmaker took a gamble and rolled the dice. He believed in his choice of Owen Hardy. Even with all the precision in his life, with the planning and the interlocked clockwork of his schemes, the Watchmaker decided to go with his gut instinct. 

			The bees continued to buzz and hum, swarming around his arm, but he didn’t move. He left his hand in the hive between the slats of perfect honeycombs.

			“Excuse me, sir,” said a firm, precise voice. “I brought my report on the steamliner crash, as you requested.” 

			Keeping his hand motionless among the bees, the Watchmaker turned his head. Peridone, the captain of his Black Watch Regulators, stood in his impeccable black uniform and tricorne hat, straight-backed but somehow slippery, flexible. The elite Black Watch could listen where they were not heard, see where they were not seen. They were attuned to the quiet vibrations of anything that might be amiss in Albion. Peridone’s blue eyes gazed straight ahead. He had sandy-gold hair, perfectly trimmed to regulation length, and a neat blond mustache. His pale skin was a stark contrast to the dark uniform. He pressed a small black book against his side, like an official document.

			“Very well, Captain. Report.”

			The Regulator lifted his chin. “The steamliner captain perished in the crash, so he is unable to give a statement and explain his failings. Nevertheless, we analyzed the clues from the wreckage. We tested the smoke residue. The initial fire was caused by a chemical explosion in one of the cargo gondolas, and the fire spread to subsequent balloons. Also, the coldfire inside the levitator engines had been contaminated, which at the same time caused a breach in the main boiler.”

			“And your conclusion is?” the Watchmaker asked, still not moving his hand. The bees buzzed around him like suspicious thoughts.

			“We cannot determine if the explosion was due to intentional sabotage or an accidental mixture of reactants and volatile substrates.” A pink flush came to the man’s pale face, and his expression grew even more serious. “You should know, sir, that word is spreading through the streets of Crown City. Someone calling himself the Anarchist has claimed responsibility for this disaster. He says it is time for the Stability to end, for Albion to experience true freedom again.”

			The Watchmaker’s demeanor hardened. “The Anarchist is long dead. I know this for a fact.” He sighed. “But the idea remains.”

			Peridone presented the black book, holding up the volume as if it might sting him. “We’ve also found copies of this circulating among the people, mostly rabble in the streets who are easily swayed by nonsense.” 

			The Watchmaker didn’t even need to read the title. “Before the Anarchy—that’s an old book, a collection of treatises and grievances. I’m surprised to see it again.”

			“The book is dangerous, sir. You should read it so we can develop a plan to counter its influence.”

			“I know full well what it says.” He didn’t espouse the book’s call to action, but he knew that without the ranting counterpoint of the Anarchist, the people would not be consoled by the philosophy of the Stability. The tract served a purpose. When secretly released, the book had fallen into the hands of gullible patsies who championed it and then showed themselves to be fools as they ran about parroting the supposed manifesto of the Anarchist. 

			After the Anarchist had stopped conducting his outrageous incendiary attacks, after the violent Wreckers had been eradicated on the high seas, it was as if the people of Albion could not be content with calm predictability. Belatedly, he realized that perfection required a flaw. 

			For all his work over two-and-a-half centuries, the Watchmaker still did not understand people.

			“Thank you, Captain. Please leave the book in my office where I can study it in greater detail. Then create a special task force of Black Watch investigators who will get to the bottom of this new threat and find out who he or she is.” He paused to consider. “Or they.”

			Peridone tipped his black tricorne hat and backed away. “I will lead the hunt personally, sir. We will track down this new Anarchist.”

			Alone again, the Watchmaker bent closer to his hives, saw the bees swirling. Their angry buzz had not diminished, and they still resented his hand interfering with their daily lives. He slowly flexed his fingers and began to withdraw his arm from the hive. 

			Feeling a sudden jab of pain, he yanked his hand out as the agitated bees swirled around. A red welt rose on his ancient papery skin. In all of his years tending the hives, no bee had ever stung him before. 

			He retreated in deep dismay, listening to the buzz as the bees protected their golden hoard of honey. A bee sting. It was only a little thing, but he feared that it might indicate the world was indeed falling apart.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 7

			As the colorful airship approached Xanadu, the carnies paused in their daily chores or peeked out of striped pavilions to stare up at the unexpected steamer descending toward them out of a clear blue sky.

			Owen Hardy peered out the window of the cider house where he was sampling, grading, and labeling batches of fermented cider made from the different apple varieties he had crossbred and tended over the years. 

			Young Alain was keeping him company in the cool dimness, talking about the carnival’s recent travels. The tales were familiar to Owen, but different. The boy spoke of when the knife thrower cut himself badly and was embarrassed because it had happened while sharpening his daggers instead of throwing them, or when a band of rowdy youths tried to steal the imaginareum but abandoned it in indignation because they found it to be empty due to their own lack of imagination. 

			“Listening to your reminiscences really lets me live it all again,” Owen said, “but without going to all the trouble.”

			Together, he and Alain emerged from the cider house and joined the gathering excitement on the grounds. The exuberant young man showed off with a wobbly hand-stand, then sprang to his feet again and jogged to catch up with his grandfather near where the airship intended to land. They watched the jets of steam ejected by the propulsion funnels, heard the chugging noise of the engines. The patchwork vessel circled as it descended to the estate grounds, its blue lateral sacks jouncing and jostling against the main balloon. The swollen fabric sported the figure of an angel bent over a clockwork gear.

			“That doesn’t look like an airship from Albion,” Alain said. 

			A smile creased Owen’s face. “I haven’t seen the like since . . . since Atlantis, across the sea.”

			The carnies backed away to clear the open yard for the vessel to come to rest. A wiry young woman tossed down an anchor rope from the main gondola, and someone caught it and tied it to a nearby tree.

			“Who are they?” Alain asked. “Why would they come here?”

			Owen clapped a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “The best way to find answers, Spark, is to go to the source and ask your questions.”

			After another anchor rope was tied to a wooden spike that a roustabout pounded into the ground, the moored airship looked even more impressive. Corina stood at the front of the crowd with her daughter Keziah, and the carnies parted so Owen could come forward to greet the new arrivals. 

			The airship’s pilot, a young woman with three misplaced pigtails on her head, checked the output vents on the side of her gondola and simmered down the main boilers from the engine compartment below. She wore stained overalls and had a smear of grease under one eye. She called behind her into the large gondola. “All steady, Marinda.” 

			A resilient old woman emerged from the upper deck and worked her way down a wobbly ladder to the ground. She wore a long gray dress and high boots, formal but comfortable traveling clothes. Her hair had hints of brown but was mostly gray; it had been pulled back into a large bun, fastened with long golden pins. The woman looked familiar to Owen, like an echo of a long-forgotten song. 

			She was accompanied by an artificial man made of copper and steel who emitted occasional whistles of steam. The clockwork contraption’s black jacket reminded Owen of the Watchmaker’s Regulators. 

			Once both of them stood together on the open grass, the woman turned to the gathered carnies, scanning the faces around her. “We’ve come from Crown City on a special mission. My name is Marinda Peake, and I’m looking for Owen Hardy. The Watchmaker has asked for him.”

			“May all your quests be so quick and easy, Marinda Peake. You’ve found me.” Owen stepped forward with a welcoming smile. “I’m surprised the Watchmaker even remembers me.”

			Marinda gave him a welcoming nod. “The Watchmaker forgets nothing—for good or ill.”

			“What sort of trouble does he want to make for you now, Father?” Corina asked with a sour tone. 

			But Alain was filled with energy. “You’re Marinda Peake! You wrote all the tales in Clockwork Lives!”

			“The tales wrote themselves. I merely sought them out and compiled them.” Her lips curved in a wistful smile. “I discovered my own tale and my own life along the way.”

			Clearly awestruck, Alain stepped forward to shake her hand. 

			Owen said, “We have copies of your book here at Xanadu. My grandson has his own.” He looked sidelong at the gathered carnies, not sure if any of them had read the book themselves.

			Owen remembered his duties as a host, since Francesca was still at the house, resting in her chair in a patch of sun in the cottage’s front room. “Welcome to my estate. We don’t get many visitors off-season, but we have plenty of hospitality.”

			The young pilot wiped her hands on her overalls and brushed her cheek, leaving a new smear of grease. Although her pigtails were crooked, at least they kept her hair out of her eyes. She glanced around the crowd and noticed Alain, who was about her age. 

			“It’s an amazing airship,” Alain blurted out. “Where did you get it? Did you build it yourself?”

			“I could if I wanted to.” The pilot lifted her chin. “But I didn’t have to, since my grandfather built the Working Angel. I’m Hanneke Pangloss, the airship’s captain, pilot, and chief decision-maker.”

			“Pangloss?” Owen’s interest was piqued. “I knew a Commodore Pangloss.”

			At the same moment, Alain chimed in. “Hanneke—like Hanneke Lakota! I’ve read all the books of her adventures.”

			The young woman turned as if he had challenged her. “Her new adventures are appearing every day, if you know where to look, and if you can find Underworld Books.”

			Curiosity burned bright inside Owen. “Did you know Commodore Pangloss? Are you related to him?”

			The girl squared her shoulders. “He told me a lot about you, Owen Hardy, don’t you worry. I am his granddaughter and his heir. He also called me a chip off the old block.” Her expression softened. “I think you would say the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

			“I know a great deal about apples,” Owen said. He had kept in touch with the Commodore for many years and fondly remembered their journeys together in the great airship from Poseidon City to the outer towns in Atlantis, to the mountain ranges and the mining villages. “He always wished me well, and I miss my times with him. He didn’t come to visit Albion often.”

			“He left that for me to do,” said Hanneke. “He taught me everything about flying an airship. I’ve been through storms and high winds and, even worse, calm and boring skies. But I’ve been in Albion for the past couple of years. I always meant to track you down. I wanted to see how the real Owen Hardy measured up to all of my grandfather’s fond memories.”

			“The measure of a life . . .” Owen’s heart felt warm. Looking at the girl’s face, he saw hints of the benevolent and caring Commodore. 

			Marinda stepped forward, getting down to business. “It’s been a long time for me as well, but this is not a social visit. Albion needs you.”

			The carnies muttered in surprise, and Owen brushed at his sleeve, embarrassed. “How can Albion need me? My days of escapades and exploration are long over, though I still enjoy talking about them.”

			“The moment you stop adventuring is the moment you start to get old,” Marinda said. “I would advise against it.”

			Owen could see the age lines on the woman’s face and knew that he was a far cry from the naïve young man who had met her almost half a century ago. “But aren’t we old?”

			“Speak for yourself. Adventuring keeps the mental and physical muscles from stiffening up.”

			“What exactly does the Watchmaker need?” young Alain pressed. “Maybe I can go, too.” His words earned him a surprised frown from both his mother and Keziah. 

			“Maybe you could,” Marinda said, “but the Watchmaker sent me to find Owen Hardy specifically.” She faced him and beside her, the clockwork Regulator also straightened, aligning his epaulets in an impressive display. “I have instructions to bring you back with me to Crown City.”

			As the carnies and his family members muttered, Owen glanced toward the cottage, surprised that Francesca hadn’t come out to join them. “But I have reasons to stay here. This is my home. What does the Watchmaker want with us?”

			Marinda forced a chuckle. “You must be an imposter because surely the real Owen Hardy would never say such a thing!”

			He knew she didn’t understand, nor did most of the other carnies, but it wasn’t his place to explain his reasons. “This is my life now. This is my place. Everything has its place, and all is for the best.”

			Marinda scoffed. As if to agree with her, the Working Angel’s exhaust pipe belched out a last plume of leftover steam. “Are you no more than a spectator?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Do you value life? Do you participate in life, do you appreciate life?” She paused to give him a hard glance. “Do you live life?”

			“Can we go to Crown City, Grandpa Owen?” Alain pleaded. “You promised you would take me there someday, and this way we’d get to meet the Watchmaker himself.”

			“Is this your grandson?” Marinda asked.

			“He has several grandsons,” Corina said with a hint of indignation, “and granddaughters.” 

			“Yes, but the rest of them won’t want to come along,” Alain said.

			“I’ve been tending my garden for many years—and look what my garden has produced!” Owen tousled Alain’s dark hair, which made the young man shy away. Not wanting to give Marinda an answer yet, he called out to the crowd. “Here at Xanadu, we know how to welcome guests. It’s always time for lunch, so let’s impress our visitors. I want to hear what the Watchmaker has to say.” 

			He tilted his battered old porkpie hat and smiled at them, but deep inside he felt adrift. Normally, he would never have missed out on the promise of adventure, but at no other time was it so important that he stay here with Francesca. 

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 8

			The Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza knew how to entertain and satisfy an audience, even if that audience consisted of only two visitors and a small clockwork Regulator. 

			The carnies set up long wooden tables for a boisterous outdoor meal, as they usually did while the late-autumn weather remained good. The three clowns rolled out a barrel of Owen’s best hard cider. Large bowls were filled with fall vegetables from the garden, along with fresh-baked bread and racks of roasted trout the boys had caught in the estate’s deep stream.

			Brutus showed off his strength by lifting Zivo over his head and pumping him up and down like a heavy barbell. The audience found the act delightful, although the mechanical man expressed his dismay through whistles of steam.

			Alain took it upon himself to keep Hanneke Pangloss company, to tell her about his exciting travels with the carnival, and she countered with stories of her voyages to far-flung places, exotic destinations off the main steamliner routes. It seemed like a friendly competition, in which both of them claimed victory.

			Owen helped Francesca inside the cottage. As he watched the preparations through the front window, he was glad to see the people entertaining themselves. Part of him longed to be out listening to Marinda and Hanneke as they shared their dreams and experiences, or even just news from Crown City. Some time ago, he had stopped looking at any unsettling reports that came into the cramped newsgraph office. It had all seemed so distant and irrelevant. 

			But people would soon notice how long he’d been gone and begin to ask questions, and Corina would come to make her parents join the gathering. She had a strong business sense and was as accomplished as the bearded lady Louisa, who had served as the carnival’s accountant for many years. But Corina hadn’t seemed to notice the changes on Francesca’s face and in her movements, which were poignant reminders to Owen every single day. 

			His beloved wife kept herself busy in the kitchen, tending the oven that had kept the cottage so warm that Owen wiped perspiration from his brow. “Join me outside for a while, Francesca. I want you next to me when I tell Marinda Peake that I won’t be going with her to Crown City. I intend to stay here.”

			“Nonsense. Just let me finish these pies.” Francesca bent over the open oven to inspect two beautifully golden apple pies she had baked. The smell of exotic cinnamon from the southern part of Atlantis wafted in the air along with the sweet, caramelized scent of burnt sugar and juice. “So much work to do, but it makes me happy to satisfy our guests and our family.” 

			Using thick towels, she lifted out one pie, then the other, and set them on a rack to cool. Even with his muscles in knots and his heart in pain, his stomach growled with hunger. Francesca made the best pies. 

			She hummed as she worked, but he could tell she was holding something inside. She closed the oven door and finally turned to him. “And I’ll hear no more of that foolishness about not going to Crown City. The Watchmaker called you—of course you have to go. And take Alain with you.”

			“No.” He tried to be just as firm. “I have to stay with you.”

			“There’s no need,” Francesca insisted. “If you let that airship fly away, you’ll dote over me for a few days to reassure yourself that you made the right decision. After that, though, I’ll watch your expression change. You won’t think I’ll notice, but out of the corner of my eye, I’ll see a little furrow on your brow, a slight downturn of your lip because a stray thought crossed your mind. You’ll always wonder what the Watchmaker really wanted, and you’ll start to second guess whether you should have gone just to hear him out.”

			“No, I won’t,” Owen said with a little too much vehemence. “Are you the fortune teller now that you can predict the future?”

			“I can’t predict the future.” Francesca untied the strings of her apron and set it aside. “But I can predict my Owen Hardy. It’s been fifty years, and I still know how to pay attention.”

			He felt as if his feelings would explode inside. “I love you.”

			“I love you too,” she quipped, “but don’t distract me.”

			In that moment he saw a flicker of daring and beautiful Francesca, the saucy tightrope walker, the goddess with wings on her heels. Unbidden, a wash of tears came to his eyes, producing a halo around her image. But when he blinked, he saw Francesca again as she currently was, and the difference rocked him. 

			Owen always watched her when she wasn’t looking, studied her face as she slept. Francesca aged and weakened before his eyes, as if days were passing at the speed of minutes—but in the last few days, she seemed stronger, as if the return of her family was like a new coldfire battery in her soul.

			A roar of laughter came from outside. Somehow, Zivo had made his way up the ladder against the old chestnut tree. Now the clockwork Regulator moved with precise steps, one foot in front of the other, onto the tightrope. He extended his mechanical arms out to each side, like rudders. Keziah climbed the opposite tree and started walking toward him from her side of the wire. Zivo wobbled and somehow maintained his balance on the thin rope. 

			Not to be outdone, Alain tumbled and cartwheeled across the grass, then he practiced juggling with three red balls, although the performance was still a work in progress.

			“But what can the Watchmaker possibly need from me?” Owen asked. “I have to tend my garden and tend my wife.” He glanced again out the window, nodding to himself. “I’ll send Alain instead. He’s getting along with Hanneke Pangloss just fine. The boy is ready for this. He can do everything that I could, only better—and younger! He would love it. He’s been dreaming of an opportunity like this.”

			“And so have you, Owen Hardy. Yes, the boy needs to go adventuring more than any of your other grandchildren—but so do you.”

			“I want to be at your side,” he said. “The adventure of life with you is what I find most fulfilling. I won’t go away.”

			“You aren’t going away. You’re taking me with you in your heart. You’re doing something that I can’t . . . and it’s something you need to do.” He could tell by the changing tone in her voice that she would not be convinced. She smiled at him. “I’ll be fine. Just look around Xanadu. I have my whole family here, more company than I could ever want. Maybe more than I can stand after a while!”

			Owen refused to say what he was afraid of, couldn’t tell her that he heard the ticking of the clock, the hours winding away inevitably. “I need to be here, so I can say . . .”

			Francesca moved her face very close to his. “To say goodbye? Why dwell on that? I’d rather you remember how we said hello.”

			With a wan smile buoyed by the best of memories, he thought of how he had gawped at her, looking up at her raven hair and her lithe figure, her white bodysuit and the rose between her teeth. As if it was only yesterday, she sprang from the highwire and snapped open her angel wings, gliding down to give him a rose and steal away his heart. 

			“What I want from you is a gift, Owen Hardy,” she said. 

			“I’ll give you anything,” he promised without thinking, then realized he should have asked first.

			“Anything? Good. The gift that I want most, the thing I need you to do is to take Alain with you to Crown City, meet with the Watchmaker, show that boy everything you’ve always promised him.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “That is your gift to me, Owen Hardy. That’s your promise, and I expect you to keep it.”

			He felt dismayed. “You tricked me.”

			“I know you, and that’s all there is to it.” Leaving the pies to cool, she took him by the arm. “After all this time, Owen, I guess I am the optimist now.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 9

			Alain looked up as his grandfather emerged from the cottage wearing a stoic expression, while Francesca smiled with true satisfaction as she hung on his arm. Holding his porkpie hat in his hands, Owen stepped up to Marinda Peake. “My beloved wife has convinced me. I’ll go with you to see the Watchmaker, and my grandson Alain will accompany us.” 

			He delivered his announcement as if it were grave news, but Alain jumped to his feet. “I can’t believe you’re taking me with you, Grandpa Owen! Thank you, thank you! It’ll be a great adventure.” He did a backflip in excitement. “This is what we dreamed about doing.” 

			Owen forced a smile, glancing back at Francesca. “All is for the best.” 

			“And it will be—the best of all journeys, the best of all adventures.” Alain seemed as if he were walking on air. 

			Seeing his grandson’s joyous display, Owen’s smile became more natural, and he hugged Alain. 

			Marinda looked pleased. “The Watchmaker can be obtuse and frustrating, but it’s important for you to hear what he has to say. He told me that you might hold the future of the Stability in your hands. Things are happening in Crown City, a symptom of Albion as a whole.”

			Alain looked impressed. “And you can fix it, Grandpa Owen.”

			“Yes, he can.” Francesca nudged her husband in the side. “I’m so happy for you both.”

			Owen found his resolve. “That depends on what the problem is. And I expect you to help me, Spark.”

			Hanneke Pangloss flashed the young man a mischievous grin. “Sparky?”

			“Spark,” he corrected, blushing. “It’s what my grandfather calls me.”

			She scrubbed her palms together, then wiped them on her overalls. It was clear that she would not forget the nickname. “I’ll be glad to have some competent help aboard.” She raised her eyebrows. “Are you competent?” 

			Alain’s cheeks burned. “I can be taught—if you’re a competent instructor.”

			The young woman chuckled. “We’ll see about that, Sparky. I need a few hours to check the boilers, prepare the motivator box, unpack extra redcoal for the furnace, and recharge the coldfire batteries.” 

			“I have to pack,” Owen said, sounding serious and organized. “Always best to prepare for any eventuality.” 

			“We’ll prepare for anything, but I like surprises, too,” Alain said. He couldn’t control the brightness in his voice. “When we get to Crown City, you can show me all the famous places, Grandpa Owen.”

			“I’ll see them all again, and they’ll be fresh through your eyes.” Owen turned in a slow circle, solemnly reviewing the estate, the bright pavilions, the permanent cottages, as if gathering final chronotypes of his home and memories. “Sometimes you can never go far enough. And sometimes even a mile away is too far from home.”

			Alain laughed. “We’re just going to Crown City. We’ll be back soon.” Sensing his grandfather’s hesitation, he added, “And I’ll be with you. We’ll do this together.”

			Owen hugged the boy. “Yes, we will.”

			“Yes, you will,” Francesca insisted. “This is the best of all possible ideas.”

			Alain’s mother was less delighted, however. “Do you really think my boy should be going on a fool’s errand like this? He is too young and starry-eyed.”

			“If Alain is too young, then I am too old,” Owen said. “Together we make a perfect traveling pair.”

			Zivo’s tinny voice sounded confident. “I shall protect everyone all the way to Crown City.”

			Corina kept her back to the rest of the crowd, as if they weren’t there. “Until my son is old enough to wear a mustache of his own, I still think he’s too young.” Reaching into the pocket of her silk jacket, she withdrew her bushy false mustache and affixed it to her upper lip. The transformation was instant, and the ringleader personality seemed more amenable to the idea. “But the carnival has taught us that the show must go on . . . whichever way it goes.” She shooed Alain off to their lodgings. “Now go get what you need before I change my mind and decide to argue with your grandparents again.”

			“You would not win the discussion,” Francesca said. “My mind is made up.”

			“Therefore, so is mine,” Owen said with a sigh. “Gather your things and say your goodbyes, Spark. By sunset we’ll be off on the great adventure I always promised you.”

			

			Alain didn’t need to do much packing. If they were to be guests of the Watchmaker, surely they would have comfortable lodgings with a soft bed, blankets, coldfire lamps, fine food. He packed clothes, a few of his favorite books, well-worn copies of The Adventures of Hanneke Lakota, an outdated volume of The Watchmaker’s Official Autobiography, even his own copy of Clockwork Lives, which he hoped to have Marinda Peake sign for him. He thought of taking his juggling balls with him, but he knew that any real performer could juggle with whatever objects he found at hand.

			While he got his excited thoughts in order, he went to the quiet, isolated cider house and sat against the outside wall with his knees drawn up to his chest. Leaning back, he could feel the cool, uneven fieldstones of the wall. It reminded him of the stability of having his family around. Throughout the carnival season, he had ridden with these people in the wagons, slept in the pavilions, and worked shoulder-to-shoulder with the roustabouts. They would set up tents, pound stakes, tighten ropes, and after a show was over and the townspeople had gone home, they would undo it all, pack up the carts, and chug onward to the next destination. There was always a buzz of happy company. 

			But Alain found ways to be alone with his thoughts, to review the day’s events, make mental notes so he could tell his grandfather all about it. Now that he was back in comfortable Xanadu, though, the young man already felt restless, wanting to see more of the world. He had imagined going off with his grandfather, and at last it was going to happen.

			As he looked out at the rows of the orchard, the overturned dirt of the harvested garden, everything looked neatly ordered, as if the Watchmaker himself had laid out the grid. Yet there was an occasional cockeyed line or gap where Owen had let nature take its course, letting the plants or trees have their own adventure.

			Sweet-smelling woodsmoke curled from the cottage chimney. His grandparents surely had enough coldfire to power and heat their home, yet the fire in the hearth had its own cheeriness. Alain inhaled deeply, savoring the smoke. 

			Before leaving, he tried to see Xanadu in the way Grandpa Owen did—not just the garden, but this whole estate, his home, a place to nurture and protect. Alain wondered if he could ever be content to stay here, season after season. Maybe when he was older, after he was full of years and full of adventures. He doubted it would ever be enough, but the young man also saw how just caring for Grandma Francesca was the flame that lit the candle of Owen’s life. 

			Keziah walked up to the cider house with deliberate poise, as if the entire world were a tightrope. As she sat beside him, she flowed, as if made of liquid. She carried a mysterious wrapped package, but her uncertain smile intrigued him more. “So, you’re about to be off again, with no one to watch over you.”

			“Grandpa Owen will be with me.”

			His sister scoffed. “No one with any common sense! At least Marinda Peake doesn’t seem prone to flights of fancy, and that girl Hanneke appears to have a good head on her shoulders. Don’t get them all into trouble if you get yourself into trouble.”

			“I promise we’ll work together and get in as much trouble as we need to.”

			Keziah looked away, serious instead of teasing. “The Watchmaker probably won’t allow that. It sounds like he has important work for Grandpa Owen, and that means important work for you, Alain. Take care of him, for all our sakes.”

			Alain became serious as well. “You’re taking all the fun out of a spectacular adventure.”

			Keziah rested the back of her head against the fieldstone wall. “I’ve never understood what drives you. All those years when Grandpa Owen would tell the same stories again and again . . .” She shook her head. “We thought it was just silliness, but not you. Your eyes would shine, and your smile was always far away. I wish I could feel the way you do. You have that sense of wonder.” She glanced over at him. “Then I realized that I have something you don’t.” 

			He raised his eyebrows. “And what’s that?”

			“I can be satisfied. My life, my family, this carnival, the traveling season.” She raised her hands into the air. “You always want to experience to extremes.”

			“I suppose so,” he said.

			“That’s why you need this.” Keziah handed him the wrapped package. 

			Opening it, he saw loops for his arms and a cross-strap to tighten over his chest. He frowned as he turned it over, then recognized what it was. “These are your angel wings!”

			Nodding, she hurried to explain. “You might need them more than I do. They could be useful in a pinch.”

			Alain tried to swallow away the lump in his throat. “Now the Angels can watch over us in more ways than one.”

			Embarrassed, Keziah got back to her feet, brushing grass off her skirts. “You better finish getting ready and say your proper goodbyes or we’ll never hear the end of it.”

			He lifted the pack with the angel wings, touched by his sister’s gift. “Thank you, Keziah.”

			“You can thank me by bringing them back undamaged,” she said. “And yourself, too.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 10

			Throughout the afternoon, packs and supplies were loaded aboard the Working Angel, the water reservoirs filled, the coldfire batteries charged. Below in the engine deck, Hanneke stoked the fires in the primary boiler, and steam huffed out in uneven gusts as the airship braced itself for a long flight back to Crown City. The colorful main balloon was stretched to the limit of its seams, and the mascot angel swelled in her symbolic toil to turn the clockwork gear. 

			Zivo made one more syncopated procession up and down the lines of pavilions, announcing to all the carnies, “All is for the best!” 

			Some young girls chased after the clockwork Regulator and tied ribbons around his sleeves. 

			Alain tossed his pack aboard with his clothes, books, and Keziah’s folded angel wings. Ready, he presented himself to Hanneke. With her harried movements, the pilot carried an urgency about her, as if her diligent efforts kept every action on schedule.

			“You made this trip just to come get us,” Alain said to her. “I’d like to help out, earn our passage. I’ve never flown on a vessel like this before.”

			Hanneke arched her eyebrows. “The Watchmaker is paying me handsomely for your passage, don’t you worry. The Working Angel doesn’t take special commissions unless they’re worthwhile.”

			Alain blushed. “Even so, I was taught that we should help however we can—and I’d like to learn about airships.” He glanced up at the blue lateral sacks, the steam curling out of the exhaust ports, the large reinforced gondola. “What can I do?”

			She laughed. “Well, what can you do? Marinda’s mechanical man was no help at all, but at least he followed instructions. Can you follow instructions, Sparky?”

			“If you give me instructions, I’ll follow them,” he replied.

			“So, does that mean you can’t think for yourself? You need to be nimble, react when circumstances demand it.”

			Alain fumbled, feeling a flush burn his cheeks. She made his head spin as if he had done a dozen cartwheels. “I don’t know what to say.”

			Hanneke responded with a smile. “Correct answer.”

			Alain couldn’t stop grinning, glad that he had done something right.

			

			With the curtains half drawn against the afternoon sun, Owen collected his scraps of paper, his notes, and the half-finished journal he had been working on for years. He busied himself, but he was grasping every moment, treasured the everyday activities that were so precious, and which he now savored even more with Francesca. 

			She had packed clean clothes for him, comfortable travel garments as well as his finest jacket, which was suitable for meeting the Watchmaker. Their daughter had done the same for Alain, and though Corina remained doubtful about her son’s readiness for such brash excitement, she also showed a glimmer of pride. 

			Francesca handed Owen a knapsack. “A dozen apples from this year’s harvest. Not a single bruise—I checked them all. Three apples for each of you, so make them last.”

			“None for the Watchmaker?” He tried to keep a light tone, but his voice cracked.

			“The Watchmaker has his own apples, golden ones if he likes. These are for you, Owen Hardy—a gift from me.”

			“Ah, the gifts that you give. It’s hard to measure their value.” He collected his last scraps and notes and tucked them inside the cover of his journal with one last look at what he had written. “So far, these are just parables, poems, and observations, thoughts that I find interesting—and if I find them interesting, maybe someone else will.”

			“I wish you’d finish your book,” Francesca said. “You’ve been working on it for so many years, but you’ve slowed down. I watched you.”

			“Because my days are so full—with you. With Xanadu. With the orchard and my garden.”

			“A day has the same number of minutes, day after day,” she said. “It all depends on what you do with the time.”

			He looked down at his haphazard book and notes. “I wouldn’t have had those adventures without the Watchmaker’s encouragement.”

			“Or his meddling,” she said under her breath.

			“If not for his meddling, my love, I would never have met you.”

			“Then all is indeed for the best,” she said. “And all is forgiven.”

			He tucked the journal into the knapsack next to the apples, in no hurry to leave. 

			She said, “This journey is as important for you as it is for Alain. You’ve whiled away the hours but never felt the urgency to complete your book. Maybe tending your garden dimmed the spark, and that’s not good for Owen Hardy. I know your adventurer’s heart, and you passed that along to your grandson. Take Alain. It will change his life.” She smiled. “It will change both of your lives.”

			His lower lip was trembling. “I don’t want to go.” 

			She clucked her tongue. “You just don’t want to leave me.”

			“They amount to the same thing,” Owen said. 

			Taking his arm, she pulled him toward the back door of the cottage. “Come with me out to the garden.”

			Outside as the sun was lowering toward the horizon and extending long shadows across Xanadu, she led him out past the bare dirt where he had pulled up the squash vines, beyond the trenches where he had dug potatoes. He had already extracted the flower bulbs and stored them in the root cellar for next spring.

			Of all the growing things, Francesca’s sole domain was the roses. Throughout the year she snipped the blooms and kept them in vases and bowls so the bushes continued to produce new buds for as long as possible. Now she had pruned them back for the winter, and the bushes were bare except for one small portion with dark green leaves, fresh sprigs of new growth. 

			As she parted the branches, expertly avoiding the thorns, she revealed a bright red bloom, as if by magic. “Last rose of the season, Owen. I’ve been saving it for you.” 

			He bent closer, could already smell the strong, sweet perfume.

			“This is to remind you that even old plants late in the season can produce a beautiful miracle.” 

			He touched his shirt pocket, feeling the lump of the dried bloom she had given him only two days before. “I carry your other one with me.”

			“But this one is fresh and alive.” She touched the stem, pulled the red bloom closer. “That’s how I want you to remember me.” He watched her move with ease around the rose bushes, so different from the stiff and careful movements he usually saw around the house. In that moment she was young again, strong, full of energy. The transformation seemed so real. 

			“And my memories are fresh and alive,” he said. “There’s a special kind of alchemy in memory.” Despite the miraculous vision he had just seen, his doubts came back. He touched her hand, folding her fingers around the lone rose, an anomaly in the hedge. 

			She cut him off before he could say anything. “Owen Hardy, I will not allow you to have second thoughts. This is your chance. Whatever the world does, you must keep thinking big. You know in your heart that the story isn’t finished.”

			“But I want to be with you.” 

			“And I want you to live . . . not watch me die.” It was a stark, hard statement. Her deep brown eyes met his, and she wrapped her arms around him in a hug. They stood together in the garden next to the roses. 

			“It doesn’t matter how many goodbyes we have,” she whispered in his ear, “because it will never be enough. The only important thing is that we have the best goodbye. And here in Xanadu with our family, the two of us standing in this garden . . .” She squeezed tighter, and he hugged back so fiercely he feared he might break her spine. “This moment . . . it’s the perfect goodbye, and you can’t ask for more than that.”

			“No matter what happens, I’ll be back. Maybe the Watchmaker has some way to help you.” He seized on that. “Yes! I’ll ask him myself—he owes me. We get what we deserve.”

			“You do that, Owen,” Francesca said. Her voice was full and firm, and her presence filled him with warmth like the sweetest honey. “Just don’t forget this moment, and we’ll be fine.”

			

			Within an hour, Owen and Alain were ready to go aboard, and all the carnies had gathered around the airship. Francesca came out to see them off, and Owen grinned like a mooncalf when he saw her. She tossed her black-and-ashes hair and called out to the eager young man, “Alain Hardy, I have a gift for you and your grandfather.”

			The young man trotted over, powered by the energy of curiosity.

			Francesca held out two identical water flasks. “Here is just the equipment you need. Remember your grandfather’s story of his tribulations in the Redrock Desert as he searched for the Seven Cities of Gold.”

			Marinda said, “Even I have heard that tale. It’s well-known.”

			“Everyone here has heard it,” Francesca said, “more than once.”

			Owen blushed. “I may have told it a few times.”

			Francesca extended one flask to Owen, one to Alain. “In the desert, he should have carried more water, so I made these flasks for you, sturdy steel and covered in a leather sleeve that I sewed myself.” Francesca flexed her fingers where her knuckles showed the rounded swelling of arthritis. “I used strong thread and lots of love, and I filled them with fresh water from our well, so for the time being you’ll carry a little bit of Xanadu with you. When you take a drink of water, you can think of me.”

			Owen pressed the flask close to his chest. “I always think of you.”

			“No harm in having a reminder,” Francesca said. 

			“No harm at all,” he agreed. 

			As the travelers climbed aboard, Marinda and Zivo waved from the gondola deck, extending their arms out the open windows to the cheering audience. Hanneke Pangloss called for the anchor ropes to be loosed. Brutus untied the knots, then made a great show of grasping the rope and holding the airship with his own weight and brute strength. 

			With Alain standing beside him, Owen gazed out the window, staring out at his family and friends, and focused on Francesca waving. He waved back. 

			Then the Working Angel lifted up from the open estate grounds and chugged off, escorted by plumes of white steam into the gathering night.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 11

			At the top of the tower high above the city square, the Watchmaker was alone, yet in the presence of the most perfect beings ever created—the Angels that he himself had created. 

			Among the great gears that drove the pendulum, turned the clock hands, and kept time for the people and from the people, he stood with his hands clasped behind his back. With each click-clack of the pendulum swing, moving one gear tooth at a time, one second and then another second in perfect rhythm, he thought of the marching feet of his Blue Watch, the alert stillness of the Red Watch, and the secret whisper and shadows of the Black Watch. 

			All part of the plan. All part of his Stability, his Albion. 

			The great Watchtower clock ran smoothly for now, wheels within wheels that represented the machinery of the universe. His universe. The stoppage a few days ago had been an unpleasant anomaly, a unique event, as was the steamliner explosion and crash—which he suspected was little more than an accident, not the evil intent of someone who fancied himself a new Anarchist. He was confident that Captain Peridone would track down the culprits, if there were culprits to be had. 

			What bothered him more was that when such anomalies occurred with increasing frequency, they were no longer anomalies, and that sort of chaotic world was not acceptable to him. 

			The Clockwork Angels, though, gave him comfort. He came up into the gear chamber to be with them. He revered them and loved them, even if the Angels were incapable of returning those feelings. 

			Or unwilling.

			The four beautiful figures stood in their alcoves with the doors shut in front of their faces, but looking out toward Crown City, toward the people—which meant their backs were to him, always facing away from the loving Watchmaker. The Angels had their dreams and their mission, as did he. 

			All was for the best, because he had made it so. 

			In the stuffy shadows of the chamber, he unlatched the doors to their alcoves. He set the wheels in motion, the counterweight and the flywheel that ratcheted the gears and chain, and swung the iron-hard oak doors wide on their golden hinges. Four paired doorways, one set for each Angel, opened to show them daylight and fresh air. Brisk breezes came in with a flood of sunlight as yellow as pure gold.

			Within their alcoves, light bathed his Angels, leviathan figures twelve feet tall, twice the size of a human, and infinitely better in the perfection of their stone forms. A glowing quintessence animated their hearts, four goddesses that represented the primary elements of the world—light, sea, sky, and land. The living statues were formed of the purest marble, their majestic wings and streamlined feathers fashioned from stone, ceramic, and the lightest of metals. 

			Nourished by the vivifying sun, the Angels stirred and shimmered, each ringed with what looked like a halo. They continued to face outward, not one of them turning to acknowledge him in any way. The Watchmaker was beneath their notice, beneath their contempt. 

			“My Angels,” he said aloud. “The best of me, the best of Albion. The future of us all.”

			Reacting to his voice, two of the Angels flinched, and their heads turned, but not so much that he could see their faces. They wouldn’t look at him.

			His motives had been pure in creating them. He’d needed to atone for his earlier attempt, when he tried to save his daughter, beautiful Charlotte. The dear girl had wanted nothing more than to break the silken chains that her powerful father had looped around her. The Watchmaker had only tried to protect her and preserve her, yet by showering her with gold, he had poisoned her, weakened her. He had loved her to death, but he refused to let Charlotte die. Desperate, he had used coldfire and quintessence, the same alchemical wizardry that had kept him alive for so many centuries.

			It had taken him decades, maybe more than a century, to realize that he had lost his daughter the moment he insisted on keeping her. Charlotte had escaped from the Watchtower, fallen in with a carnival, and traveled around with them for much longer than a normal lifespan. She served as their fortune teller because she had an innate comprehension of destiny calculators and the lines of fate. Even after she thought she was free, he had observed Charlotte from afar for years, but he had learned his lesson. He chose not to interfere with something he had already lost.

			Instead, he embarked on his greatest work. He used everything he had learned, approached the problem with all the bravado he possessed. 

			He found four young women who were also sick, also alone, and he offered them life and majesty, a transformation. He gave them an impossible choice, unanswerable questions, and he delivered exactly what he had promised them. He transformed them into these Angels. The women had accepted his offer, and they had received their reward. They had become his brightest stars, his most successful manifestation of dreams. He wanted to give them what they deserved, but over the years he felt he had failed them after all, even if he didn’t entirely understand how. 

			After so much time, the Angels resented their perfection, but the Watchmaker kept them alive, maintained them as his most powerful familiars, the symbols of his Stability . . . which also meant that he kept them prisoner. 

			They faced forward into the sun, staring at the endless rooftops. Down in Chronos Square, there were always supplicants who waited with held breath, endlessly hopeful followers seeking explanations, too dependent on the Stability. But the Angels did not spread their wings and move forward to deliver pronouncements to a wonderstruck crowd. Not today.

			The Watchmaker’s arm jittered as if with palsy, and he reached across with his other hand to hold it steady. Another anomaly . . . tick-tock. His body’s machinery was wearing out. All clocks wind down. If Marinda Peake could indeed bring Owen Hardy to him, there might be a chance. Or maybe not. Anything could happen. The randomness, the risk was unexpected yet exhilarating.

			Entropy always wins.

			Anything could happen. Tick-tock. 

			Tick. 

			Tock. 

			Perhaps his best hope for success was to leave the future to chance. The universe abhorred too much supervision, and his Stability had stifled the world. Like Charlotte, he had loved Albion and his people to death. Oh, what a nice contented world. . . .

			He didn’t want the Clockwork Angels to hate him, couldn’t bear their resentment. Gathering his courage, he stepped closer to the great wings of the nearest Angel, the one representing Light. “Go,” he whispered. “You’re free.” 

			He saw the white marble figure tremble, but she remained in place. The other Angels turned, just a hint of movement, suspicion.

			The Watchmaker raised his voice. “Go! If you do not want to be here, I set you free. Spread your wings and fly. You can try to be human again, but never forget that you are Angels.” He felt an overwhelming urge inside. He needed to sit down to rest, to let the world be the world. 

			Surely Albion could take care of itself. 

			“Go,” he said again. “If freedom is what you want, then fly away.” He drew a breath, added in a whisper, “Or you can stay.” 

			The Light Angel in front of him shivered. Her wings twitched, then spread apart, the long, deadly feathers like scimitars pinioned to her back. The Angel moved forward through the paired doorway and emerged fully into the sun. 

			Below, he heard a resounding susurration as the crowd gasped in wonder. 

			From their separate alcoves, the other three Angels emerged into the daylight at the top of the tower, where all could see. The Watchmaker stood behind them, holding his breath. 

			“You’re free,” he whispered again, dreading his words.

			The four figures stood poised, motionless, bathed in the open air. After an infinite moment, though, the Angels’ wings drew together and folded against their backs. The perfect marble statues lowered their heads and withdrew into their alcoves. 

			The Watchmaker waited to be sure this was real before he activated the mechanism that turned the gears, pulled the chains, and swung the alcove doors shut again. He stood in the cool, comforting shadows of the Watchtower. 

			Finally, the four Angels turned to him with an intense, awe-inspiring gaze. The sunlight halo had become a shadow.

			“Thank you,” the Watchmaker said, and his eyes burned with tears that glowed a faint blue.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 12

			After the sun had set, Marinda looked down to watch the deepening colors spread across the landscape of Albion. The Working Angel ’s steam engines pumped as the redcoal furnace burned brighter, building up pressure. Steam hissed out in a whisper of effort as the airship glided across the skies, miles and miles from Xanadu.

			Marinda stood outside on the observation deck at the gondola’s bow. It was just a small open veranda with two chairs, from which the young pilot would often watch the wide, open world below. When Marinda traveled with her, though, she liked to come outside alone, where she could think as well as observe. 

			Now Marinda relaxed in the cool air and the darkening night and wistfully pondered her voyages. Counting back, she realized she had traveled half a dozen times with Hanneke from Poseidon City. Those journeys had been at the tail end of Marinda’s years of collecting adventures, but they had been good times.

			During the first trip on the Working Angel, Marinda had thought the Commodore’s spunky granddaughter was too inexperienced to command such a vessel, but Hanneke knew what she was doing, and they had encountered nothing more dramatic than a stray crosswind. 

			On the open deck, she stared ahead as the airship moved across Albion. She let out a bittersweet sigh and said to herself, “I wouldn’t change a thing.”

			Zivo was down in the engine room pretending to help, and Hanneke allowed him there, as she often did. After a few small debacles on their initial flight, the clockwork Regulator had learned how to stay out of the way. Now, young Alain Hardy was as eager to assist, and Hanneke warned him not to be a distraction. Marinda could definitely see there were distractions, though: Alain and Hanneke worked hard at trying to impress each other without being obvious about it. They made conversation and found awkward excuses to be near each other, although nearness was not hard to achieve in the crowded quarters of the Working Angel. 

			After full nightfall, Owen Hardy came out to join Marinda on the deck. She sat in one of the chairs, scanning the dark contours of Albion, a rolling landscape punctuated by the lights of regularly spaced villages. He stood there, keeping his words to himself, and finally settled in the seat next to her. 

			“It’s the best of both worlds, I’d say.” He gave her a quiet smile. “Armchair adventuring, while actually seeing the world.”

			“I have seen plenty of the world, the good parts and the bad parts,” Marinda said. “I am impressed by people and the landscape more often than not.”

			“Ah, you must be an optimist, too,” Owen said. “I’ve read Clockwork Lives again and again, and I know about your adventures.” To Marinda, his contemplative expression made him look so much younger, as if he had been scrubbed back to the optimistic, wide-eyed boy. 

			“You don’t know the half of the things I’ve seen and done, Owen Hardy. After I filled the volume of Clockwork Lives, I didn’t stop experiencing life, and there’s still so much more.”

			“I do remember meeting you back in Poseidon City, a long time ago,” Owen said. “As soon as I read the chapter about how you traveled aboard our steamliner to the alchemy mines, I remembered you riding with the other miners.” He stroked his chin, musing. “If I had known, I’d have given you a drop of blood to include my story in your pages.” He chuckled. “It would have saved me a great deal of trouble writing my own book!” He patted his chest where he kept the slender, leatherbound journal of his notes.

			“It still wouldn’t have been the complete story,” Marinda said. “I understand you’ve had quite a few adventures since then.”

			“The Angels must be watching over me,” Owen said. “Not only have I seen the world, I learned to laugh, I learned to love. What better measure of a life could there be?”

			They sat for a long moment. Marinda didn’t answer him, but she pondered the question. 

			Owen spoke up again. “I read the story of how you met Hender, and the sad tale about his encounter with a leviathan.”

			She smiled as so many vivid words and images came back to her. Her heart felt warm, but also incomplete. “Yes, he and I had so much. A beautiful home in Lugtown where we relaxed together and wrote our memoirs, but we also spent part of each year gathering more experiences to write about. It was a quiet, perfect life . . . but also a wild, colorful, and satisfying life.”

			Owen seemed afraid to ask, and she was afraid to have him ask, but Marinda knew he would. 

			“And . . . where is Hender now? Is he back home in Lugtown?”

			The suggestion sounded impossible even as he made it, but she reminded herself that he was an irrepressible optimist. “No, Owen Hardy, he is on his own journey now. It’s been almost two years. We had a great love and a wonderful marriage, even if it came late for both of us. But he got sick, and for the last couple of years, his breathing grew more difficult. He had trouble finding air even in the wide-open sky all around us.” She stared now at the expansive night, the diamond dust of stars scattered across the backdrop. 

			“Hanneke took us out together on her airship one final time. We flew above the clouds under the clear universe on his last night. We sat right here, he and I. We watched a bright shooting star like a line of gold across the darkness. And there . . .” She pointed toward the north, and in the full darkness they could see the hazy shimmer of pale green auroras, far away, unlike any coldfire glow or alchemical reaction created by the Watchmaker. 

			“The Northern Lights . . . a mystery that we never solved, a sight that we never saw together up close. But that night we watched them together from a distance, and I listened to Hender sigh. His breathing slowed, and I held him as he went to join the stars.” Tears washed over her eyes, making the stars sparkle even more. 

			Owen remained silent, weighed down by thoughts so heavy they could have served as ballast for the airship. “I’m sorry,” he finally said, and he seemed to be sorry for many things, not out of guilt but out of regret.

			“Don’t be,” Marinda said. “The quality of life doesn’t depend on the number of days, but what you do with them. I had a full and happy life with Hender, each day a treasure, each moment a memory in flight. And we keep living.” She looked over at Owen. “And we keep flying.”

			She turned away from the distant north and looked straight ahead as the Working Angel forged on above the clouds. “Look, can you see it?”

			On the horizon, the faint magical glow of Crown City grew steadily closer.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 13

			Though there were bunks and blankets inside the main gondola, Owen barely slept, and Alain was filled with too much excitement to rest. The two went together to the outside deck as the sun rose and watched the outer farmlands turn into villages, more and more of them, until they finally reached the fringes of Crown City.

			“I was about your age when I first saw this,” Owen mused. 

			Alain looked as if he’d never heard the story before, or maybe it just seemed like a different story entirely now that he was experiencing it for himself. “Were you scared?” 

			“I was too amazed to be scared,” he answered with a laugh, “but maybe I should have been. I had no idea what I was doing, no plan. After I hopped aboard the steamliner in Barrel Arbor, I met a dark stranger who made me question my preconceptions. His conversation was interesting, and then disturbing when he suggested that not everything had its place, that there could, in fact, be too much freedom. Then what would become of the world?”

			“He was the Anarchist, wasn’t he?” The young man’s eyes were shining.

			“He didn’t exactly introduce himself, but yes, it was the Anarchist. He wanted me to join him, but more importantly, he wanted me to doubt. Oh, the trouble he caused.”

			Alain looked up with a cocky expression. “Sometimes it’s good to cause trouble. That’s the way you experience new things.”

			Owen let a smile flicker across his face. “I’m sure the Watchmaker would disagree.”

			They returned to the pilot deck and closed the door behind them as Hanneke blasted the steam whistle to announce their arrival. Ahead, Owen saw the neighborhood houses, the shops and warehouses, the tall government buildings, the spires and monuments erected over hundreds of years of Stability. And at the center of the city, the Watchtower, taller than any other structure. Owen squinted at the great clock, knowing that the four Clockwork Angels hid up there. 

			But he took more satisfaction from the wonder that filled his grandson’s face than from the sights themselves. The young man said, “I saw Chronos Square with the carnival when we came here, but not like this—not from the sky.” He dropped his voice. “It looks cleaner and prettier this way.”

			Owen remembered when he had first arrived, not quite seventeen years old. He’d been dazzled by every sight, and now he wondered if time and nostalgia had blurred out the blemishes. Off in his pleasant, isolated home of Xanadu, Owen had been safely separated from the troubles of the world, so engrossed with Francesca that he let his imagination maintain the old, pretty picture for himself.

			Or had Crown City truly fallen on harder times? He couldn’t believe the Watchmaker would let Albion run down through lack of care. “We’ll see it together now, Spark, and compare notes.”

			Airships of various designs circled overhead, smaller flyers like the Working Angel, large patrol zeppelins with the Watchmaker’s honeybee, as well as transport steamliners with chains of colorful levitation sacks descending toward the Mainspring Hub. 

			While Hanneke concentrated on the piloting controls, Alain pointed down at a blackened section of the streets. Owen shaded his eyes to see burned rooftops and a few building facades that had collapsed not far from the transportation terminal. As Hanneke maneuvered through a flurry of airship traffic, Owen noted that part of the Mainspring Hub was shut down and barricaded.

			Marinda and Zivo joined them to watch the airship’s approach. “I see they haven’t reopened some of the arrival lines yet. Still assessing the damage.”

			Owen was alarmed. “What happened?”

			Her brow furrowed. “We’ve been so busy I forgot to tell you what’s been going on in Crown City.” She described the recent steamliner crash and the cargo explosions.

			Alain was aghast. “Why would the Watchmaker allow that?”

			“I doubt the events were entirely under his control.” 

			Owen found the thought very unsettling.

			Distracted, his grandson said, “I better help Hanneke. There must be plenty to do on our approach to the Hub.”

			“That girl has done this many times herself,” Owen said. “Are you sure she needs your help?”

			“I’ll make sure she wants it,” he said. 

			“I’m capable of assisting too, Miss Marinda,” Zivo said.

			The Regulator prepared to march off, but she called him back. “It’s more important to let Alain Hardy feel useful.”

			Zivo obviously didn’t understand, but he followed instructions.

			Even after the disruptive explosion, the transportation hub was a hive of activity. Airships came down to their moorings, and long steamliners landed on the glowing blue rails, screeching and sparking to a stop at the locking gates. 

			Hanneke moved about, efficient and unperturbed as she cast down anchor ropes, then leaned out the main gondola window, waving to get the attention of receiving crews. 

			Owen remembered doing the same tasks with Commodore Pangloss as they flew from one destination to the next across the wild continent of Atlantis. “I’ll set the side exhausts.” 

			The young woman chuckled. “You know how to do that?”

			“Like an expert.” Feeling brash, he went outside now, hopped onto the gondola rail, and yanked open one of the lateral sack’s vent valves, decreasing buoyancy so that the Working Angel settled gently down onto the waiting pad. 

			Seeing him do the work, Hanneke blinked in surprise. Her three pigtails looked like exclamation points. “That was an expert move, Owen Hardy.”

			He felt proud of himself. “I was your grandfather’s copilot, and he taught me the workings of an airship. I remember every bit of it.”

			“Oh, he talked a lot about you.” Hanneke’s eyebrows quirked. “He said you were . . . adequate.”

			“Adequate?” Owen sniffed.

			Alain chuckled at the teasing, though he clearly wished he’d been the one to impress Hanneke Pangloss with his prowess.

			Once the airship was secured against the mooring tower and the boarding ladder dropped to the ground, Marinda climbed down one rung at a time, without wavering, and Owen followed her. “Let’s get this over with.” 

			When Alain and Hanneke used a rope to lower Zivo from the gondola, the mechanical man swung like a pendulum. He was relieved when his feet were solidly on the ground again.

			Five uniformed Regulators moved toward them at a brisk pace, the Blue Watch in a choreographed march, led by a man in black uniform. “I am Captain Peridone,” he said. “The Watchmaker sent me to escort you to Chronos Square.”

			Alain sprang to the ground, even managing to do a flip in the air, and Hanneke landed beside him. She quipped to the Black Watch captain, “Cargo delivered as promised, sir. Always happy to be in the service of the Watchmaker.” She paused. “And in his employ.”

			Marinda said, “We’ll all go to the tower since the Watchmaker has explanations for me as well. I’m curious to know why you are so important, Owen Hardy.”

			“So am I,” he said. “Maybe he just needs someone to cheer him up.”

			Captain Peridone snapped orders to maintenance crews working around the Mainspring Hub. “Service this ship! See that all the fuel tanks, coldfire batteries, and redcoal bins are topped off.”

			Hanneke was taken by surprise. “Thank you, sir, but I can maintain my own vessel, don’t you worry. The Watchmaker is paying me well enough.”

			Captain Peridone said, “You must be ready to depart at a moment’s notice. After the recent explosion here and the reappearance of the Anarchist, I’ll place an around-the-clock guard on your airship. All is for the best. Now, follow me.”

			Owen called out, “Is it true, then? How can the Anarchist still be alive?”

			“I am part of the Black Watch,” said Peridone. He set off, expecting them to follow. “I can issue statements of fact, but it is not my duty to declare the truth.” 

			He led them at a brisk pace through the main streets, along tree-lined boulevards with perfectly spaced trunks and well-ordered flower gardens. Even now, on the edge of winter, blossoms still burst forth to be pollinated by honeybees. But in the surrounding buildings, the market district, the craft shops and eateries, Owen saw windows shuttered, storefronts empty. Drab people sat on stoops, staring ahead, as if they had nothing to do. 

			A thin man in a dark tweed suit, a rumpled brown hat, and wire-rimmed spectacles hurried up to the undeviating escort. “Excuse me, sir—you work for the Watchmaker. Can you please tell us when we’ll know?”

			“You will know when it is time,” Peridone replied in a clipped voice, moving on.

			“What is he asking?” Owen wanted to know.

			“When the Angels will come back,” the captain answered in a low voice. “They emerged briefly from the top of the tower yesterday, but issued no pronouncements, offered no words of comfort or guidance, then went back inside.” Peridone raised his voice and spoke sharply back to the confused man in the tweed suit. “The loving Watchmaker has trained you in the Stability. Yours is not to reason why. We all get what we deserve, and all is for the best.”

			“All is for the best,” the man muttered and backed away, not sure what to do with the salad of platitudes.

			Because Chronos Square was so expansive, the crowd seemed sparse, although hundreds of people were there waiting, hoping. Some had brought chairs or blankets. It was clear they’d been there for quite some time, watching the tower. 

			Peridone shook his head in disappointment. “Twice as many as yesterday. The appearance of the Angels gave them false hope.” He adjusted his black tricorne hat. “They won’t make this the best of all possible worlds if they can’t manage to do their tasks without being led along on a leash.” 

			Marinda said, “Maybe if they had answers, they could find the comfort and inspiration to get back to work.” 

			Peridone scoffed at her. “Are we entitled to every answer? The Black Watch is, of course—but the common man? Everything has its place, and that is not their place.” He marched across the expansive square toward the tower. 

			Alain stared all around him, looking up at the Cathedral of the Timekeepers, the Hall of Regulators, the blocky Newsgraph Ministry.

			The Watchtower loomed like a sentinel over them, and Owen gazed at the clock face and the closed doors of the Angels’ alcoves. He had been so young the first time he came here eager to see the ethereal, marble figures, but he’d been turned away because he didn’t have a ticket. He wondered if his expression back then had looked like Alain’s did now.

			He paused next to the young man, just looking up at the tower. “I was with your grandmother the first time I saw the Angels. She found tickets for us, and I learned that they were counterfeits. I was scandalized!” He gave a wistful smile. “But I was not disappointed. I think that was the night I fell in love with Francesca.”

			Alain turned to him. “I thought you said it was when she swooped down off the tightrope and handed you a rose.”

			“That, too,” Owen said. “Francesca is not a woman you can fall in love with only once.”

			At the base of the Watchtower, the attentive Red Watch stepped aside and opened the entry door for them. Captain Peridone didn’t even pause as he led them to the stairs. “The Watchmaker has been informed of your arrival. He’s waiting for you up there.”

			They ascended a staircase that spiraled up from one floor to the next, then to the next, pausing only when it was absolutely necessary to rest, until the group finally reached the offices of the Watchmaker. Peridone gave a brisk knock and opened the door. “Owen Hardy, formerly of Barrel Arbor, sir.” He paused. “And others.”

			Owen felt uneasy, but Alain was at his side as they entered the large and oddly cluttered office, followed by Marinda and her clockwork Regulator. Hanneke bounded in behind them, as if she belonged there. 

			Behind them, the Black Watch captain vanished like a mirage.

			In a businesslike voice, Marinda announced, “I brought him here as you asked, sir, to save the world.”

			Hearing this again, Owen felt his heart skip a beat as if a clockwork gear had broken a tooth. “But how am I supposed to do that?”

			The Watchmaker sat behind his desk and rose slowly to his feet like a tall tower being erected. “Indeed, Owen Hardy. How are you supposed to do that?”

			The powerful man looked little changed in the fifty years since Owen had last seen him. His steel-gray hair had a touch more white, and his skin was stretched tighter across his skull. He wore an impeccable suit and vest. A golden pocketwatch chain looped into a hidden pocket. He looked like the embodiment of time itself.

			Knowing Francesca would have scolded him for his lapse in manners, Owen gestured toward the young man beside him. “Sir, allow me to introduce my grandson Alain. I asked him to accompany us. He is quite capable as a tumbler, and adequate as a juggler, should such skills be needed.”

			The young man bowed, as if in front of an important carnival audience. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

			The Watchmaker studied him, showing neither emotion nor pleasure in the meeting. “If you can assist your grandfather, then I will be indebted to you.”

			“But what are we assisting with?” Hanneke blurted out.

			Zivo emitted a short blurp of steam. “I like to assist.” 

			The Watchmaker came around his desk and stepped up to Owen, like a factory line inspector. Though he was just a normal-sized man, his presence seemed titanic. 

			Owen forced himself not to flinch. He remembered when the Watchmaker’s war zeppelins had attacked the Wrecker fortress in the middle of the sea, sinking their stolen ships, killing the evil pirates. During the battle, the Watchmaker’s forces had tried to seize young Owen—not to rescue him, but to claim him as a prize. But he had escaped on his own, stealing a small airship and leaving the Anarchist and the Watchmaker to their fiery vendetta.

			Now the ancient man stood before them as if delivering a lecture. “I observe my city every day, and I notice the changes, the winding down, the crumbling of my perfection. You have not visited here in decades, Owen Hardy, so the changes must be even more pronounced and remarkable to you.”

			He was careful with his answer. “I noticed some differences, sir. Is it the Anarchist? Is he back to cause more mischief?”

			The Watchmaker let out a bitter chuckle. “The Anarchist caused a great deal more than mischief. But no, that man is long dead. He went into hiding and became only a shadow of himself, an embittered old man, and he died in his sleep—a fact that I find ironic, even amusing.”

			“Then what caused the recent airship explosion?” Alain asked. “We saw the damage from the air.”

			“The Anarchist is a concept, not a person. He is chaos incarnate, the opposite of order and Stability. Only the arrogance and audacity of humans would make us think that we can control entropy.”

			“Or optimism might make us think that,” Owen said.

			The faint glow brightened in the Watchmaker’s eyes. “You are so old, Owen Hardy, and still you believe that?”

			Owen was amazed that he had the perspicacity to debate the Watchmaker. “You can talk about chaos and anarchy, but optimism is permanent, too. It’s what drives us forward.”

			The Watchmaker folded his arms over his chest and stepped very close to Owen. Unexpectedly, a smile crept across his face. “Exactly what I hoped to hear. You may be our last chance. That is why I wanted you for this special mission. Follow me.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 14

			The Watchmaker led them on a seemingly endless descent from his high offices down to the street level and from there, underground. 

			At a thick, secure door set into a stone wall, he used a special key to turn a heavy lock. Without explanation, he opened the low door to reveal dank stone steps that plunged deep into subterranean tunnels beneath the flagstoned expanse of Chronos Square. 

			Small coldfire globes lined the stone walls, driving back the gloom while enhancing the shadows. Alain and Hanneke hurried along with hushed excitement, whispering to each other, and most of their comments ended in question marks. Captain Peridone had not accompanied the group, but Zivo brought up the rear in his black uniform as if to guard them against unexpected danger.

			The Watchmaker moved at a sedate, deliberate pace, as if he were in no hurry, or perhaps it was the best speed the ancient man could manage. Owen’s own joints and muscles began to ache, and beside him Marinda was breathing hard.

			Finally, Owen saw an unearthly luminescence ahead of them, a silvery blue mist that seeped into the tunnels, brighter than the globes on the walls. The Watchmaker stopped at an arched opening, where the glow silhouetted him. “Come, and you will see coldfire as you have never imagined it.” His voice dropped to an ominous tone. “I don’t know how much longer it will last.”

			The tunnel opened into a grotto, like a wellspring of life and energy. Owen stopped in amazement, with Marinda just behind him. Alain and Hanneke pushed forward, and they too froze in their tracks, eyes wide. A sunken crater in the grotto floor bubbled with a searing fluid that looked like quicksilver, oil, and crushed pearls mixed together and then lit on fire.

			The Watchmaker raised his hands and stood bathed in the silvery glow, as if he were César Magnusson in the middle of a show. With eyes closed, he turned his face upward to bask in the light. He inhaled a long, endlessly slow breath and let it out. After a moment of communion, he turned to face them. “This is my reservoir of coldfire beneath the city, the lifeblood that runs throughout Albion. I discovered the formula centuries ago when I first imposed my Stability.”

			When Owen stepped closer to the edge, he could see that the glowing electrical fluid was much lower than several depth markings on the crater wall, like the rings of a cut tree. The coldfire was retreating, drying up. 

			The Watchmaker continued, “I came to Albion fresh with my secrets of alchemy. I created gold and more gold, and using the avarice of these unguided, disorganized people, I was able to purchase my land and my Stability. But gold is just a shiny metal and has no inherent worth, except for the fact that we say it does. My Stability would have fallen apart in the blink of an eye if I had not given Albion something far more profound and permanent. 

			“So, I created coldfire to provide a clean, cheap energy source, and from that, I built a flourishing civilization. I gave the people a standard of living that has kept them content for two-and-a-half centuries. This quiet perfect life was the best of all possible worlds.” 

			He sighed again, lowered his head. The coldfire glowed around him like a corona. “As you can see, it’s now waning, at the end of its span. Alchemy, energy, elemental telepathy. The source is losing its spark, although the chemistry remains the same. My alchemist-priests can no longer sustain and replenish the coldfire, no matter what I do. The people have used it up, and I have nothing more to give.” The Watchmaker seemed tired and sad. “I am winding down, Owen Hardy, as all clocks do.”

			Owen was startled to hear this, and now the questions and answers filled in blanks around him. Crown City seemed to be faltering, the clockwork precision wandering off course, the tiny details adding up. 

			“Is that why you called me here? How can I help?” Owen couldn’t imagine what he might possibly offer in such a grand and complex crisis. He’d once been a young man from a tiny town, just an assistant apple orchard manager, and then an explorer who had seen the world more by luck and circumstance than by expeditious planning. 

			“Let me ask you a question,” the Watchmaker said. “What do you do when clocks begin to run down?”

			Owen paused, but Alain spoke up. “You wind them again. Grandpa Owen winds every clock in his house before he goes to bed at night.”

			The Watchmaker walked to the edge of the rippled crater that sloped toward the glowing pool at its center. He bent down and extended his arm, but the quicksilver liquid was beyond his reach. “Coldfire energy serves many purposes, but it is not life itself—only a pale imitation.” Painstakingly, he rose to his feet again and faced his visitors. “Though it may shine and sparkle under certain conditions of light, fool’s gold is not gold.”

			Owen glanced at Marinda, whose weathered visage was softened by the pale glow. 

			“I have studied all forms of alchemy,” the Watchmaker continued. “I’ve mastered the laws of the universe, from all the variations of the four primary base elements. But the rarest, most precious, and most potent of the elements is the fifth one, the quintessence. It is the spark, the element of life itself, far superior to my artificial coldfire. Small droplets of it can be found throughout the Earth, hidden in the most secret of places.”

			Marinda nodded. “At the Lugtown quarry, miners discover a tiny pearl of quintessence in one out of every hundred or so geodes. Worth a years’ wages to the person who finds it.”

			The Watchmaker nodded. “I have a standing order for all such thunder eggs from Lugtown.” He shook his head. “But it will never be enough. I originally used a bit of such quintessence to save my daughter Charlotte. I extended her life, rewound the clock of her existence, perhaps a bit too tightly. She hated me for it.”

			“The gypsy fortune teller,” both Owen and Marinda said at the same time.

			“My sweet daughter. And when that experiment proved unsatisfactory, I tried again. The Clockwork Angels are my greatest work, my most magnificent triumph. They required quintessence as well.” 

			He stared down at the cauldron of pale coldfire that seemed to recede even as they watched. “And myself. I added small amounts to my own machinery and kept myself running long beyond my natural span of years, because the Stability demanded it. Albion demanded it.” His voice rose. “Humanity itself demanded it!

			“But now it’s not enough, and my coldfire substitute is no longer sufficient. Even the rare nuggets of quintessence found deep inside mines or hidden at the back of sea caves are just a pale facsimile of what I need. The true source of quintessence is far to the north. You may have observed it on bright, clear winter nights when the auroras shine.”

			“The Northern Lights,” Alain said. “We saw them from the airship.”

			“I’ve seen them many times,” said Hanneke, “but they’re very far away in the arctic, well beyond any known steamliner route.”

			“It is the land of Ultima Thule, beneath the Northern Lights,” the Watchmaker said. “That is where the quintessence shines brightest. Long ago, I went there when the source was unclaimed and unguarded. But the supply that I collected and hoarded has faded away, and I need more—a new sample, direct from the source.” 

			When he turned to Owen, his eyes blazed an intense, startling blue. “That is what I need from you, Owen Hardy. I’ve sent expeditions before, military contingents, thieves, mercenary treasure hunters, and they all failed. But you . . . the destiny calculators see something special in you, just as I always have.”

			“But I . . .” This was not at all what he had expected. “You want me to travel to Ultima Thule?”

			“To the very source of the quintessence,” the Watchmaker repeated. “The energy of life and hope, the bright glow of a future for all of us.”

			“But how can I possibly . . .”

			The Watchmaker interrupted him. “Indeed, how can you possibly? That is a question you have to answer for yourself.” The ancient man turned to regard Alain and Hanneke. “Or you can answer it together. I will provide whatever resources you require, so long as you bring me the quintessence.”

			Owen balked. Suddenly even in the vibrant air of the coldfire reservoir, he felt achy and old. He just wanted to go home, to retreat into Francesca’s arms, to sit next to her by the fire, to peel apples, to engage in quiet conversation. 

			“I can’t.”

			“And yet you must,” the Watchmaker said. “I command it, and I . . . ask it of you.”

			Alain looked at his grandfather with mingled alarm and hope. “Can we really go that far, Grandpa Owen? All the way to the Northern Lights?”

			“Of course we can,” Hanneke said, “if we have to.”

			“I only agreed to come as far as Crown City,” Owen said. “I didn’t promise anything more, couldn’t promise it.” Panic and uncertainty seized him. He couldn’t be gone that long. Francesca . . . 

			Then the thought came back at him from an entirely different direction. Francesca! 

			Instinctively, he touched the water flask at his side, the one that she had given him, just like Alain’s flask. If he went far to the north, if he found his way to the wellspring beneath the auroras and took a sample of the quintessence for the Watchmaker—could he not also fill a flask for Francesca? He could bring the life-giving energy back to her. 

			They had said their goodbyes, and she had been far more accepting than Owen ever had. Suddenly he felt a rush of renewed hope. This was an opportunity he had never imagined, a chance! 

			He surprised them all by saying, “Yes, I’ll go.” He glanced at his grandson. “We’ll go. We’ll all go.” 

			Marinda Peake shook her head. “Oh, not me. I am charged with writing the Watchmaker’s complete—and accurate—autobiography, and I have to remain here for the sake of history. You may be an old man, Owen Hardy, but you’re still younger than me.”

			Owen turned to Hanneke. “Will you be our pilot? We need to leave right away.”

			“Say you’ll come,” Alain pleaded. “It’s the adventure of a lifetime.”

			Hanneke’s eyes sparkled. “I assume our patron will provide supplies, my usual generous compensation, as well as an increase for danger pay.”

			“Indeed, no time to lose,” said the Watchmaker. “I don’t know how much time remains. Tick-tock.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 15

			Alain was amazed that everything happened in such a rush. He couldn’t believe his good fortune, the promise of adventure, being called to perform a mission for the Watchmaker himself! An expedition to Ultima Thule, the great white north, the base of the auroras, and the source of the quintessence. His excitement made him feel like a small airship swept in dizzying circles by a whirlwind. He had been born for this. 

			Alain was even more surprised that his grandfather had so quickly and enthusiastically accepted the task. Back in Xanadu, Owen was reluctant to do more than relive his past experiences, even to the point of disconnecting the newsgraph receiver. But now they were going together.

			Up in his high office, the Watchmaker turned to the young pilot, clearly placing Hanneke in charge. He flashed a distant smile. “It’s been a long time since the pedlar was seen around Albion. Take my steam cart and my pedlar disguise. Perhaps the people will find it reassuring.” He nodded to himself. “Go with Alain Hardy to procure the expedition equipment you will need. I have already authorized fuel and any necessary modifications to the Working Angel.”

			The Watchmaker extended his gnarled hand, giving Alain a small sack of gold honeybee coins along with a folded note. His sleeve slid up on his wrist so that the cuff exposed the blue lines of coldfire-infused blood vessels. “Here is the address of the proper provisioner. They will have whatever you need.”

			Alain tucked the note into the pocket of his good shirt, the one his mother had told him to wear when he met the Watchmaker. She would never believe where he was now. 

			With a grave expression, Owen looked at the Watchmaker. “Sir, it is vital that you dispatch a message to Xanadu. I must tell Francesca that I’ll be delayed. I’m going to the ends of the Earth, but I will be back for her.”

			The Watchmaker seemed distracted. “I will send word right away, so long as you are not further delayed.” He rushed the two young people out the door. “Off you go.”

			Alain and Hanneke left the Watchtower through a back door, where a vehicle waited for them. It was a four-wheeled self-motivating cart with a steam boiler that puffed and chugged. Regulators had already brought the mechanism up to full steam, and it was ready to go. Alain thought of the more graceful wagons used by the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza when their caravan ambled from town to town. 

			Hanneke tested the operational levers behind the front wheels. “The cart is slow but sturdy. It’ll carry most of what we need for an arctic expedition.” She reached into the back compartment behind the boiler and pulled out a dark, rumpled jacket and a gray top hat to which had been sewn the ropey locks of a wig. She placed it on her head, crushing her upright pigtails as she adjusted the dangling hair. “This is how the Watchmaker used to travel around so that no one knew who he was.”

			Alain remembered his grandfather telling him about his encounter with the pedlar in Barrel Arbor. Even so, he snickered. “You look ridiculous.”

			“I haven’t even put on the beard yet.” She found the false scraggly beard that was part of the disguise and affixed it to her chin.

			He still thought she looked absurd. “Don’t I need a disguise, too?”

			She looked at him. “No, nobody knows who you are. But I need to be stealthy so I can keep watch for the Anarchist. He’s out there somewhere.”

			“But the Watchmaker said the Anarchist is dead.” Suddenly nervous, he looked down a side street.

			“Let me tell you a secret, Sparky—something you need to remember, no matter what happens.” He leaned closer to her bearded face framed by bedraggled locks and the dark top hat, and she said in a conspiratorial whisper, “The Watchmaker isn’t always right, especially these days. Stay flexible and keep your mind open.”

			Alain reached out to straighten the beard on her face. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?” He marveled at the realization. “The Watchmaker sends you out on his errands!”

			“The Watchmaker is a man of perfection, and he likes to hire the best.”

			“He certainly doesn’t hire the most modest,” Alain said.

			The young woman took no insult. She donned the rumpled jacket, then affixed a dark patch over her left eye, reconsidered, and switched it to her right. “Too many people are modest, content with the Stability. But when the Watchmaker needs something special done, he knows who to ask. Today you can be my henchman.”

			“A henchman? Why not your sidekick?” He paused. “Or your partner?”

			“See, open to interpretation,” she said. 

			Hanneke pushed the front lever forward to increase the engine’s steam power. With a belch of white vapor, the cart rolled forward, guiding itself. Disguised as the old pedlar, she trudged along with Alain hurrying beside her. Holding her beard in place, she asked, “Where are we going?”

			Alain withdrew the folded note from his pocket and glanced at the Watchmaker’s shaky handwriting. He read off the address. “Do you know how to find the place?”

			Hanneke patted the side of the vehicle. “The cart will know where it’s going, don’t you worry.”

			The vehicle suddenly turned left down a side street, then trundled along until it intersected one of the concentric streets that radiated outward from Chronos Square. They accompanied the vehicle as it turned down a second boulevard, followed it for a block, and entered a cul-de-sac surrounded by two-story business buildings, cafes, clothiers, a hat vendor—and one forlorn-looking shop called Arctic Expeditions. 

			Hanneke shifted the patch over her eye. “Here we are.”

			Alain was surprised they had found the obscure place so easily, and even more amazed that such a shop existed at all. Hanneke pulled back the motivator lever, banked the coldfire burners to idle, and locked down the sturdy cart. The vehicle sighed and hissed.

			She adjusted her hat, beard, and eye patch, then the two of them entered the shop. Inside, Alain looked at the racks of fur-lined parkas, waterproof jackets, mittens, scarves, and hats, as well as lamps, ice picks, chains. 

			Hearing the door jangle, the black-haired shopkeeper hurried out of the back with a huge, welcoming smile. He was a compact man, as if his body had been designed to fit into tight spaces, but his posture reminded Alain of someone accustomed to facing headfirst into strong winds. “Welcome, welcome! I’m so relieved. I knew you would come.”

			Hanneke gave an accepting nod, but Alain blinked. “How did you know?”

			The proprietor went behind a desk that held a mechanical cash register, rummaged in a narrow drawer, and pulled out a card imprinted with a honeybee. “The Watchmaker sent a letter instructing me to stay here. He predicted that my shop would have one more customer. It’s been two weeks, and I was beginning to lose hope, but all is for the best. And you’re here!”

			Hanneke made her voice gruff, as if to enhance her disguise. “We require supplies for an arctic expedition.” 

			“An arctic expedition? Then this is exactly the right place,” said the proprietor. “I have just what you need. Do you have a list?”

			Alain had been rapidly revising the necessities in his mind, but Hanneke merely said, “We’ll need everything.” 

			“Then you shall have it. Clearance sale! Everything must go.” The proprietor grinned again. “Everything must go with you. How many people on the journey? How many sets of expedition wear?”

			“The two of us, plus my grandfather,” said Alain. 

			The man hummed as he bustled about the shop. “We haven’t had any reports from the far north in quite a while. Two years, at least.”

			“Is that the last time an explorer returned from Ultima Thule?” Hanneke asked.

			“That’s the last time I had a customer of any kind,” the man said. “Perhaps choosing to become an arctic expedition outfitter in Crown City was not the wisest business venture.” 

			Alain wanted to ask for advice from this alleged expert on arctic expeditions, but he kept his questions to himself, remembering that this was the Watchmaker’s plan.

			The proprietor moved to the shelves crowded with items, inspecting them. “You’ll need rope, canned heaters, shaded goggles.” He held up a set of glasses with opaque lenses. “The glare on the snow and ice is intense, but these red lenses make the environment seem warmer.” He dug in a bin and pulled out fluffy, fleece-like fabrics that exuded warmth. “And I have sea-wool blankets.” 

			Alain touched one with growing wonder.

			“We’ll take all of them,” Hanneke said.

			“You’ll need garments, insulated slickers, parkas and breeches lined with lionshark pelts.”

			“Lionsharks?” Alain asked. The very name fired his imagination. “I’ve never heard of lionsharks.”

			“And you’d better pray you never see them either,” the proprietor said. “They’re hunted by the harpooners at Everfar, the last outpost at the edge of the civilized world. My shop has the best lionshark pelts in all of Albion.” 

			“We’ll take everything,” Hanneke repeated, anxious to be on their way. “Our cart is outside.”

			The three of them carried load after load of essentials out of the shop and piled everything into the pedlar’s cart. When they were done, Alain lifted the sack of honeybee coins. “How do we know what to pay you?”

			The proprietor took the entire sack. “The Watchmaker would have given you exactly enough.”

			Alain couldn’t argue with the logic. 

			As Hanneke secured the packages in the rear of the cart and pumped up the burbling engine, the proprietor returned to the shop with a spring in his step. Standing outside, he pulled the door closed, turned a key in the lock, and hung a new sign that read CLOSED FOR BUSINESS. 

			“Now I’m done!” His voice was filled with glee. “Thank you for coming, and I wish you a marvelous journey to the frozen lands.”

			Hanneke pushed the motivator lever forward and locked it into the drive, and the vehicle turned itself around. With her hat and false beard askew after the work of loading so many provisions, she set off after the cart.

			Alain followed her. “Do you know how to get back to the Watchtower? I wasn’t paying attention to directions.”

			“The cart will know the way, Sparky.” She strode off, keeping pace with the vehicle. “But if you can’t find your way to the tallest tower in Crown City, you aren’t a very intrepid explorer.”

			“I’m always finding my way,” he said. “Isn’t that how you see the most wonderful out-of-the-way places?”

			“That’s all well and good, if you don’t have anywhere to go.”

			The cart took them back by a different route through narrow, crooked streets, turning down into dogleg alleys that swallowed the sounds of the city. Alain kept his focus sharp, listening hard, though the racket of the steam cart masked most sounds. Hanneke looked from side to side with suspicion.

			The vehicle abruptly swung into another alley, and they came upon three surreptitious youths with woolen hats tugged down around their ears. Alain sensed something sinister in their laughter. 

			As soon as the cart came into view, the youths looked up like birds startled at a fountain. The hooligans were facing a brick wall, and Alain saw that they had been spray-painting graffiti, bold words here in a shadowy back street where no one could easily see them. 

			“You there!” Hanneke’s gruff voice boomed along the walls of the alley. “Halt in the name of the Watchmaker!” 

			Her command produced exactly the opposite result. 

			The youths dropped a copper cylinder that rattled on the ground and bolted, yelling at one another as they fled. Alain shouted after the skittish hooligans, but they darted around a corner and vanished into the maze of streets. 

			Rather than pursuing them, Hanneke planted her hands on her hips and grumbled as she looked at the dripping letters sprayed on the wall. 

			THE WATCHMAKER IS DEAD!

			Alain was baffled by the unsettling words on the brick wall. “None of those could be the Anarchist. They were just kids.”

			“Dissatisfied fools,” Hanneke scoffed. “Indifferent and out of touch. They encourage each other to even greater stupidity.”

			Alain still couldn’t understand what they meant, and that troubled him even more. “Why would they want to break things instead of fix them?”

			“Welcome to human nature, Sparky. You are very young.”

			“But we’re about the same age,” Alain said.

			“Then you’d better catch up.” She snatched the spray canister from the ground, fiddled with the nozzle, and stepped up to the wall. Beneath THE WATCHMAKER IS DEAD! she defiantly wrote:

			NOT YET!

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 16

			When the Working Angel departed, Marinda came to bid her friends farewell. Seeing the intense eagerness in Alain Hardy’s eyes, she remembered that she herself had taken a long time to understand the virtues of adventuring. She had been so reluctant to leave her quiet, perfect life in Lugtown, but her father forced her out of her routine. In his last will and testament, he had stripped her of her inheritance until such time as she gathered enough stories of other people to fill the whole volume of Clockwork Lives.

			At first you will hate me for this. And then you will love me for it.

			Marinda and Zivo watched the colorful airship rise up from the landing zone. The mechanical Regulator moved his articulated hand back and forth, waving until the Working Angel flew off, heading north. Hanneke Pangloss set her own course, and jets of energy-infused steam curled out of the thrust funnel, driving the vessel onward, deftly dodging the flight paths of larger zeppelins and steamliners. 

			A part of Marinda longed to accompany them, but she had her own important work here in Crown City. When the airship had dwindled to a speck in the sky, she headed back to Chronos Square and her own task as the Watchmaker’s biographer. 

			By now, the Red Guard at the entrance didn’t bother to acknowledge her as she entered the tower and climbed to the upper office. Zivo puttered along without complaint, step by step, but she noticed him moving more ponderously. She realized she needed to recharge his coldfire battery. 

			Inside the Watchmaker’s office, she listened to the ticking noise from all the clocks on the wall, some of which had once been tuned and maintained by her father when he served as the Watchmaker’s special timekeeper. The clocks had not yet run down. They still ticked away, filling the chamber with a comforting drone.

			The Watchmaker kept himself in constant motion. He moved back and forth without noticing her arrival at his door. He had removed most of the books from his shelves, volume after volume of The Watchmaker’s Official Autobiography, which for so many decades had been updated each time he did anything he considered relevant. Now, he stacked the tomes on his desk as if to reorganize them . . . or to build a bonfire. 

			As he pulled the last three books from his shelf, he turned and noticed her. “Marinda Peake, it is time to begin work on your own project.” He set the editions down with a heavy thump. “As you can see, I already have most of the background you will need.”

			Entering the room with Zivo at her side, Marinda looked at the piled books. “You expect me to sift through all that material and weed out the false and misleading statements? We both know that you published propaganda throughout the Stability. Do you even remember the objective truth?” She feared her words might be overly blunt, but she was too old for nonsense. She needed clarity on what she was supposed to do. She gestured toward the stacked volumes. “Are you sincere in your desire to record the true story, or do you just want to perpetuate the legend you’ve built up about yourself?” 

			“Some legends are true,” the Watchmaker said.

			“Not all of them.”

			“Agreed, some are not true.” In a startling gesture, the Watchmaker swept his arm to one side and knocked the books to the floor in a crash. Surprised that he would willingly cause such chaos, Marinda said nothing, merely watched.

			Zivo strutted forward. “I will help clean these up.”

			Ignoring the clockwork Regulator, the Watchmaker said, “If we intend to chronicle my accurate story, I have the very tool you need, if we dare to risk it.” He lowered his voice. “If it works.” 

			By clearing the stacked barricade from his desktop, he revealed another volume, a single book that was different from all the autobiographies. It had an oxblood-red leather cover imprinted with alchemical symbols. Marinda recognized the design, even as she noted the differences. “Is that Clockwork Lives?”

			“A similar volume, the closest I could come to making a new one.” He picked up the book, admiring it.

			Marinda noted that the embossed alchemy symbols were different from the ones on the worn volume she knew so well. Her father had given her the original blank book, whose pages he had treated with special alchemy. A drop of blood was enough to activate the paper, the stories, the lives. 

			Curious, Marinda took the Watchmaker’s facsimile book. She opened the cover, heard the spine creak as the fresh leather stretched. Inside, the paper was a clean ivory with a brownish tinge at the edges, as if the book had been stored close to high heat. None of the sheets held any words, a pristine virginal tome—just like the one her father had left for her in his last will. “Clockwork Lives is long finished. How did you find another copy?”

			The Watchmaker looked at her intently. “I didn’t ‘find’ another one. I spent the past several decades trying to understand what Arlen Peake did, how he achieved such an alchemical miracle. It amazed me, then frustrated me. I am the Watchmaker, yet somehow your father had an intuition about acids and bases, reactants and solvents, the chemistry of life and history, that went beyond even my comprehension.”

			“My father was a brilliant man,” Marinda said. “People didn’t understand him, but he understood the rest of us better than he let on. He certainly saw what I lacked in my life. He was an expert in the science of the soul.”

			“I did not appreciate him enough when I had the chance,” the Watchmaker admitted. “I wish Arlen had revealed his research, left his notes. I’ve tried to recreate that special magic for many years.”

			Marinda closed the new red-leather volume but did not offer it back. “My father was afraid of you, sir. During each day of his exile in Lugtown, he feared that his past would catch up to him and that you would kill him.”

			“I never understood him until he was gone.” The Watchmaker pressed his hands flat on the now-empty desktop. “He was intimidated by me.”

			Marinda shook her head, remembering how she had tended her father in the last years of his life. “You inspire fear and respect, but he could have been a colleague if you had treated him differently.”

			Zivo continued bending down to the floor and picking up one thick volume after another. He stacked them in perfect rows, recluttering the desk. 

			The Watchmaker dismissed the discussion. “It doesn’t matter now. I believe I’ve created a substitute. If the alchemy in the paper reacts properly to my blood, this volume can form the basis for my genuine life story. That way, with your assistance, I leave a true record behind, if . . . if it happens that Owen Hardy does not bring me the quintessence I need from Ultima Thule.”

			Marinda ran her fingers over the embossed leather. “You should leave an accurate record for history and for the future, no matter what Owen and his companions achieve.”

			The ancient man was uncertain. Each time she had met him, the Watchmaker seemed absolutely unchangeable, as stable in person as he wanted his Stability to be for Albion. But now he looked smaller, unsteady, like a ghost of himself. 

			“Shall we test it? See if works?” From his left cuff, he produced a long, golden pin. “Perhaps this will make your task far more efficient.”

			Marinda set the book in a clear area on the desk. “You haven’t tried it yet?”

			“I was able to make only the one book,” he said. “If the alchemy responds properly, my long life story could well fill the pages of the entire volume. I wanted you here to observe, just in case.”

			Marinda felt a hint of resentment. “It would have been so much easier if you’d just given me your story when I first asked, years ago.”

			Back in her early years—after reading the true story of how Arlen Peake had served the Watchmaker, repaired his clockwork dog, and tried to repair his Clockwork Angels—she had come to Crown City to challenge the Watchmaker, asking for a drop of blood to chronicle his story. He had refused her then, giving her instead the latest edition of his sham autobiography. Then his Regulators roughly escorted her to a steamer that took her across the sea and out of his sight. 

			The Watchmaker simply shrugged off her criticism. “Oh, I get the correct answer, but not always on the first attempt.” He held up the needle. “Would you do the honors? Let us start with the first page and see what happens.”

			Zivo stacked two more copies of the discarded books, then went back to the jumble on the floor. The open space on the desk was rapidly dwindling.

			Marinda exposed a fresh, blank page and a sharp chemical smell wafted up from the paper. The original Clockwork Lives had held a pleasant scent, but this seemed harsher, less inviting. 

			“Let’s see if your formula is as effective as my father’s.” She accepted the golden needle and grasped his leathery finger. “Just a drop of your blood, if you have any left.”

			“It is still my lifeblood, even if its chemistry is no longer quite human.”

			She looked into his cavernous eyes, falling into the centuries of his life, then stabbed his finger. When he didn’t flinch at all, she wondered if he could even feel pain. 

			Watery red blood welled up, but it had a faint blue undertone. She milked his fingertip until, surrendering to the pull of gravity, the droplet fell off and splashed onto the treated paper. The blood spread out . . . and began to change. The special surface absorbed the liquid, and letters began to form, symbols marching across the blank expanse. 

			She released the Watchmaker’s hand, intrigued. No one had ever before seen this man’s complete story, the true story. After centuries, she doubted even the Watchmaker remembered what was genuine and what was false. 

			Words rolled across the page as if they were being furiously scribbled by an invisible hand. The symbols ran on for line after line, but they didn’t form words or even identifiable letters. The Watchmaker’s life, as revealed by the magic of the book, was just gibberish that petered out after three pages of nonsense. 

			He looked at the strange markings with a disappointed sigh. “There is no longer any such thing as my true life story.” He closed the book and turned away in disappointment, leaving it on his desk. 

			Marinda picked up the abandoned volume and held it against her side. “Let me look at it further. We may be able to salvage something.”

			Zivo finished stacking the discarded autobiographies and stood, proud of his work. Marinda worried that the Watchmaker might knock the books asunder again, just out of spite. 

			Instead, he straightened, cold and businesslike again. “Very well. I had hoped the new alchemical book might help, but it is a failure, and my new autobiography will be a monumental task. Instead, I have a different task for you now—solve another mystery for Albion, compile a different story.” He paused. “All stories are connected. I want you to find and understand this new Anarchist. Unravel his tale, and we will expose him to the world.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 17

			The airship sailed onward into the great silence of the night. 

			Owen stood on the open observation deck and faced the pastel aurora curtains that hovered in the distance, ethereal veils stretching to the heavens. In his imagination, he tried to measure the distance by guessing how far away the hope of quintessence might be, but his heartstrings pulled him in the other direction. He turned and looked to the rear of the Working Angel, where plumes of steam trailed into the breezes. 

			Far away, two days journey now, lay Crown City, and even farther still was Xanadu, his estate, his home. Alone with his thoughts, he gazed into the tunnel of darkness and wondered what Francesca was doing tonight . . . if she felt sick and weary, if she missed him as much as he missed her. 

			She was brave and strong, dismissive of her aches and pains. Francesca surely thought she was doing him a favor by pretending, and she would never admit she was lying to him. She genuinely wanted Owen to believe that all was for the best, that he need not worry about her. But he was not blind, and he knew every nuance of Francesca better than she knew herself. For the past year, he had seen clearly without the bright glow of optimism, a sharp focus without the deceptive halo effect of love. 

			“You’re facing the wrong direction, Grandpa Owen.” Alain stepped out into the chill night air. “I spread sea-wool blankets onto our bunks so we can be warm and cozy. We’d better rest now. Once we reach Ultima Thule, the journey will get a lot harder.”

			“It’s already hard, Spark, but in a different way.” The night breeze stung his eyes.

			Alain frowned. “You sound sad.”

			“I am, but I’m not sad about you.” Owen sighed. “I know you’re excited, and I’m excited to be with you. I don’t want to spoil our great adventure.”

			“It’s grandmother, isn’t it? I could tell the difference as soon as I saw her.”

			“Francesca’s the same person with the same heart, but she’s sick.” He looked into the darkness and stars and felt a faint smile come to his lips. “Like the Watchmaker says, all clocks wind down. He wants us to find the source of the quintessence up there, far to the north.” He swung his gaze toward the shimmering auroras. “I always thought love and laughter were the greatest sources of energy. Now we’ll find the quintessence because we have to.”

			Owen took out his water flask. He had sipped it only sparingly. Even now, the cool water from the well at Xanadu tasted fresh and sparkling. “A little drink of home will sustain me now.” 

			Alain removed his identical flask and also drank, letting out a satisfied sigh.

			Then the young man’s eyes went wide as he suddenly put the pieces together. “You want the quintessence for her! Now I understand. Of course, and we’ll do it together. There’s no rule that says we can have only one quest at a time.”

			“No rule at all.” Owen drank again, and the water tasted delicious. “And now that I’ve made up my mind, with my own goal I can believe in, I am excited to be off on another adventure, though I may not be enthusiastic about the inconvenience and rigors of an expedition. When you get older, that’s why you spend more time reminiscing than actually adventuring.”

			“Hanneke and I will try to do all the hard work for you,” Alain said. 

			Owen felt warm in his heart, and the drink of water had refreshed him, made him happy. “I want you to enjoy it. When you’re young, every experience is new, every activity, every sight, every memory is fresh and exciting. Later, they’ll all come out as stories to bore your grandchildren.” 

			“I have learned from a master storyteller.”

			Owen laughed. “I envy you because you’re adventuring for the first time. When you reach my age, you realize that instead of doing things new and fresh, you’re doing them again. All your experiences remind you of other ones, rather than standing on their own merits.” He mused, gazing at the auroras. “You start to choose your favorite experiences to repeat because you know they’ll be enjoyable rather than take the risk of doing something frightening and unknown.”

			“The Northern Lights aren’t frightening,” Alain said. “I can feel them calling to me. The energy is like a crackle in the air even from here.”

			Owen screwed the cap tightly on his flask, wanting to savor every drop of well water, to keep it as long as he could. “I’m glad you’re here with me—this is what your grandmother entreated me to do, and I’ll recapture that amazement through your eyes. You have that raw sense of wonder.” He chuckled. “I know because I gave it to you! I saw it whenever I talked about living on the streets of Poseidon City with my friend Guerrero, or dreaming of the Seven Cities of Gold, or riding with Commodore Pangloss.” He raised his eyebrows and looked back to the interior of the Working Angel. “That reminds me. I should spend the next few nights telling that girl all about the Commodore.”

			“Hanneke says her grandfather already told her his stories,” Alain said.

			“Maybe, but can we be sure that Pangloss added the appropriate details?”

			“And why should she believe your version over his?”

			“Because she’s a very discerning person, Spark.”

			As if their conversation had summoned her, the young woman climbed up from the engine room below, poked her head out onto the pilot deck, and saw them standing outside. Her pigtails had been rearranged yet again. She pulled the door open and joined them. “It’s a good thing I can fly the Working Angel all by myself! I hope you two are planning the details of our journey.”

			“We’re solving the world’s problems,” said Alain.

			“And we’re thinking of home,” Owen added.

			“In that case, you’d be no help to me anyway. Owen Hardy, since you’re an experienced airship crew member, I’ll rely on you if I need a copilot. Sparky, there’s something more important you can do for us right now.” 

			The young man’s expression lit up with the hope of helping out. “What do you need?”

			“I hereby appoint you assistant manager of the airship’s galley. You can heat us some dinner.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 18

			After calling a formal session with the members of his Black Watch, the Watchmaker led Marinda out of his tower. A contingent of blue Regulators waited for them outside the door and surrounded the two in a rigid escort across the expanse of cobblestones from one side of Chronos Square to the other. 

			They arrived at an enormous government building, the Cathedral of the Timekeepers, with an ornate marble façade and four impressive clockfaces. In the front, marble columns, like great stone tree trunks, looked large enough to bear the weight of Albion. 

			With their brief escort duties finished, the Blue Watch took up positions outside the cathedral, as if to block anyone else from following them through the entry arch. When Marinda followed the Watchmaker into the cavernous halls, their footsteps made rhythmic whispering sounds across the polished tile floor. Zivo accompanied them with a faint hiss of steam and humming motivators.

			Marinda looked around the great gallery, but the cyclopean building seemed empty. No clerks or representatives milled about in the atrium, carrying files from office to office. The dark wooden doors of clerical or administration chambers were closed. 

			She had never been inside the Cathedral of the Timekeepers, but she had expected something other than a giant tomb. “There’s no one here. It’s empty.”

			The Watchmaker continued his brisk pace across the ornate gallery. “Not empty—quiet. Just because the vital work is unseen does not mean it is any less important. When the Stability functions smoothly, no one needs to see the gears turning.”

			“Then why are we here?” 

			“Because I must address the Black Watch on the matter of the Anarchist, both the old one and the new. You’ll find it pertinent to your new assignment.”

			Marinda looked around the polished stone walls, the gold ornamentation, the filigrees and sculptures. “This is where the Black Watch is headquartered?”

			“The Black Watch is everywhere. That’s why they are effective. Come along.” He stepped forward at a faster pace. “Tick-tock.” 

			He led her down a high-ceilinged corridor to towering doors that led into a voluminous and windowless lecture hall with an isolated, sunken speaking stage below, like an island surrounded by rippled rows of empty seats.

			On the stage, a blond-haired man in a black uniform—Captain Peridone—waited for them. He saluted as the Watchmaker descended the stairs toward the stage. “The Black Watch is ready to hear your debriefing, sir.”

			Marinda saw no one in the stands, and the corridor outside the room had been completely empty.

			“Very well.” The Watchmaker joined the captain on the stage, which held no podium, no voice amplifier, just the open platform bathed in bright coldfire light from above. A single chair sat empty at the back corner, but neither man made a move to use it.

			Marinda looked to the front row of seats near the stage. “Shall I listen from there?”

			The Watchmaker indicated the lone chair on the open platform. “No, this one is for you. Your companion can stand at your side. I want you nearby to hear everything. Take notes if you like.”

			Marinda felt overwhelmed in the cavernous hall. “But there are plenty—”

			“They will be filled.” 

			Feeling self-conscious, she took the chair at the back of the stage and straightened her skirts. She had not brought paper or a stylus, but she sat attentive; she would take notes with her mind. Zivo stood next to her and respectfully touched the hilt of the toy sword.

			She had left the new alchemically treated book behind, but she wanted to study the imitation copy of Clockwork Lives in hopes that she could still use it as a tool to extract information. Even though the Watchmaker’s story had produced only gibberish, his blood was not the same as a normal person’s. With due diligence, she thought she might be able to reproduce some of what her father had created, and then she could collect other stories. 

			Ready to begin, the Watchmaker stepped to the edge of the stage and called out, “Lights!”

			Some unseen operator flicked switches, and the room went dark, plunging the speaking chamber into inky shadow, hiding the rows of audience seats. Under the bright glare of coldfire, Marinda could see only the illuminated speaking area. The rest of the room was wrapped in silhouettes and midnight.

			Bathed in the glare, the Watchmaker nodded. “Send in the Black Watch, Captain.”

			Peridone called out, then just stared into the gulf of emptiness. Marinda listened, hearing only the constant slow hiss of Zivo’s inner workings. The faintest rustle of bodies in motion flickered about the chamber, quiet stirrings like mice moving in an empty house, but she couldn’t see anything. 

			The Watchmaker waited, and when silence finally returned to the chamber, he gestured to the Black Watch leader. “You may begin, Captain.”

			Peridone addressed the darkness. “The Watchmaker has determined that the greatest current threat to his Stability is the Anarchist, whether it be a return of the old enemy or a new manifestation of chaos.” 

			He paced back and forth along the edge of the stage as if he were a precision contraption like Zivo. Marinda could sense that her mechanical companion wanted to march along beside him, but she touched his articulated arm to keep him beside her.

			“It is well-known that the Anarchist means to disrupt our quiet, perfect world. Offensive graffiti has been found in the streets, and sabotage has occurred,” Peridone continued. “But we are the Black Watch. Under my lead, we will investigate each new incident. The Anarchist is no match for us. Soon, we will track down this elusive rascal.”

			Marinda raised her eyebrows, remembering how the Anarchist had blown up a steamliner, crashed cargo gondolas into the city. She thought of all the destruction, the pain, the casualties. The man sounded like more than a rascal to her.

			She strained to hear a murmur of agreement, the rustle of indrawn breath, but the entire auditorium beyond the lighted stage remained black and still. Sitting alone, she felt naked and exposed.

			“Thank you, Captain.” The Watchmaker stepped forward. “I will now provide you all with an important briefing, full background and details that have never been previously disclosed about my nemesis.”

			Marinda leaned forward, suddenly interested. Now, she thought she heard a faint stirring of reaction in the deep shadows. 

			“The Anarchist was my arch enemy, therefore I needed to know everything about him. I could not let him go free and unpunished. Hear the truth from me—my truth, the Watchmaker’s truth. 

			“This is what happened nearly fifty years ago. After our great battle destroyed the Wreckers, after the Anarchist was apprehended and put on trial, he blasted his way out of jail and escaped. Somehow he erased his tracks—or thought he did.” 

			The Watchmaker paused in the center of the stage, but the dark room responded only with silence. “That was not a failure on our part. That was intentional. We continued to observe him, even though he eluded us many times. We spent years in relentless pursuit.” He stood stock-still as if behind an invisible podium.

			“Years later, my trackers hunted down the rumors, asked questions, connected clue after clue, until they discovered that he had gone into hiding in a remote mining village.” 

			The Watchmaker looked back at Marinda to make sure she was paying attention. “The Anarchist died in his sleep a week before they arrived. Heart failure.” He seemed immensely pleased to make the announcement. “A little bit of chaos inside the Anarchist himself, something even he couldn’t predict or prepare for. Entropy always wins.” 

			He fell silent, as if waiting for questions. The empty quiet stretched out, and finally Marinda spoke up from her chair. “Then who is this new Anarchist? Why is someone starting the disruption all over again?”

			“There’s always an Anarchist. The world demands one, no matter how much we fight for Stability.” The Watchmaker hesitated, troubled, and when he expanded on his answer, he acted as if there was no audience at all in the black chamber. “Crown City doesn’t need an Anarchist to blame when so much is winding down on its own.” He shook his head with great sadness. “When everything is already falling apart, it’s not difficult to throw a wrench in the works.” 

			He stepped to the edge of the stage and raised his hands in benediction. “Find out who is causing the trouble, and Marinda Peake will investigate further stories to uncover more of the tale. Dismissed!”

			Captain Peridone faced the unseen seats. “Go about your business. You have your orders.”

			After a long pause, the Watchmaker called out again, “Lights!” 

			Illumination flooded the speaking hall, but Marinda saw only rows and rows of empty seats. She could not be certain that anyone had been there at all.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 19

			The villages that dotted the landscape grew farther apart as the Working Angel headed north. The well-ordered grain fields changed to sprawling pasturelands with roaming cattle or flocks of sheep. The hills became thick with dark pine trees, interspersed with patches of early season snow.

			Owen watched Hanneke Pangloss, who was intent on her piloting controls and course corrections, searching the open skies for unexpected hazards. Whenever she would let him, Alain assisted her, peppering the young woman with questions about the operations and their course. “Shouldn’t we lay out a plan of what we intend to do when we get to the Northern Lights?”

			Hanneke laughed. “Step-by-step plans work fine until the first stray breeze sends you into a spin.”

			Owen gave the young man’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “We’re far from the Watchmaker. From now on, most of what we do doesn’t fit the plan.” He rummaged in his pack and pulled out the last of the apples Francesca had sent along. “We’ll share this.” He held it up. “And then I have something else to give you, Spark.”

			Alain took the apple, polished it against his chest. “I’ll cut it up.” He looked about, turning his eyes toward the small galley. 

			Hanneke raised her eyebrows. “You don’t have your own knife? How could you come without a knife?” She pulled a long, sharp dagger from within her jacket and extended it. 

			Embarrassed, the young man used it to divide the apple into equal sections, trimming out the core. “When we bought our provisions, I should have realized that adventures may require sharp knives.” 

			Hanneke accepted one of the apple slices.

			“Alas, I didn’t bring a knife either,” Owen said and kept digging in his pack until he found what he was looking for. “But I did bring this.” He smiled warmly at his grandson. “And it’s about time I passed it on to you.” 

			The contraption fit in the palm of his hand, its outer metal case scuffed and worn, but all the gears and components had been lovingly polished, oiled, and maintained. 

			“It’s a dreamline compass. Commodore Pangloss had one of these, and it guided us across Atlantis, all the way to the last mining settlement. He gave me one of my own when I set off to explore the Redrock Desert. This has been battered over the years, and I’ve had to replace many of the components, but it still functions perfectly.” As Alain leaned close, Owen pointed at the face of the instrument, where the two needles were nearly aligned. “The main hand here indicates where you are, and the wandering pointer shows where you should be.”

			Alain studied the crystal circle that covered the pair of movable needles. “Both needles are aligned. Is it broken?”

			Owen shook his head. “It means you’re exactly where you should be—heading north with me.” He gave the device to the wide-eyed young man. “If you’re going to be adventuring, Spark, a dreamline compass is at least as useful as a knife of your own.”

			Hanneke snorted. “That depends on the circumstances.”

			“How does it know?” Alain tapped the crystal face to see if the needles would move. “Did the Watchmaker set them?”

			“We all know, by instinct,” Owen said. 

			Hanneke opened a cabinet beneath the piloting controls to reveal her own dreamline compass, along with a second, more traditional instrument. “But right now a normal compass is most important, a bearing on magnetic north. We’ll maintain our heading until there’s no more north left. At night we can see the auroras hovering over the source of the quintessence, and we won’t need a better compass than that.” Her face was set with enough determination to lift Owen’s spirits. “I will get you there, don’t you worry.”

			With its course locked and the furnace burning its reserves of redcoal, the Working Angel flew onward. Hanneke unrolled their charts and called her companions closer. On the maps, which they had obtained from the proprietor of Arctic Expeditions, Hanneke showed them an open landscape. With a red pencil, protractor, and ruler, she marked their position day by day, moving northward by inches on the map but by leaps and bounds in reality. 

			The sketchy charts showed no sign of habitation, though one dotted line indicated the lesser spur of a steamliner route from Crown City. The spur line ended abruptly at a single outpost on the edge of the arctic sea, the last human settlement on the map.

			“I’ve stoked the furnaces with our redcoal supplies and powered the coldfire batteries to maximum on the assumption that we’d resupply here.” Tracing the route due north, she pointed to lines of villages and tapped her finger on a point at the top edge of the map, on the rim of the arctic sea. “Everfar, the last outpost of civilization.”

			“It sounds amazing,” Alain said, his eyes filled with visions of exotic lands.

			“It sounds cold,” Owen replied, “but it’ll be nice to have one good night’s rest on the ground before we embark on the last leg to Ultima Thule.”

			Hanneke looked out the window where the drab tan tundra was splotched with wide patches of snow and dirty ice. At the piloting controls, she pushed a lever forward, adding power to the prime mover. “The faster we get there, the sooner we arrive,” she said, as if making an important pronouncement.

			“That doesn’t make any sense,” Alain said.

			“You can think more about it while you go below and stoke the fires,” she said. “That’ll make it warmer here in the cabin.”

			The airship steamed above the bleak wasteland. At these latitudes, the sun remained low to the horizon throughout the late afternoon. Owen found very little beauty in the emptiness; he just tightened his fur-lined jacket and warmed his hands over the radiator that was mounted above the engine deck. Sometimes he could see his breath when he exhaled. Traceries of frost made beautiful patterns on the gondola windows.

			Outside, the strengthening wind bucked the airship, but Hanneke maintained their course, studying both the dreamline compass and the main compass. They finally arrived at Everfar.

			The outpost was on the southern edge of an expanse of water marked with uncertain lines of ice, boundaries that shifted with the seasons but never completely thawed. Rafts of ice dotted the deep blue sea, and harpoon-wielding hunters rode the drifting floes, standing together with their kill and the boats that would take them back to Everfar.

			The entire settlement consisted of long, low huts huddled close to the ground and layered with furs that made them look like fuzzy cocoons. From above, Owen could see that every one of the dwellings faced south, aligned like steel filings near a magnet, their main openings turned toward warmer, sunnier latitudes. Curls of gray smoke rose into the empty air like boundary markers that guided Hanneke in. 

			Down in the engine deck, Alain added a scoop of special catalyst powders to the furnace, and a fanfare of green steam curled out of the airship, a verdant plume to celebrate their arrival.

			Nearly fifty people dressed in dark furs and parkas came out to stare at the approaching airship. The figures waved at the Working Angel, signaling Hanneke toward a flat, cleared patch of snow that served as a landing area.

			She expertly worked the controls, decreasing buoyancy, aligning the lateral balloons, and shifting the rudder. Owen watched her efficient moves, remembering his time serving with Commodore Pangloss. Bundling into his parka and tugging on his mittens, he exited the enclosed gondola and stood outside for the final descent, holding onto an ice-rimed rope. The frigid air bit his nostrils and lungs, but it gave him the resolve to face the next part of the journey. He waved to the figures below.

			Joining him outside, Alain and Hanneke each tossed down heavy sacks tied to ropes, which fell to the ice and served as temporary anchors. The people of Everfar grabbed the dangling ropes, and the airship finally settled into place. Owen, Alain, and Hanneke disembarked onto the frozen ground.

			The men and women of Everfar greeted them, curious but pleasant. They were a tall and muscular people with pale hair the color of bones and weathered faces darkened by a lifetime of exposure to sun and snow. They were fascinated by Hanneke’s patchwork levitation sack. The Working Angel was the most colorful thing on the white landscape.

			A man stepped forward from the crowd, taking charge. His features were quite different from the other inhabitants of Everfar. He had a florid face and a rounded belly visible even beneath his thick parka. “Hello, hello! We weren’t expecting any arrivals. What brings you to Everfar?”

			Hanneke adjusted her parka hood over her spiky pigtails. “We’re on a special mission for the Watchmaker. We need to resupply here.”

			The man blew on his mittened hands, then grinned. “If it’s the Watchmaker’s wish, we will provide whatever assistance we can.”

			Hanneke tugged on the anchor ropes, checking the knots to make sure her ship wouldn’t blow away. Owen stood on the frozen landing area in front of the village, surveying the low dwellings, the smoke curling up from narrow chimneys. “Everfar seems pleasant enough.”

			“On a good day,” the florid-faced man admitted, “but it’s not civilization.” He pulled off one glove and stepped forward to extend his hand, though he wasn’t sure to whom he should offer it. “My name is Oscar, Oscar Bach. I’m the mayor of Everfar. I’m in charge. If you need anything done, see me. The Watchmaker gave me the authority, sent me all the way up here from Crown City.”

			Owen was surprised because the man seemed so out of place. “Congratulations. Was it a promotion?”

			“It is the position I wanted.” Mayor Bach let out a sigh that manifested as frigid steam. “Sometimes the Angels punish us by answering our prayers.”

			All business, Hanneke explained that they needed redcoal supplies for the furnace, recharged coldfire batteries, their water tanks refilled, and other items for the journey farther north. She presented a pouch of gold coins to Mayor Bach. “This should be sufficient, though I’m curious as to what you’ll spend it on up here.”

			Bach took the sack and lovingly worked his fingers through the jingling coins. “The Watchmaker’s gold is always welcome, as is the Watchmaker’s benevolence. And I, uh, would very much appreciate if you’d pass the good word along to him when you return to Crown City.” He glanced at the sky, which had grown noticeably darker now that the low sun had dropped below the horizon again. “We should get inside before it grows too cold. We’ll have a fine dinner in my hut—Everfar’s version of a mayor’s mansion.”

			Owen was shivering and hungry. “That would be nice.”

			The mayor welcomed them into his fur-lined structure, where they enjoyed a salty, fishy, but filling meal of salted cod, pickled ice lichen, and a lumpy jam made of winterberries.

			Young Alain was curious about how the mayor had come to be assigned here, and Bach seemed embarrassed as he answered. “I was a high-level clerk at the Ministry of Alchemical Imports, and I dreamed of an expanded role as an important administrator. Then I, uh, made a rather grievous accounting error, a mathematical miscalculation in inventory records that caused an inadvertent shortage.” He blew on his hands at the dinner table, as if he still felt cold. “The Watchmaker reassigned me up to Everfar so I could at last be a mayor, as I always wanted. We get what we deserve.” He swallowed hard. “Please, when you go back to Crown City tell him what a fine job I’ve done here.”

			Owen felt sad for the man. “Of course we will.”

			“If we survive,” Hanneke said around a mouthful. “We’re going much farther north.”

			The mayor seemed disturbed. “Why would you go up there? What could make you leave Crown City, with the Clockwork Angels and so many restaurants and shops? Ah, does the Blue Watch still call out every hour on the hour? Everything was so peaceful and stable, and . . .” He blinked. “Why would you come here to the cold arctic?”

			“We didn’t come here,” Owen said. “Everfar is only halfway to our destination: Ultima Thule.”

			“We’re going to the Northern Lights,” Alain added.

			Mayor Bach was shocked. “Whyever would you want to do that? The lands beyond the end of the Earth.” He kept shaking his head in dismay. “No one goes up there except for ill-advised treasure seekers and silly dreamers. They’re all looking for the quintessence . . . and they never return.”

			“We’ll return,” Alain insisted. “Won’t we, Grandpa?”

			Owen said, “Yes, but we are looking for the source of the quintessence. So much depends on it.”

			Troubled, Mayor Bach chewed on a mouthful of rubbery pickled lichen. “Not wise, not wise at all. A long time ago, people used to come back, but it’s dangerous up there—deadly! And you might think the quintessence is just a glowing fountain of life, free for the taking. But it’s guarded.”

			“Guarded?” Alain asked. “Who guards it?”

			The mayor leaned forward, pushing his salted fish aside. “Some call him a devil prince.” He whispered the name and shuddered, “By-Tor!” The winds began howling even louder outside the low dwelling, as if invoked by the name. 

			“Well, the Watchmaker told us what we had to do,” Hanneke said. “We’re going north.” 

			To Owen, the shimmering curtains of the Northern Lights were a beacon drawing him to the quintessence. “We’re going north,” he agreed. He saw nothing to fear there, only hope for Francesca.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 20

			The Watchmaker gave Marinda little guidance for her new task. Allowing her such independence and spontaneity was an odd contradiction in his precise, well-ordered world—everything with its place, every place with its thing. Maybe he felt that a disorganized approach might lead to a better understanding of the Anarchist. . . .

			Or maybe he had second thoughts, and this task of chasing after the troublemaker or troublemakers was really a diversion. What if he didn’t really want her to uncover his true, unvarnished biography after all? Could it be that the great and powerful Watchmaker was afraid of his own story?

			Marinda agreed, though, that all stories were connected, and she would get to the truth.

			Accompanied by her clockwork Regulator, she went out to explore the streets of Crown City. Before being seen in public, she brushed the black fabric of Zivo’s jacket, adjusted his jaunty triangular hat, polished his copper head, and recharged his coldfire battery. Deep inside his metal body core, he possessed the tiniest flicker of quintessence, no larger than a grain of sand, but it was sufficient for his windup life. The Watchmaker needed a much larger quantity to keep himself from running down.

			Dressed in a dark skirt and blouse, with prim traveling gloves, she went about her business. Her hair was done up in a neat bun with gold pins that Hender had given her a long time ago. Marinda called no particular attention to herself, although her clockwork Regulator attracted curious glances and even a group of laughing children who likely should have been in school. Although Zivo enjoyed the company of the boys and girls, he maintained a serious demeanor throughout his important escort duties.

			The bustle and hubbub of Crown City was sometimes interesting, but more often unsettling. In her travels, she had learned to enjoy visiting strange places, but after so many years of exploring, she also appreciated staying home in Lugtown—especially as Hender’s health began to wane and he coughed as much as he breathed. They would keep each other company by the fire, playing cards or rereading the many books they had compiled during their life together. 

			She and Hender had traveled to Crown City three times together, and Hender had not liked it once. Deep inside, he was still the fisherman from tiny Heartshore, and though the two of them had met in crowded Poseidon City, neither of them liked life in a metropolis. Now, his absence was still a tender ache, like an old bruise in her heart, as Marinda applied herself to the task at hand. 

			She needed to learn about this new Anarchist, but how could she accomplish that? “It is what it is,” she said.

			She sat at an outdoor coffee shop to watch the people in the streets. She sipped from her cup and mused with Zivo at her side. The waiter presented her with a delicious-smelling cinnamon roll. “Discounted price on this one, ma’am. The baker made an error, and the perfect spiral is off-kilter. Apologies.”

			She looked at the twirl of the pastry, but the imperfection did not bother her a bit.

			She glanced across the street and watched as a glassblower produced transparent spheres that would become lamps filled with coldfire. A grocer set up pyramids of red apples, but he seemed distressed whenever a patron bought a piece of fruit because then he had to rebuild his arrangement. 

			A work crew marched past guiding steam carts that were piled high with lumber, bricks, and stone; they were off to repair some of the damage done by the recent steamliner crash. A bookseller had set out a table laden with volumes, old versions of The Watchmaker’s Official Autobiography now marked as “collector’s editions.” She was amused to see four copies of Clockwork Lives there waiting to be sold.

			Finishing her coffee and her cinnamon roll, she left two honeybee coins (far more than the cost of the meal), then set off with Zivo again. 

			Down one of the long streets ahead of her, she spotted a familiar museum. The precision orrery was an exhibit of limited interest to the general populace, but Marinda had found it amazing: a huge clockwork structure with arms and gears, models of the stars and planets traveling along perfect arcs across a dome that simulated the sky. But now she found the windows dark and the door locked. A sign in the front said, Temporarily Closed for Repairs, and the letters were faded, as if the artificial universe had been under repair for quite some time. 

			She had recorded the astronomer’s story as one of the first tales in Clockwork Lives, a man so consumed with perfection in the universe that he had tinkered with his orrery until an accident left him paralyzed. Even so, with his tale spelled out in blood letters on the pages, the near-comatose man had managed to convey the impossible complexity of the heavens in a way that Marinda had never noticed when she looked up into the night sky.

			“Are we going to try to fix it, Miss Marinda?” Zivo inquired.

			“That is the plan,” she said, though answering a different question. “Working together, we are all trying to fix the universe.”

			In the alley behind the building that housed the official orrery, she heard a rising conversation, a stir of voices. Curious about the commotion, Marinda walked around the corner, followed by Zivo. 

			At the end of the narrow street, she saw an agitated group wearing workers’ clothes, with dark jackets and caps pulled down over their eyes. Against the brick alley wall, one man stood on an overturned wooden apple crate, so that he rose above the heads of the crowd, though he was not tall. He had prominent rust-brown sideburns and a mustache, but a clean-shaven chin in what was either a new style or a shaving mistake. In his enthusiasm for the speech he was giving, he swept off his bowler hat to display a mostly bald pate. In his other hand, he brandished a black book. The small, muttering audience gathered closer, listening. Teetering on the wooden crate, the man raised his voice in passion for his cause, then stifled his vehemence so as not to attract unwanted listeners.

			“Freedom can never be too extreme,” he declared. “We must make our own lives, choose our own paths. I will choose free will!”

			The people responded with a restrained cheer, then looked furtively around, afraid to be overheard. They all held copies of the small black book. The man on the apple crate leaned forward from the wall to reveal that a large letter “A” surrounded by a circle had been painted on the bricks. 

			“I want to be a singer, not a clerk,” called a woman in a loose gray dress. As she spoke louder, her voice warbled and broke, calling into question her potential singing prowess.

			“For too long we’ve been brought up to believe that it is what it is,” said the man with the rusty sideburns. “But it is what we make it!”

			Marinda realized she had stumbled upon exactly what the Watchmaker told her to find. She strolled forward, trying not to be threatening, although Zivo, strutting next to her, drew his toy sword. “Excuse me,” she said, “are you speaking for the Anarchist? Are you involved with him? Can you answer some questions?”

			For all their bravado and bold words, the malcontents spooked like pigeons after a thunderclap. Several alleys branched off from the narrow street, and people fled in all directions. 

			The man with the sideburns sprang down from his crate and yelled, “Run! It’s the Watchmaker!”

			Marinda couldn’t imagine how anyone might mistake her for the Watchmaker, or even a Regulator. 

			Then someone noticed Zivo and squealed, “The Black Watch! Flee for your lives!”

			The speaker scuttled away into one of the cramped alleys, and others followed him single file in an awkward, panicked evacuation.

			“They do not seem willing to talk,” Zivo observed. “Shall we pursue them?”

			Marinda shook her head. “I am too old for running pell-mell through the streets.”

			Next to the splintered apple crate, she spied a copy of the black book that the speaker had dropped in his headlong flight. Marinda picked up the volume and held it at arm’s length as if it might be one of the Anarchist’s chemical bombs. The cover and spine were imprinted with silver ink, seemingly in rejection of the Watchmaker’s gold. The title was Before the Anarchy. 

			No author was listed, but inside she noted the mark of the Anarchist, as well as a manifesto on disorder, extreme freedoms, and all the evils of the Stability. The contents seemed disorganized, no doubt intentionally so.

			She glanced around, suddenly afraid she might be caught. “We should report this to Captain Peridone and to the Watchmaker.” She scanned the pages and found a notation in the margin. Written in lead stylus were the words “Alchemy College” and then a series of numbers—Dates? Times? Addresses? 

			Marinda had found a clue to follow.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 21

			Owen, Alain, and Hanneke left Everfar behind in the long darkness before the arctic sunrise. The night was shatteringly cold but filled with a gleam of stars and the tantalizing call of the Northern Lights, giving the frozen landscape an eerie pearlescent sheen.

			Alain worked the airship’s rudder as the young woman taught him how to pilot the Working Angel in calm skies. Owen sat at the gondola window wrapped in his parka and sea-wool blanket, gathering his thoughts as he looked down. Far below, ice floes broke off at the shore and drifted into the dark sea. Even before dawn, he saw burly figures riding the ice rafts out into the frigid water—the hunters of Everfar going in search of lionsharks.

			He worked his fingers through the layers of warm clothing until he found the reassuring shape of the rosebud Francesca had given him. Though it was dried and brittle, he pressed it closer to his heart. By now, he hoped the Watchmaker had sent a messenger to Xanadu to tell her about their expedition.

			“How will we know when we reach Ultima Thule?” Alain asked Hanneke. “The boundaries weren’t on your charts.”

			She stared toward the shimmering lights. “Don’t you worry, Sparky. The auroras will get brighter and brighter until we reach the source of the quintessence.”

			“Can you stoke the fires, make the steam engines go faster?” Owen asked, anxious to be back to Francesca. “We have a full load of redcoal from Everfar.”

			“We need to save enough to get back home,” Hanneke cautioned.

			He bit his lower lip and nodded. “Yes, home . . .” Then he added in a whisper, “Tick-tock.”

			Dawn came with a suddenness like spilled fire. Sunlight washed across the jumbled terrain, the upthrust ice sheets and lines of black rock. The airship swooped ahead.

			As he watched the miles roll by, young Alain ducked back to the cabinets in the pilot deck and retrieved a spyglass, a golden retractable tube with a series of lenses and focusing knobs. He pointed the scope out the window and scanned the snowy vastness below.

			“We’re a long way off yet,” Hanneke said. “What are you looking for?” 

			The spyglass tracked back and forth like a slow pendulum. “There’s a herd of black reindeer running across the ice.” He squinted, followed them, then handed the spyglass to his grandfather, who watched the large, graceful animals bound across the tundra. 

			“Magnificent,” Owen said. Keeping the spyglass, he continued to scan the barren landscape, spotting blue fissures in the split ice, the outcroppings of rock, and suddenly, his view caught on a manmade object. He adjusted the focus knob. “There’s another airship on the ground!” The lenses resolved the tattered shreds of a levitating sack, its framework like the rib bones of a beached whale partially covered with snow. The fabric blew about in wispy shrouds. 

			Owen considered how many adventurers and prospectors had come north, including teams the Watchmaker had dispatched in search of the quintessence. Most had never come back. Now he saw why.

			Hanneke nudged his shoulder. “Any survivors?” She took the spyglass and studied intently. “Looks like it’s been there a long time.” She adjusted the rudder and pushed the propulsion lever forward so the Working Angel flew directly over the site. But they saw nothing more than tatters. 

			“Nobody there to save,” Owen said.

			Alain’s face paled, as if the reality of danger had just sunk in. “Should we land and investigate? Don’t you want to know what really happened to them?”

			Hanneke shook her head. “We know what happened—they failed.” She gestured out the front windows, where even in the daytime the Northern Lights beckoned them onward. “And we know where we’re going.”

			

			As they traveled, Alain pulled one of the books out of his travel pack to pass the time. “I’m reading The Adventures of Hanneke Lakota.”

			Owen glanced at the tome and smiled. “Volume seven. I always loved that one.”

			The young man looked at the pilot as she gripped the airship’s controls. “Have you read them, Hanneke? Which one’s your favorite?”

			She continued to gaze ahead, scanning the horizon. “I’d rather have my own adventures than read about someone else’s.”

			“But you’re named after her,” Alain said. “Aren’t you curious?”

			“My grandfather told me enough about his voyages.” She flashed a wistful smile. “I want to make sure my life is as memorable as his.”

			“The Commodore was a great influence on me,” Owen said. “In Poseidon City, I lived on the streets, had some hard times. I learned how to fight, learned how to steal, but the Commodore saved me. He taught me other skills as well.”

			Alain raised his eyebrows in a cocky expression. “That’s a high standard. I want to have adventures of my own, too.”

			“I like the way you think, Spark,” Owen said. 

			At another time, he would have gladly spent a year with his grandson wandering the face of the Earth, doing new things himself, seeing familiar places through Alain’s eyes. But he had a more singular task now, and he would not forget it. Once he brought the quintessence back to Francesca and the Watchmaker, then he could spend all the time in the world with Alain.

			

			Ahead, as the early night approached, they saw a misty line like a gray wall low to the ground with a few stray wisps that extended higher. Alain used the spyglass again. “Is that a fog bank?”

			“Too cold for fog,” Hanneke said.

			“No, it’s steam,” Owen said. “Jets of steam rising up.”

			“You mean like a factory? Who would have a factory out here?”

			“Nature’s factory,” Owen said. “Steam vents. Even this far north there may be hot springs, mudpots.”

			“We have to explore it!” Alain glanced at Hanneke. “We can set down, just have a look.”

			Owen understood his grandson’s excitement. “Better not stop for long, but we can’t entirely ignore everything we find.”

			The Working Angel descended toward the strange thermal area. From above, they could see bare rocks and reddish dirt, lines of yellow sulfur stains. 

			Intent on the pilot wheel and the rudder controls, Hanneke circled over the zone and sent Alain and Owen out on opposite sides of the gondola to toss down the heavy anchor bags. The rock-filled sacks crashed to the ground and held the Working Angel like a kite on a string. Hanneke used the winch to crank the vessel down to the ground. 

			Standing on the observation deck, Owen expected to feel the bracing frigid air. Instead, a damp warmth curled across his face.

			Alain wrinkled his nose. “It stinks.”

			“At least it’s warm,” Hanneke said.

			They disembarked and cautiously explored the steaming rocks, stepping from patches of snow to red gravel. Exhalations bubbled through cracks, heat seeping up from deep beneath the ground, turning ice into steam. As the three walked among the twisted hoodoos, jets whistled through narrow fumaroles, and mudpots roiled and bubbled. 

			They came upon a prismatic pool, a tarn that steamed like a pot about to come to boil, but errant breezes snatched the vapors away. The hot spring was deep and transparent, iridescent, as if a rainbow had melted into the ice. 

			“It’s glowing,” Alain said. “Do you think that pool contains quintessence?” He held up the flask his grandmother had given him. “We could fill it right here.”

			“No, we’ve got to bring back pure quintessence,” Owen said. “We need to go to the source. So much is riding on this. . . .”

			Alain knelt at the edge of the pool and removed his mitten, but when he dipped his finger into the water, he jerked it back. “It’s hot as a teapot!”

			Owen turned in a slow circle, looking around the rising steam from the fumaroles, the rolling mudpots, the shimmering heated pool. “I never would have guessed that far up in the frozen north, we would find such warmth. Maybe the world needs balance.” He lowered his voice. “Or maybe it just needs Stability.” 

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 22

			As the Working Angel rose away from the thermal area, the glowing auroras danced in a stuttering tempo, as if to the silent beat of the universe. Owen watched the rise and fall of their colorful pulses as if they were a form of communication, some celestial voice that no human could understand.

			On either side of the Northern Lights, however, storm clouds loomed low and ominous against the unbroken canvas of snow. Though the arctic day was already short, darkness began to gather far too soon. 

			Owen stared uneasily at the thickening thunderheads directly ahead of them. “We can’t go around them.”

			Hanneke’s expression was even harder than usual. Her dark eyes fixed on the main magnetic compass, which wavered and spun as if the needle could no longer remember north. “We’ll have to stick it out.”

			An unexpected gust of wind shoved them sideways and sent the airship reeling as Hanneke struggled with the rudder controls. Below, Alain stoked the furnace, the redcoal fires burned bright, and steam huffed out, straining to keep the vessel aloft. He climbed back up to the pilot deck, looking concerned.

			“Don’t you worry,” Hanneke said, but her voice wavered. “There shouldn’t be thunderstorms up in the arctic, but we’re far beyond the reach of the Stability. We can’t predict anything.”

			“The storms can do whatever they want,” Owen said, “and so can we.”

			A fierce gale snatched the Working Angel, and Hanneke tried to reorient them using bursts of steam. She aligned the bow again so that they faced the Northern Lights, which were being masked by bruised and sullen storm clouds. Brighter than the auroras, lightning leaped like silvery fish from one cloud to another. A flare of electricity ricocheted off another thunderhead and exploded in a blinding flash high above them. 

			The airship chugged forward into the gale. The black clouds thickened around them, while the Northern Lights seemed faint like the shimmering call of a rescuing angel. With a chill, Owen remembered how the Wreckers had used a deceptive beacon of light to lure unsuspecting ships onto the rocks. . . .

			Hanneke fought with the controls, but the airship twisted and bucked like a large trout Owen had once caught in the stream on his estate.

			“How can I help?” Alain cried. 

			“I’ve taught you some, but this kind of weather takes an expert pilot and crew,” Hanneke said. She pulled down a lever to vent excess steam. “The starboard lateral sack is causing too much drag. I’m trying to stabilize.”

			The unusual thunderheads grew so dark they obscured the auroras entirely. Lightning rattled up and down, the long chain of flares reminding Owen of a demonstration at the Alchemy College. But this seemed sinister, even predatory. With an unspeakably loud boom, the clouds exploded like one of the Anarchist’s bombs, and the blackness cracked apart.

			The air ahead smothered them with white, as if a huge feather pillow had burst open. A scouring blindfold of snow flurried around them, and thunder rattled the airship with enough force that one of the gondola’s side windows cracked. A thin shard of glass popped out, and the scrabbling breezes worked their way into the compartment. Finally seeing something he could do, Alain grabbed rags he had used to polish the ornamental fixtures and stuffed them into the gap. The temperature inside the gondola dropped precipitously.

			Owen tightened the fastenings on his lionshark parka, pulled on his gloves, and held on as the deck bucked and swayed. The floor lurched at a steep angle as the airship plunged downward.

			Hanneke frantically increased the engine output, tried to balance the rudders. “We’re not stable! It’s that lateral sack.”

			Another chain of lightning rolled upward, flashing around them.

			“What do we need to do?” Owen said. One time aboard the Commodore’s airship they’d been tossed about like a child’s toy in a hurricane. They had lost one of their cargo gondolas, an entire load of cut dreamstone wrenched away by the wind as if the hurricane had plucked a grape from a stem and discarded it. Owen himself had climbed out onto the rigging at great risk to his life and hammered at the pins until he knocked loose the connector bolt. Commodore Pangloss had said it was the only way to save the steamliner. Owen remembered the haunted look in the man’s eyes, a genuine fear that he had never shown before. 

			Now the blizzard raged around them, making it impossible to see. Hanneke’s main compass whirled like a blindfolded drunk in search of a privy. Alain grabbed his dreamline compass, opened the cover, and looked in dismay. The two needles were far apart, weaving back and forth. 

			After another roar of thunder, the Working Angel crackled as if haunted by ghostly gremlins. Ice-blue light that was nothing at all like coldfire rattled around the windows and rolled along the rigging. Alain’s hair lifted up, alive with static, and little sparks leaped from the three pigtails on Hanneke’s head.

			“Something doesn’t want us to get to the source of the quintessence,” Owen said, with rising anger. Thinking of Francesca, he grasped a stabilizing rail. “And it’s not going to stop me!”

			“We’re close, very close,” Hanneke said through gritted teeth, but her tone sounded like a curse instead of a celebration. 

			A streak of lightning cracked against the airship, and the flare blinded Owen. Static electricity discharged from the piloting controls, and the vessel listed severely.

			“The starboard lateral sack!” Hanneke shouted. “It’s damaged and dragging us.” She wrenched the wheel, and the airship swayed, started to right itself, then swung over again. “We’re going down!”

			Alain tumbled across the deck.

			“We need to cut the lateral sack loose.” Owen looked out at the howling wind and the whipping blizzard outside. “I’ll do it. I’ve done it before.”

			“You can’t go out there!” Alain fought his way back to his feet and lifted his chin, summoning his courage to be a hero. “I’ll be the one to do it. Can’t be harder than tumbling and juggling for the carnival.”

			“You don’t know anything about the rigging on an airship, Spark. I spent a year crawling up and down the Commodore’s levitation sacks.”

			“That was when you were my age!” Alain said.

			Owen tapped the side of his head. “Do you think I’ve forgotten? How many times have I told those stories over and over?”

			“Too many times to count,” Alain admitted.

			Hanneke’s face was drawn and desperate. “The Commodore always said you were competent, Owen Hardy. If we don’t get rid of that dead weight soon, we’ll be a tattered wreck down in the snow.”

			Owen pulled his gloves tight. “No other choice. All is for the best.”

			Keeping one hand on the piloting wheel, Hanneke reached around her back and withdrew the long, sharp knife from beneath her parka. “Here, cut the ropes with this.” She slipped it into its sheath and handed it to Owen. 

			He turned to the door as thunder blasted around them again. Alain started to follow. “I’ve got to help.”

			“Wait!” Hanneke called to Alain. “You can reduce our weight. Throw five ballast bags over the side. Take the heaviest ones.”

			“Lift and throw heavy things?” Alain said, breathless and determined. “Definitely something I can do.”

			As soon as Owen opened the door, the thunder snow and the raging blizzard tried to snatch him into the sky. He clung to the frame and braced his boots. The cold cut like razors, and ice crystals scoured his face. The wind stole the breath from his lungs. Sputtering static fire slithered along the lines of the airship, glowing and crackling.

			When he looked up to the blue lateral sack, a black sooty streak marked where lightning had torn a gaping hole, bleeding out the buoyant gases. The rigging ropes were tangled, trapping the damaged sack against the side of the main balloon.

			The Working Angel tilted to one side as it fought the storm. Alain emerged from the piloting deck behind his grandfather and braced himself against the howling wind. The heavy ballast bags hung like overripe fruit along the side of the gondola. He set to work on the attachment ropes, but the knots were covered with ice.

			Owen focused on his own task. Clamping his teeth around Hanneke’s knife in its sheath, he planted his boot into the first line of rigging, wrapped his other hand around the second coil. The cables were slippery, coated with ice. Snow blinded him, white flakes flaring in his face. He hauled himself up the swollen side of the main balloon. Some of the lateral attachment cables had already snapped of their own accord.

			When he reached the first anchor rope that connected the lateral sack, he chipped away the ice and sawed at the strands. The blade’s edge was razor-sharp, and one of the main ropes soon broke free—which only made the problem worse. The lateral sack flopped loose, yanking the airship sideways. Broken cables dangled, and Owen tried to snatch at their ends. His gloves were now hard and frozen, making his grip uncertain. 

			Down below, Alain had managed to detach several of the ballast sacks and throw them into the vortex of snow and wind. 

			Precariously balanced, not thinking about the danger to himself, Owen climbed higher, desperate to reach the second group of ropes. He shivered with cold and fear, but the parka kept out the worst of the frigid wind. 

			He pulled out the knife and cut another rope, and the limp and deflating lateral sack strained at the last bond, like a wild animal trying to be free. He climbed higher, extending the knife while other loose ropes flailed around him. As the blizzard rocked the airship, he clung for a moment to try and catch his breath, but filling his lungs was like sucking in ice claws. 

			He caught the last cable attached to the lateral sack. Holding on, he sawed and hacked with Hanneke’s knife. The strands of the rope frayed. 

			Down below, barely louder than the raging storm, Alain was shouting to him, but Owen knew he had to finish. Only one more strand. He held onto the guyline. Ropes were tangled around him now. He could barely see, but he worked the sharp edge—and finally cut through the strand. 

			With a lurch like a racehorse bounding onto an open track, the lateral sack broke free.

			But the cable snaked around him. His glove caught in the rigging, and Owen found himself yanked away from the Working Angel. His arm was nearly ripped from its socket as the winds pulled him and the detached lateral sack into the blinding white darkness. 

			The thunder blizzard stole even the sound of his dismayed scream.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 23

			Ready to share her discovery about the group of malcontents in the street, Marinda searched for the Watchmaker and finally found him amid a pile of rocks. 

			He was not a man prone to revealing his whereabouts. The Red Watch ignored her outside the Watchtower, trying their best to imitate statues, but Marinda kept pressing them for information. The motionless Regulators stared straight ahead, as if they found Chronos Square endlessly fascinating, but her persistence eventually made them blink. The guards glanced at each other in consternation, and the man on the left replied, “A new shipment of geodes arrived from the Lugtown quarry. You will find the Watchmaker in the processing area.”

			“And where is the processing area?” Marinda asked.

			“The processing area,” the man repeated and fell silent. Apparently she had exhausted their loquaciousness.

			She made further inquiries around the square, at several shops and eateries, and at last, she stumbled upon a designated information kiosk. The middle-aged woman sitting inside the booth gave her a helpful smile. “Crown City has many processing centers,” she explained and began to detail the options and opportunities as she delved among her papers to produce a brochure.

			Marinda cut her off. “I need to find the Watchmaker’s processing center.”

			Invoking his name was like working a spell. The woman straightened. “Oh, you will need special access then.”

			Marinda leaned closer to the window. “I have special access.” 

			To further her investigations, the Watchmaker had given her a written pass that would solicit cooperation wherever she needed it. So far, she hadn’t needed to show it, but now she produced the letter, indicating the embossed honeybee on the paper.

			“In that case, let me give you explicit directions.” The helpful attendant reached into a drawer and slid a card across the small wooden shelf under the glass window. 

			Marinda saw her own name written on the front of the card. “This is for me. You had it right at hand?” She wondered if the Watchmaker’s destiny calculators had predicted she would come here. It was equally likely that he had left an identical note at every information kiosk in the city, just in case Marinda needed to find him. 

			That was a mystery she would not solve.

			Following the directions, street after street, she and Zivo came upon the skeleton of a structure that had burned down in the recent steamliner crash. Construction crews were a beehive of activity, sawing lumber, mixing mortar, hammering boards. With crowbars and hatchets, demolition workers ripped out the damaged sections, while carpenters erected the framework to rebuild the structure exactly as it had been before. 

			The Watchmaker was in an adjacent warehouse, however. He and his team of official prospectors had established a workspace. Through the open doors came the sounds of chisels clinking on rock, the rattle of shattered stone, the scrape of shovels. The air smelled of mineral dust.

			Inside, the Watchmaker watched the work like an inspector. Mounds of round gray stones had been dumped by delivery wagons, and Marinda recognized the thunder eggs found in the quarry outside of her small village. Twelve workers—one for each hour on the clock—in dusty aprons, tight hats, and thick gloves went about searching for treasure. Methodically, each worker picked up a geode from the pile, set it on an anvil pedestal, then struck the exterior shell with a rock hammer. When the geode broke open, the workers gingerly looked inside. If they found only purple or green crystals sparkling in the light, they discarded the fragments onto a debris pile and retrieved another thunder egg.

			The Watchmaker stared hungrily at the remaining intact geodes. Marinda understood what he was looking for. 

			One of the workers used a shovel to scoop up the broken rock and pile it in a wheelbarrow, which he pushed outside and emptied, dumping the rock among the rubble being stripped out of the damaged warehouse, as if amethyst and tourmaline were no more than garbage. 

			The Watchmaker looked up at Marinda and Zivo with only a flicker of interest. Undeterred, she stepped up to him after he briefly acknowledged her. She asked, “Have you sent a message back to Xanadu? Owen Hardy was quite insistent that you inform his wife.”

			He seemed distracted and impatient. “I sent a newsgraph dispatch, under my official header directly to the receiving office at the carnival camp. She has been informed.”

			The rattle and clink of chisels continued its staccato background noise, suddenly broken by an excited exclamation. “Sir, I found one! As bright as a star in the heavens.” 

			A muscular woman dropped her chisel on the concrete floor and hurried up with the jagged halves of a geode. Her features were suffused with delight, as a bright glow emanated from the green and violet gem crystals. 

			Keenly interested, the Watchmaker took the broken thunder egg, cupped both of his hands around the pieces, held them up. A bright pearl throbbed within the thunder egg. “Excellent work. You will get what you deserve.”

			With stiff fingers, he reached in to touch and retrieve the precious substance. The quintessence quivered like a dewdrop on his fingertip. Then, in a lightning-swift gesture, a hawk swallowing a mouse, he touched the quintessence pearl to his tongue and swallowed it. He closed his eyes, let out an audible sigh. 

			Marinda looked around the warehouse and realized that all the stoneworkers had paused to watch the process. After a long moment of silence, he opened his eyes again, and they glowed a brighter blue.

			“A particle of energy, the quality of light,” he said. “That will help me . . . for a while.” He handed the broken thunder egg back to the awed worker. “You may keep this as a souvenir.”

			She held it like a holy artifact before hurrying back to the pile of unbroken geodes.

			At last, the Watchmaker gave Marinda his full attention. “You must have found something important. What do you have for me?” 

			“We discovered a clue to the activities connected to the Anarchist, an agitator and a small group of followers. I wasn’t entirely impressed with them.”

			“Miss Marinda and I disrupted their agitation,” said Zivo. 

			She continued, “They had painted the Anarchist symbol on the wall, and one man was riling them up with a call for extreme freedom and an end to the Stability. He sounded very much like the Anarchist.”

			“It is easy to spout another person’s words,” the Watchmaker said, “even easy to convince yourself that you believe them. But it takes far more bravery to act. The real Anarchist was a man entirely without fear—foolishly so—but I suspect these others are just dabblers. It would be good to know their story.”

			She reached into the satchel at her side and presented the black volume. “They all carried a book like this. One dropped his copy in their panic to escape. It is an odd mishmash of grievances, pontifications, and bold speculation, but without any apparent coherent plan.”

			The Watchmaker seemed amused. Now, after consuming the pearl of quintessence, his demeanor was more vibrant, energetic. He chuckled, and his laughter echoed the rhythm of the metal chisels in the processing area. “Give the people a slogan, and they turn it into a rallying cry. For centuries I have taught them not to think for themselves.” He handed the book back to Marinda without even opening it.

			“But, sir, isn’t this important? It might grant insights into their plans.”

			“I don’t expect to find anything interesting in there. I know what it says. After the real Anarchist died, I myself wrote Before the Anarchy in secret and let it leak out as an experiment, because the Stability requires balance, and perfect order leads to malignant complacency. We can’t have that. So I decided to introduce an element of controlled chaos.”

			Marinda tried to grasp what he was telling her. “You wrote this book? You yourself caused the agitation that you’re now trying to make me stop?”

			“I want you to understand it. As the Watchmaker, I needed a counterpart, something to remind Albion just how terrible things could be without me. Unfortunately, when I secretly released the seditious book, it was like a rampant chemical reaction. The Black Watch managed to extinguish it ten years ago, but apparently there is still a spark. The new anarchy serves its purpose only so long as it’s controlled.” 

			Still marveling in his new infusion of quintessence, he bent his elbow, raising and lowering his hand as if testing a mechanism. “Now that I see other parts of my world running down on their own, I am concerned with what I have done. I’ve come to realize the terrible truth, Marinda Peake.” Tension built in the air, like the moment between a flash of lightning and the roll of subsequent thunder. “No matter how I try to prevent it, entropy always wins over order. The hours tick away.” 

			He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, then finished in a very quiet voice that only she could hear over the background noise of the workers. “The hours tick away.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 24

			Alain cried out as the howling wind snatched away the lateral sack along with his grandfather. His shout competed against the storm, and his heart broke. 

			Still spewing gases from the tear in its fabric, the separate balloon spun about, buffeted by the thunder snow and the violent gale—and it was gone, with Owen tangled in the lines. 

			“No,” Alain cried out again, then a white gust blinded him with ice and snow. He ducked down and hunched over, wrapping his elbow around the outer rail. Despite his shock, he still needed to drop more ballast sacks or the Working Angel was going to crash. 

			Before he could move, though, bursts of chain lightning rolled across the sky, and two of them struck the airship like twin rattlesnakes. Worms of electricity writhed up and down the ice-coated levitation sack. Sparks jumped from the metal posts around the gondola, and glowing spheres of static fire danced up and down like capricious fairy lights. 

			Alain sobbed and called out for Owen, but the damaged lateral sack had already vanished into the great white clamor. The Working Angel tilted again, lurching like some wounded behemoth toward the ground. Alain knew they were sinking—and rapidly. 

			Inside the pilot deck, the coldfire lights had gone out, but he could still see Hanneke’s silhouette wrestling with the wheel. Below and behind him, the rudder strained to turn, but thick ice had coated its pivot and axle. Only a few wisps were being exhaled from the steam exhaust ports and the thrust funnel. The main engines had failed, and the coldfire batteries were burnt out from the lightning. 

			Even as the shadow crossed his heart, Alain could see that the Angel was doomed, tossed about by the winds. With the loss of one lateral sack, the vessel was lopsided, and without steam power, they could not keep moving forward. The downward plunge accelerated.

			Alain fought with the remaining ballast sacks. He pounded on the frozen knots, using his mittens to crack away the ice until he exposed the bare rope. The knots were cemented in place as he tugged and tore with his gloved fingers, wishing he had a knife. At last, he felt the cord loosen, fumbled one finger through the loop, and managed to unravel the knot. The ballast sack slipped free and dropped out into the emptiness. Even though the airship was now lightened by many pounds, it still careened toward the frozen ground. He managed to undo the remaining sack, and the weight fell away, but that was all he could do. 

			Miraculously, the engine sputtered to life for just a few seconds more. Hanneke had managed to get it started, and a gush of steam poured from the propulsion funnel, before it faded out again like a final breath.

			Though the weight of grief also seemed to drag down the airship, Alain had to keep fighting. Bent against the frozen wind, he worked his way to the door and squeezed himself back inside the gondola, wheezing and shouting. “He’s gone! Grandpa Owen’s gone!”

			As Hanneke wrestled with the controls, it was clear that she thought the fight was lost. When his words sank in, though, her face turned gray and sick. But she didn’t let go of the wheel. “By cutting loose the lateral sack, he may have bought us our lives—at least a few more minutes.”

			Alain knew his grandfather would have made that choice, even if he’d known what would happen. “Then we’d better not let ourselves get killed.”

			Hanneke said, “I’ll make it the gentlest crash I can.”

			Another ladder of lightning rippled up from the ground, and flares of light fanned around the windows of the gondola. Below, in the engine room, a last few gasps of energy spilled from the dying coldfire batteries. 

			Alain staggered over to help Hanneke hold the wheel, straining to turn the rudder, but their efforts were useless. The Working Angel plummeted downward.

			“I can’t even see the ground!” she yelled. “Well, at least we won’t know when—”

			With an awful sound, the bottom of the gondola struck a knoll of ice and snow, rebounded into the air, and careened downward like one of the folded-paper airships that his grandfather had shown him how to make. The vessel struck the frozen ground again, scraped along the sea of snow. 

			Ahead, a line of black rocks protruded like rotted fangs. Momentum and the driving wind hurled them toward the obstacle, but as the airship caught on the ground, it began to roll. The main levitation sack lurched forward so the airship flopped on its side. The vessel spun and slid on the frozen tundra. 

			Alain and Hanneke were both yelling, thrown about inside the pilot deck in a flurry of bony arms and parkas. They grabbed anything to keep them stable, and they found each other.

			A spray of snow flew into the air and covered the windows of the gondola. The patchwork levitation sack slowed their movement so that when the airship crunched against the line of rocks, the balloon cushioned the impact. Mounds of loose snow piled around them as they finally came to rest. 

			Alain and Hanneke caught their breath, shaken, speechless. His heart pounded even louder than the raging storm outside. “We’re alive.”

			Hanneke gave him a sidelong glance. “For now.” She picked herself up, brushed off her clothes. Her usual brash confidence was gone. “I can’t see how we get out of here, Sparky. We can’t walk back to Everfar.”

			Alain braced himself and found enough confidence for both of them. “We’ll find a way. We’ll figure it out.” When she gave him a disbelieving look, he added, “My grandfather taught me to be an optimist.”

			The storm continued outside, and they huddled in the dark shelter of the gondola, but without the furnace working, the temperature dropped swiftly. The air filled with the chill steam of their breath, and they quickly got out their thick sea-wool blankets and hunkered down. 

			Hours later, the storm fell into a weary quiet. The unnatural thunderheads rolled away and dispersed, parting to reveal an astonishingly clear night sky. Alain scraped off the layer of frost so he could look out the window. He gazed up, and the stars looked down upon the arctic emptiness. 

			His grandfather was out there somewhere, blown far away, crashed, surely frozen to death by now. The thought turned the young man’s blood to ice.

			But he had to stay alive, had to keep Hanneke alive . . . and they needed to do what the Watchmaker had assigned them. It was what Grandpa Owen considered so vitally important, and what Grandma Francesca needed.

			Hanneke worked her way down into the engine compartment to study the damage, and she came back up shaking her head. “As I feared—it’s a wreck. Without new coldfire batteries and some engine components, the Working Angel will never fly again.” She tugged on her mittens and pulled up the hood of her lionshark parka. “Now I need to go outside and see how bad our levitation sack is.” 

			Alain donned his mittens, fastened the seal on his jacket. “I’ll come with you.”

			The Working Angel sprawled like a wounded animal on the frozen ground. When the vessel plowed forward to a stop against the rocks, ice and snow had piled up in a berm. The multicolored balloon was like a flaccid squashed bug, but Hanneke trudged around it, poking with her boot, bending over to inspect the seams. “It’s intact, and we still have one lateral sack. It could be worse.” She paused. “Other than the fact that we’re doomed.”

			When Alain inhaled the frigid air, it energized him. “All is for the best,” he repeated like a mantra. “We get what we deserve—and we deserve to live through this. We deserve to get home.”

			“I also deserve a hot bath and a fortune in gold,” Hanneke said.

			The vessel had come to rest against a line of rocks, tucked into a sheltered elbow on the leeward side, protected from the wind. The rocks were backlit by the shimmering aurora in the night sky, and Alain saw steam wafting upward from cracks in the ground. “It might be another thermal area!” 

			Even though the loose snow and uneven chunks of ice slowed his movement, he went off to explore. He heard the hiss of fumaroles, smelled foul vapors, and felt blessed warmth rising up from beneath a rocky overhang. Nearby he discovered a warm pool, not scalding hot as the rainbow-hued tarn had been. He dipped his hand in, felt his fingers thaw. He shouted back outside, “I can’t promise the fortune in gold, Hanneke, but I found your hot bath.”

			

			Feeling warm again in the thermal area, they ate some of their supplies and rested, and the last of the storm vanished by sunrise. Alain even felt some of his optimism restored, though he couldn’t stop thinking about his Grandpa Owen. 

			Under the Watchmaker, everyone was brought up to believe in planning, and now Alain and Hanneke had to figure out how to survive. The young woman counted out their supplies, including the packages of salted fish from Mayor Bach and containers of water, so she could estimate how best to ration them. Since they had planned for this expedition to last some weeks, they were in no danger of starvation—not yet—but that didn’t solve the rest of their problems. 

			The Working Angel had flown over the arctic for days under the full power of the steam engines, and they had covered a great distance across the frozen wilderness. On foot, not knowing which way to go over bleak terrain crosshatched by deep fissures, Alain doubted they could make it back to civilization. 

			Instead, he turned his gaze toward the pole, where the Northern Lights were bright and close, thrumming in the air even in daylight. They throbbed up from an uplift of ancient glaciers, emanating from what was surely the source of the quintessence. 

			Not impossibly far away. . . .

			Alain stood outside the wrecked airship and pointed northward. “Maybe we can’t make it back to Everfar, but we can go there. We’ll wear our warmest clothes, carry our supply packs, and travel overland on foot.” He turned to Hanneke, spread his hands. “It’s what Grandpa Owen would want.”

			Though her initial reaction was to debate with him, her expression became compassionate. “Yes, we can do it. We can make it. The Watchmaker sent us to find the source of the quintessence, and by the Angels, we’ll succeed.”

			They made their plans in shelter throughout the short day, and then as the sun set and darkness gathered again and the hypnotic auroras grew bright, they shouldered their packs. The magnetic compass was useless, but they each brought their dreamline compass, though they couldn’t be sure the devices were calibrated properly. Hanneke had no charts of Ultima Thule, but the way was clear, and they would walk in a straight line toward the wellspring of light. 

			When they were ready to set off, Hanneke noted the shape of the steam-veiled rock outcroppings against which the Working Angel had come to rest, and they set their dreamline compasses. “I’ve got to make sure we can find my airship again. I won’t leave the Working Angel behind. We’ll get the quintessence, come back, and somehow make this ship fly.”

			Alain nodded. “That’s the spirit.” He fixed his sights on the glow in the sky. Grandpa Owen would want him to tell the story someday, and so he had to make a successful end to the quest.

			The two of them trudged off as full darkness fell, speaking few words, but warm in each other’s company. Alain was glad not to be alone out here in the open emptiness. The unearthly green in the sky and the starlight overhead made the night bright enough for easy travel. The sky was so clear it seemed to mock them after the titanic storm.

			The lionshark parka was warm, and Alain’s breathing pumped like pistons. They crossed mile after mile, and far ahead they could see towering glaciers at the pole, frozen cliffs that rose like a mesa above the ice caps. The glaciers emanated their own watery light, as if they could not contain all the life force within.

			Alain shaded his eyes. “Is that it? Is that the source?”

			Hanneke, who had been staring at her feet to avoid the jumbled ice, looked up. “That must be where we need to go.”

			They marched with renewed vigor and determination, but in less than a day, they encountered a new obstacle. Directly across their path lay another large airship wrecked on the snow. Stray breezes moaned through torn holes in its framework. 

			It was full of skeletons.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 25

			As the winds ripped the lateral sack away from the Working Angel, Owen clung to it for dear life. Flying into the frozen white hurricane, spinning and whirling like a bit of flying spindrift, he could not untangle the ropes that held him. He could only hang on.

			The balloon was wounded, and buoyant gases and steam moaned out from the tear along its side, but it still held Owen aloft, driven on in the unnatural storm. 

			The Working Angel vanished behind him into the raging blizzard. Even though Owen knew he was surely lost, his desperate thoughts went out to his grandson, convinced that Alain and Hanneke were doomed to crash.

			Just as he was.

			Ropes were frozen around his mittens and parka, and he huddled against the collapsing blue sack, riding it down toward the unseen terrain below. He somehow still had the knife, but it didn’t do him any good. His stomach lurched as he was buoyed upward by a sudden vicious breeze. 

			“All is for the best,” he muttered. “All is for the best.” 

			The blizzard was driving him toward the quintessence, and maybe he would crash down among the glorious Northern Lights. That would be a fitting end, at least. He squeezed his eyes shut, and his tears froze on his face. The stinging snow made it impossible for him to see anyway. 

			At last, his questionable lifeboat struck a snowdrift and rebounded in a spray of powdery white. The lateral sack collapsed again, stumbling and rolling against the petrified snow, slamming into ice protrusions. He was battered along, smothered by the collapsing sack, then buried in loose snow, before being thrust upward again. 

			One of the loose ropes caught precariously between two boulders, and the balloon jerked to a stop, but it was only a precarious respite. Owen struggled to break free of the tangled cables. He used the edge of Hanneke’s knife to saw through the strands until he cut one arm free. He pawed at the snow and ice, loosening more of the tangles, but could not entirely extricate himself as the flapping, deflated sack thrashed in the air. The hard landing had torn open more of the fabric, and only a few whispers of buoyant gas remained inside.

			Thrashing to free himself the rest of the way, Owen panted hard. Ice and snow encrusted his lips, his nose. He cut another rope and yanked the strands away from his torso. He could breathe better now, but one coil was still wrapped around his ankle. He flailed to undo the knot as the caught cable snapped free, and the lateral sack flung itself up into the breeze again. 

			Owen was yanked into the air, rising up from the snowy ground. Before the dying balloon flew too high, he slashed with Hanneke’s knife and severed the last rope. He plummeted and crashed into a pile of soft snow, panting and then sobbing.

			The tatters of the balloon sack blew away, leaving Owen alone in the vast white emptiness. He had to find shelter. He tugged the hood of his parka down over his head, bent against the resisting wind. The cold prowled around him like a hungry predator. 

			Owen had seen the frozen landscape from above and knew there were no settlements, caves, or sanctuaries here in uncharted Ultima Thule, but he did have to worry about yawning crevasses in the plain of ice, fissures where he might fall and continue falling. 

			But he had to keep moving, anywhere but here.

			Picking no particular direction, not able to see the auroras in the thick storm, Owen turned his back to the wind and staggered off through the white blizzardness. He kept moving, though his legs felt leaden, and he could hear the fresh snow squeak beneath his fur-lined boots. His lungs burned with each breath of the stiletto-sharp cold air. The wind shoved him along like a bully, and he went on for unknown hours. The white storm seemed to last forever. What had happened to his old benevolent universe?

			It would have been so easy just to give up, to drop to his knees and fall face forward, to let a blanket of snow cover him and hide him on the eternal tundra. But he thought of Alain out there somewhere, and then Francesca back home. They both needed him.

			Even though the urge to sleep pulled at him, he chose to resist. He trudged onward and saw only the blank spaces at his feet, but he watched each heavy footfall, hoping he would spot a yawning crevasse before he tumbled into it.

			Eventually, the snow thinned in the air, letting him see more of the barren darkness and a glimmer of pale aurora light. Either the storm had begun to wane, or he had simply walked far enough to reach its fringe. The Northern Lights called him, letting him know he had gone in the right direction.

			Under that pale glow, he spotted movement across the stark landscape—white, furry hummocks that prowled toward him. 

			Owen kept stumbling, staggering, sure he was hallucinating as the pale shapes came closer. He used the back of his mitten to scour ice from his eyes, and his vision resolved to see enormous white hounds, creatures with fang-filled mouths and bristling fur the color of snow. Even with the background winds, Owen heard the snow dogs growl as they circled closer. 

			He froze, in more ways than one. The snarling predators kept their distance. Owen spotted a larger figure, a man as big as a bear looming up, clad in dark pelts and furs. He seemed more threatening even than the white beasts.

			The big man grasped Owen’s stiff arm. “You are coming with me.”

			The white dogs turned about and bounded off. The bearlike man led Owen along at a speed that was at the limit of his abilities until they reached a wide, deep crevasse, where steep steps had been chiseled into the frozen wall. 

			“I don’t think I can make that,” Owen gasped, then he collapsed.

			

			Some unknown time later, Owen woke to the warmth and comfort of thick white fur all around him in a soft, lumpy bed. He was sure he was still dreaming. Perhaps he had collapsed and frozen to death, and these were just his last imaginings as his brain turned to ice. He inhaled a deep breath, and the air was warm and redolent with a musky animal scent that had been absent from the sterile frigidity of the arctic. 

			He kept his eyes closed and let himself live in the temporary madness of his dream, still too exhausted and sore to be burdened with questions. Finally, he stirred and yawned, rolling over to nuzzle against the thick white pelt.

			It growled at him.

			He lurched aside, astonished. The growl became louder, and as he scrambled away, he realized that he had been nestled among the burly, intimidating snow dogs. They had shared their warmth as he huddled against their fur, but now that Owen was awake, they curled their black lips and bared their teeth. 

			He held up his hands. “I’m a friend. I won’t hurt you.” The very idea that he might pose any threat to these enormous beasts was laughable. “I like dogs.” 

			He was with four of the shaggy animals in a rock-walled chamber, lit by a pale glow that emanated from steaming white patches in the wall. One of the husky snow dogs guarded the doorway, its wide paws braced on the stone floor. “How did I get here?” Owen asked. When he stood up, he realized his parka was gone, his gloves, his insulated breeches. He wore only his original shirt and trousers from Xanadu. 

			Panicked, he touched his chest pocket, relieved to find the dried rose still there, close to his heart. At his hip, he also found Francesca’s flask, which made him realize how parched he was. He unscrewed the cap, but very little of the water remained. He drank it all.

			When he did not try to escape, the snow dogs settled down again. Two of them curled up and went back to sleep, while the others remained on guard, watching Owen. “Why am I here?” he asked aloud.

			He heard footsteps in the corridor outside the entrance, and a figure appeared at the doorway, a towering slab of a man with shaggy hair, a voluminous beard, and coal-black eyes. His garments were stitched-together hides of black reindeer, and the sharpened point of an antler hung around his neck like a totem. 

			“You’re awake,” he said in a voice as deep as a snow dog’s growl. “More surprisingly, you’re alive.”

			Owen swayed on his weak and aching legs. “I am Owen Hardy from Albion. You rescued me.” He flashed what he hoped was a disarming grin. “Thank you for that. Who are you?”

			The man’s smile was buried in his enormous black beard. “Sometimes I’m called the Champion, other times the Devil Prince. It all depends on who is telling the story.” He exhaled a breath that curled out in cold steam. “I am Prince By-Tor of Ultima Thule.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 26

			Remembering the handwritten notes scrawled in the margin of Before the Anarchy, Marinda decided to investigate the Alchemy College next. After all, a place where people were encouraged to ask questions might be the starting point for unrest. 

			The Watchmaker approved of certain questions, but once that process began, could it so easily be quenched? Or was it more like an alchemical reaction of curiosity? 

			The Watchmaker had tasked her with asking questions.

			Zivo marched at her side as she approached the respectable institution, a cluster of imposing buildings constructed on a grand design that the Watchmaker had developed for his finest university. The structures looked centuries old, although the white façade of the main hall revealed a newer construction carefully modeled to match the original. Decades ago, the Anarchist had triggered a huge explosion here. Dozens of students and alchemist-priests had been killed, and the intense fire had left the blackest mark on the Anarchist’s reputation. 

			Even so, according to the notation in the black book, some new villain or underground group had sprung up, possibly connected with the Alchemy College. Devotees to chaos—they would be hiding in the shadows, or in the bright halls of the university. 

			As a pretext for her investigations, Marinda also brought the red-leather volume, the Watchmaker’s attempted reproduction of Clockwork Lives. He had treated the pages with alchemy as Arlen Peake had done, hoping to impart the string of reactions to scribe a person’s life story from a drop of their blood. But even the Watchmaker couldn’t match the genius of Marinda’s father. 

			Nevertheless, the new book would serve as a premise for speaking to the college’s headmaster. Perhaps he could explain why the pages produced only gibberish in response to the Watchmaker’s blood. 

			Her true intent in visiting the Alchemy College, however, was to keep her eyes open for any clues among the students, some connection with the group of troublemakers. If she could decipher the words, times, and numbers written in the margin, she might be able to track down a scheduled meeting and expose them.

			The college’s entrance gate was inscribed with alchemical symbols like a protective warding spell. She presented her honeybee-embossed letter to the Red Watch guards who tried to block her way. “I have authorization from the Watchmaker. I require an audience with the headmaster.” From Clockwork Lives she remembered the story of Professor Russell and his steam-driven percussor, and she recalled a name from the tale. “Is . . . Professor Gruber still the main administrator?” 

			The red-uniformed Regulator stared straight ahead. “Professor Gruber is extremely old, ma’am.”

			“You didn’t answer my question,” Marinda said. Beside her, Zivo released a little burp of steam from his exhaust port.

			The guard stepped aside to let her in. “Yes, he is still in charge.”

			Walking with a purposeful stride, she moved across the open courtyard, past statues of previous headmasters and alchemy researchers, then climbed the stone steps toward the main lecture hall. 

			Intent students hurried along the corridors and ducked into classrooms. Down at the end of the east wing, a bright flash burst out of one of the laboratory chambers; after a brief stunned silence, a round of applause rose up. 

			“I need to ask directions,” she muttered to Zivo as they walked down the hall.

			An assistant alchemist-priest scurried past her. He had a bald head and a traditional white robe marked with symbols of the stars and the planets, as well as the basic elements. He clutched a sheaf of lecture notes in his hands.

			Zivo stepped in front of the man, held up an articulated hand. “Halt!”

			Startled, the alchemist-priest paused, but he remained preoccupied. “How can I help you?” His tone implied he had no interest in helping.

			“Please direct me to the offices of Headmaster Gruber.” Marinda held up her folded pass with the honeybee symbol.

			The alchemist-priest gestured down a corridor. “Left down the passage, up the stairs, then right.” He rushed off before she could ask for further details.

			Zivo led the way, confident he could follow instructions. 

			As they moved toward the staircase, a group of students emerged from an engineering laboratory and surrounded her clockwork Regulator. They were joined by their professor, a lanky middle-aged woman with tight brown hair. “What a marvelous contraption. Did you bring it for us to study?”

			Zivo paused, appreciating the attention, but Marinda hurried him along. “No, I’m here to see Headmaster Gruber.”

			“But this is a unique development,” said the engineering professor. She bent down to inspect Zivo’s copper-pot head, the painted eyes, the grill of his mouth speaker. Her students gathered around, pressing close. “Come, come! Bring it into my laboratory. The acolytes can observe while I dismantle it and study every component.”

			Marinda was indignant. “You may not take apart my companion.”

			“But this is in pursuit of knowledge,” said the professor, as if that were the only answer she needed.

			“It’s not yours to understand.” Marinda turned Zivo about and ushered him down the corridor while the engineering students followed, making notes, commenting on the articulation of his joints, the smoothness of his rhythm. Marinda was glad when they reached the staircase and hurried up to the headmaster’s offices.

			The clerk who guarded the door rose from behind a cherrywood desk. Her letter from the Watchmaker acted as a talisman, though, and the clerk backed away. In a quavering voice, he called out for Headmaster Gruber, then gestured for her to enter the main office.

			Dwarfed behind his enormous desk, the headmaster was the very definition of old age, a man shrunken into himself, wrapped in a nest of wrinkles. His ears were misshapen from overgrown cartilage, his eyebrows stood out like feathers, and a shock of defiant white hair poked up from the center of his bald pate. 

			Gruber squinted over the desk, trying to focus on her. His voice creaked like an unoiled hinge. “Who are you? Come closer so I can see.”

			“I’ve brought a very special book, sir. I’d like you to look at it.”

			Though she had Before the Anarchy in her satchel, Marinda instead extended the red-leather book and opened the cover for him. 

			With large-knuckled hands, Gruber fumbled at the pages, turned one back and forth, then pressed his face so close to the paper that she thought he might smear his nose on it. He rummaged around on the surface of his desk and found a magnifying glass, with which he inspected the few pages of nonsensical letters that the Watchmaker’s blood had produced.

			“I’m sorry, miss, but my eyes are not what they used to be. I’m afraid I can’t read this. What is its significance?”

			“It’s the life of the Watchmaker.”

			Gruber shook his head. “Alas, his life makes no sense to me.” He peered down to give it another look. 

			She explained how the alchemical paper was supposed to work, told him about the original book her father had created years ago and all the lives she had collected to fill its pages.

			Gruber responded with distant nostalgia and bright interest. “Oh yes, Arlen Peake! I seem to remember him as a young student. Was he here at the college?”

			Marinda didn’t believe so, but much of her father’s story was still a mystery. The tale that he had bled out into Clockwork Lives was only part of his life. 

			She explained to the headmaster that the results had been unsatisfactory when the Watchmaker tried to use this new version to collect his story. “I’m not an alchemist, but I would very much like to have the book function like the original one my father made.” She tapped her finger on the blank pages that followed the Watchmaker’s gibberish. “Do you know how we can fix it?”

			“Ah,” Gruber said. “Hmmm.” He blinked up at her and raised the magnifying glass to inspect her features. “Do you know what base elements he used on the paper? What chemical tinctures and activating powders he chose as a substrate?”

			“I’m afraid I don’t have his notes. But the Watchmaker is very eager for this volume to be in working order. Perhaps you could ask him for details on how he prepared this book?”

			Gruber was shocked and uncertain. “Ask . . . the Watchmaker? For details?”

			“You run the Alchemy College, sir. Isn’t it your job to understand?”

			“Only certain things.” The headmaster distracted himself with the book again. He sniffed the paper, the binding. “Yes, the chemicals are there, a subtle blend.” He blinked owlishly at her. “Are you so certain it doesn’t work? That the book itself is the problem? The blood of the Watchmaker might not be a standard basis by which to judge the efficacy of the catalyst.”

			Marinda hadn’t considered that possibility. The Watchmaker’s blue-infused blood was indeed a substance quite unlike normal blood. “That could be the problem. I haven’t run a comparison.”

			Gruber became animated by the idea. “Shall we test it? We must conduct experiments. A drop of blood, you say? I have had a long and interesting life. I would be honored if you recorded it.”

			“All right, let’s see.” She plucked one of the gold pins from her hair, and the headmaster held out his hand, wavering uncertainly, as if he couldn’t actually see her. She held his finger steady as she pricked it. A ruby droplet welled up, and she pressed it onto the next blank page. She was delighted to see a string of words created by the reaction, one sentence after another rolling out. 

			She thought of how many times she had done this when filling the original volume—the Wrecker’s tale, the alchemy miner’s tale, the pickpocket’s tale. Now she tried to read as fast as the alchemical magic presented Gruber’s biography, but the words stopped after only a paragraph, and disappointment weighed down on her. 

			It still wasn’t working.

			During her original quest with Clockwork Lives, she’d encountered many people whose lives amounted to little more than a few sentences. But the ancient headmaster surely had much more to tell than this!

			“What is it?” the old man rasped. “What does it say?”

			She read the words aloud to him, surprised that it was only a rather dry recounting of him hobbling into a crowded lecture hall, delivering a slow and ponderous talk about the noble gases, frequently consulting his notes, barely hearing the students talking, snickering, even snoring in the seats.

			“Why, that is a lecture I gave just an hour ago!” Gruber said. “Are you certain that’s all it says?”

			Marinda reread, even took his hand and squeezed another drop of blood on the paper, but this time with no resulting tale. “Nothing more. Just a summary of your lecture, not your whole life, only a snippet of current events.”

			“Ah, hmmmm, I don’t believe that was the most important lecture I’ve ever given. Perhaps the book is flawed after all,” Gruber said. “But maybe not entirely. What if it doesn’t capture the full significance of a life but merely a recent vignette?”

			“Unfortunately, that would not help me compile the Watchmaker’s biography,” Marinda said. The results were very different in the two instances. Maybe the book was erratic and unreliable, and she could draw no general conclusions about its abilities whatsoever.

			“Hmmm, let me ruminate on the chemical potentialities and see if I can develop an enhancement,” said Gruber. “Though it may take a while. I have a very busy schedule. One lecture a week!” He snorted. “And I must prepare.”

			Now that she had the headmaster’s attention, though, Marinda wasn’t finished. Reaching into her satchel, she withdrew the small black volume and placed it in front of Gruber’s squinting gaze. He asked, “What is this?” 

			“A book I believe is being circulated among the students here. Before the Anarchy.”

			“Ah,” he said. “Hmmm. A little bit of discontent is healthy, but too much is destructive. I have heard the students talking in the corridors. They think I’m old and addled, but I am not deaf. My hearing is as good as it ever was. They claim that two-and-a-half centuries of the Stability is enough—as if they would know what to do without it!” He made a rude sound through his lips. “They admire the Anarchist, but they don’t understand him. If ever these students saw a real bomb, they would run shrieking under their dorm beds!” He cackled. “Nothing to worry about from them, I say.”

			“Some have claimed responsibility for the airship crash that happened last week,” Marinda said. “It caused a great deal of death and destruction.”

			Gruber muttered deep in his throat. “Even a bumbling idiot can succeed once in a while, if the odds are in his favor.”

			She remembered what the Watchmaker had told her. Don’t ascribe to bad intent what can be explained by mere bad luck.

			“The Watchmaker is concerned about what other damage this new Anarchist and his followers might cause,” she said. “So I must get to the bottom of it. I think there may be some connection to the Alchemy College.” 

			Knowing the nearsighted old man would never be able to read the scribed notes in the margin of the black book, she read out the cryptic numbers and asked if they were buildings around the campus.

			Gruber recognized some of them, identified dormitories or annex halls. Other groupings of numerals were dates and times, which she suspected were scheduled surreptitious meetings. All of the dates had passed, however, except for the last one on the list. When she read the number, and the name—Limbo—Gruber sat up with a grin. “Ah. Hmmm. That is not a college building at all. It’s on the edge of campus, but it is still very popular. Spent many years there myself as a young student. A very important part of college life.” He cackled again.

			“What is it?” Marinda asked.

			“The Limbo Tavern,” he said. “The best place for students to enrich their experiences in life.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 27

			When pale gray daylight seeped across the landscape, Alain could better see the hulking airship that was frozen like a fossil in the ice. Frost crystals skirled in the air, whipped up by errant breezes. Though most of the derelict’s levitation sack was ice-petrified, some shreds of canvas flapped mournfully, as if signaling for help. 

			Alain took a moment to just absorb what he was seeing. This vessel was three times the size of the Working Angel, and much larger than the other lost wreck they had seen from the sky. But even this behemoth had not survived the terrible storms.

			Hanneke shifted the sea-wool scarf over her mouth. “They got farther than we did.”

			“Not far enough,” Alain said. “But we can use it to shelter out of the wind for a while before we move on.” He wasn’t ready to stop yet, but his curiosity got the best of him. Who had flown this steamliner to the far emptiness of Ultima Thule? Pirates, or intrepid explorers? Some wayward cargo ship blown far off course? Had any of the crew survived?

			For the past day, he and Hanneke had worked their way across the tundra, always heading toward the bright auroras. They ate pack food, drank water melted from snow by their own body heat inside their parkas. From the site of the derelict, Alain could see sheer ice cliffs under the eerie auroras, not far away now. 

			They found the first three bodies sprawled on the snow in front of the crashed ship. The corpses were prone with arms outstretched, as if they had staggered into a blizzard and collapsed, freezing there for all time. Over many years, the scouring ice had eaten away the desiccated flesh, leaving skulls with empty eye sockets and grinning teeth. The corpses’ fur-lined jackets had been torn to shreds, then frozen onto the bones like iron-hard ribbons. 

			Alain felt a sickening lump in his gut. He’d never seen a dead body before, especially not a corpse exposed to the elements. Tears stung his eyes and froze in trickles on his cheeks as he thought of his grandfather, swept away with the torn lateral sack. Was this what had happened to Grandpa Owen? The young man hung his head, remembering that last moment when the rope had snapped and the wind snatched him away in the blink of an eye. . . .

			“Nothing you can do for those three, Sparky.” Hanneke pushed toward the airship. “Let’s see what’s inside. Maybe it’s got something we can use.” 

			The vessel lay at an odd angle, its back broken, and the large gondola was half-buried in snow. She ducked into a gap torn in the main levitation sack and made her way inside. 

			Alain followed her, holding one of the structural ribs as he bent down. The interior was slick with ice, and their movements made hollow echoes within the enclosure. Hanneke stooped and crawled to the front of the main balloon, found the release hatch, and stomped a hole through the frozen canvas. 

			“From here, we can get into the main gondola, whatever’s left of it. I want to have a look at their engine deck.”

			The airship’s main compartment was much larger than the Working Angel’s pilot deck and lower boiler room. This had been a powerful steamliner, large enough to be part of a military or raiding operation. Alain wondered if this might have been part of one of the Watchmaker’s expeditions, but he saw no honeybee symbols, no indication that this craft had anything to do with Albion. 

			They discovered four more skeletons huddled against the bulkhead, wrapped in tattered blankets like shrouds. Though the dyes had faded, their garments were multicolored, even gaudy and flamboyant. A jaunty hat drooped over one skeletal face adorned with a limp green feather, now coated with ice. 

			“The gondola offers decent shelter,” Hanneke said. “But in the long run, it didn’t do them much good.”

			“But who were they?” Alain asked. “Why did they come here?”

			“Most important, let’s make sure we don’t turn out like them.” She paced around the pilot deck. “We’ve got plenty of food for now, and we can get all the water we need.” All the pipes and fixtures were covered with a glassy sheen. The windows were traced with spiderweb cracks, as if the intense cold had strained the glass. “If we can figure out how to keep warm.”

			Alain shivered even in his warm parka, and each breath was like breathing a cold, lingering death. He imagined these poor survivors clinging to any spark of warmth, unable to go on. They had made it almost to the Northern Lights and the source of the quintessence, probably only another day’s walk. He wondered why these people had given up so close to the end of their trek.

			Hanneke knocked away shards of ice and pried open a hatch that led to the lower engine deck. “I’m going below. Maybe there’s something we can salvage.”

			“Salvage for what?” 

			The young woman paused on her way down below. “To repair the Working Angel, of course. I never expected to find a pile of spare parts less than a day’s march away. Now who’s the optimist?”

			He flushed. “That’s exactly the attitude Grandpa Owen would have.”

			He heard her banging around below, inspecting the boiler, the steam valves, the coldfire battery banks. Alone above, Alain regarded the frozen desiccated bodies, curiosity slowly replacing his horror. Tucked against the corpse that wore the jaunty piratical hat, he found a book. He was always interested in reading stories, but this one seemed particularly important. 

			He wrenched the volume from the cold, dead hands, felt finger bones snap. Two knuckles came free, adhered with ice to the cover, but he twisted it loose. Despite his clumsy gloves, he opened the book as carefully as he could. The first few pages crackled as he bent them and finally got them apart. 

			“I found the airship log!” he called down. 

			Hanneke didn’t respond, making loud clattering noises as she shoved debris around.

			Squinting in the dim light through the frost-covered windowpanes, Alain managed to read the journal entries. The captain’s name was Scallen, commanding a crew of ten on an airship called the Headlong, the only name he and his unruly crew could agree on. Pawing with gloved fingers to turn the page, the young man became absorbed in the tale, forgetting their desperate plight, forgetting the cold. 

			The Headlong was not part of any expedition sent by the Watchmaker—quite the opposite, in fact. Scallen and his crew were searching for riches, desperate and greedy refugees whose parents had called themselves the Free People of the Sea. Alain knew them by another name—the Wreckers, who had caused so much havoc out in the ocean, who ran ships aground on hidden reefs and seized their cargo, murdered the crew. 

			The Wreckers had been a scourge on both Albion and Atlantis for decades, until they were hunted down and wiped out by the Watchmaker’s military. Alain had read the tale Marinda Peake included in Clockwork Lives, and he knew that his grandfather had been held captive by the Wreckers, barely escaping in the final battle against the forces of Albion. 

			He kept reading the logbook. Scallen wrote that years after the Free People of the Sea were resoundingly defeated, he had rounded up some of their children and reignited their destructive passion, hoping to create a new generation of Wreckers. But instead of preying upon ships at sea, his band of marauders had stolen an airship and flown off to Ultima Thule, intending to seize the source of the quintessence. 

			The logbook was filled with Scallen’s bold plans and utter confidence. He wrote snide comments about his unruly comrades, how two of them had gotten into a fistfight after departing from the outpost of Everfar, where they had seized supplies and raced away while the locals hurled harpoons at them. The airship had flown due north, following the beacon of the Northern Lights.

			The next pages were written in a shakier hand with an entirely different attitude. Scallen described a horrific, unnatural storm, during which lightning bolts had torn their levitating sack and sent the vessel hurtling to the ground. Three had died in the crash itself, and three more had bundled up and marched off into the frozen wilderness to find help, and had never returned. The other four had remained with the ship. 

			Alain kept reading. Although the Headlong’s steam engine and boiler still functioned, the airship itself had been torn to shreds and would never take to the skies again. They had burned their last lumps of redcoal, eaten the final scraps of food, and died one by one. Scallen’s last log entry ended in mid-sentence. 

			Alain couldn’t tell by the dates, but he thought this doomed expedition must have been twenty or thirty years ago. He closed the logbook unsatisfied, unlike when he read other adventures in the books he cherished.

			“Don’t you worry, Sparky.” Hanneke poked her head up from the engine deck. “Their coldfire batteries are mostly intact, but dormant. I might be able to awaken them. We have catalyst powders back at the Working Angel. Two of the pumps in our own engines were damaged, one of our small pre-boilers burst, and the electrical systems were burned out by the lightning—but this ship has what we need.”

			Alain looked around. “But it’s a wreck.”

			“I can salvage the components. Our levitation sack is intact, but we need their engines, their coldfire batteries. Believe me, I’ve fixed my vessel enough times to know what I can do. We can patch it together.”

			Alain brightened. “So, after we get the quintessence, there’s a chance we can fly home?”

			“A ghost of a chance,” she said, “but I believe in ghosts.” When Hanneke grinned, she was very pretty. “If we make good time, and this clear weather holds, you and I can drag a load of parts and supplies back to the Angel in less than a day. We’ll cut some of the canvas sheets, thaw these ropes, and rig up sledges to haul the components across the ice.” She did silent calculations, nodded. “It’ll take a few trips, but we can bring everything we need.”

			Alain peered through the frost-smeared window above the frozen bodies. He could almost taste the quintessence in the air. “Shouldn’t we keep going for now? We’re not far from the glaciers and the Northern Lights. . . .”

			“And we still have to climb the glacier cliffs, find our way inside, figure out how to contain the quintessence,” Hanneke said. “I know you enjoy your adventures—it’s what I like about you, Sparky—but first things first.”

			Alain flushed. “You like me?”

			Hanneke ignored the comment. “It’s time to be pragmatic, repair the Working Angel and make sure it’ll fly. I want my vessel ready to go in case we need to get away. We might have to run.”

			Alain was perplexed, thinking of the great emptiness around them. “Why would we have to run?”

			The young woman placed her gloved hands on her hips. “Getting the quintessence isn’t going to be easy. You may be an optimist, but I always count on the worst. If bad things don’t happen, then I won’t be disappointed. But we need to be ready.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 28

			The dark-haired bear of a man snapped his thick fingers with a sound like a gunshot. The snow dogs rose to attention and backed away from Owen. 

			“We don’t usually rescue trespassers,” said By-Tor, “but you were in luck.”

			Despite his relief, Owen felt shattered and confused. “I have plenty of luck, sir—though as much bad luck as good.”

			“My snow dogs sensed you, found you in the storm.” When By-Tor stepped through the doorway, he loomed so large he seemed to fill the chamber. His ebony eyes met Owen’s gaze. “I did more than rescue you, Owen Hardy—I saved you. You will live with us now and join the guardians of the quintessence.” 

			In the rock-walled room, the snow dogs growled together.

			Questions ricocheted around in Owen’s mind, so many things he wanted to know, but one question was paramount. “My airship was damaged by a storm, terrible winds, lightning strikes. My grandson was aboard, along with our pilot. We have to find them!” The words came out in a rush as he explained what had happened, how the storm had caught them unawares. “They might be freezing to death even now. They’re surely lost. Can you—” Concerns rattled around in his head like loose dice in a cup, and he seized the words though he didn’t know what he was saying. “Can your people go look for them?”

			“Maybe they wouldn’t want us to find them.” By-Tor showed no urgency or concern. “They traveled into the forbidden frozen wastes, where they are not welcome. The sacred source of the quintessence is not for any outsider to find.”

			“But . . . we came looking for it.” Owen gathered his courage, thinking of Francesca. “We need it.”

			“Everyone needs it, but they can’t just take it for the asking,” By-Tor said, indignant. “We get what we deserve.”

			Owen stepped closer, ready to challenge the bearlike man. He was much smaller in stature, but he was determined. “Please go out and look for them. It’s important to me.”

			“Why would it be important to me? Or my guardians?” the dark man growled. “It took great energy to operate our storm generator so we could bring down your airship. We used the weapon to swat you out of the sky. On purpose. Why should I bother to pick up the pieces?”

			Reeling backward, Owen bumped into one of the shaggy white hounds, which snarled at him. “You . . . created the storm?”

			“We are the guardians of the quintessence. We must stop thieves from stealing the life of the world.”

			“I don’t understand,” Owen said in dismay. 

			By-Tor turned with a swirl of his dark furs and called Owen as if he were one of his shaggy dogs. “Come, you’re one of us now. You need to learn what it means to be a guardian of the quintessence.” 

			Still feeling tired, sore, and shaky, Owen followed the man into tunnels that were equal parts rock and ice. The passageways led past grottoes that glowed with bright frozen walls, and glistening icicle stalactites dripped down from the ceiling. The air smelled of cold steam and sulfur, and warmth emanated from the rock walls produced by thermal gases from contained fumaroles somewhere beneath the arctic settlement. 

			“Who are the guardians?” Owen asked. “Why are you here? What do you do?”

			“You ask a great many questions.” 

			“Yes, I do. What are these caves of ice?”

			The big man flashed a smile that held no humor. “All in good time. You will have plenty of time.”

			The snow dogs paced along but did not growl at the other people they passed. Owen was surprised to see how many lived in this sheltered underground settlement. They were a mixture of races, skin tones, hair colors, facial features. Their garments were a motley of styles and time periods, as if someone had raided a theater troupe’s costume wardrobe. They stared at Owen with open curiosity, and some averted their eyes in pity. 

			“These are all guardians? How long have they been here?”

			“Forever, and this is where they will always be,” said By-Tor. “Our numbers are replenished only rarely, which is why I plucked you from the snow. You’re a lot older than I’d hoped for, but you’ll serve. And the quintessence will make you strong. I have work for you to do, although first you must understand the reason and the mechanism.”

			They reached the bottom of a wide crack, the floor of a canyon in the glacier. Owen looked up the sheer walls into which a wide staircase had been chiseled. The dark man climbed up without looking back. Overhead, a slash of sky showed that it was daylight again. Owen wondered how long he had been unconscious in the warm but dangerous company of the white snow dogs. 

			In his journeys, he had witnessed many marvels, exotic places and technological miracles, but By-Tor showed him an amazing apparatus unlike anything he had seen before. Constructed into a crater in the frozen plain, enormous cold steel fan blades spun slowly, turned by clockwork gears that were polished to a silver luminescence. Metal towers rose up from the crater walls, branched like antlers. Their sharp spines flickered with static electricity.

			“No need for a storm today. The skies are clear, but we are ever vigilant.” By-Tor looked with pride at his mammoth machines. “Upon the approach of any intruder, we can fire up these titanic engines, call the winds, and generate tremendous storm clouds.” He pointed to the metallic spires. “We use the fury of the north to keep intruders away.”

			Owen stared in silence for a long moment. He had suspected that the thunder blizzard was not natural, but this unprovoked attack had torn him away from his companions, nearly killed him, probably wrecked the Working Angel. “But why?”

			“To protect the quintessence,” he said. “Because it is ours.”

			Warmly dressed workers tended the storm generator, monitoring cables that led into the ice to some hidden power source. One willowy woman stared at him with open curiosity. Her skin was so pale that it reminded him of snow, her hair an ivory blond. She looked to be about the age of his daughter Corina.

			By-Tor also noticed her interest. “Penelope, come here.”

			The woman hurried over, skittish but also consumed with curiosity. Her large eyes were a glacier blue, as clear as melted snow. “You found another one, By-Tor. Who is it? Is he going to stay?”

			“This is Owen Hardy from Albion. He will need food and care.” Owen’s stomach growled loudly enough for both of them to hear. By-Tor continued, “He has a lot of questions. You’re the best person to tend him.”

			Penelope brightened. “Will he answer my questions, too?”

			By-Tor was gruff and dismissive. “What you two talk about is not my concern. Just make sure he knows his place among us.”

			Though Owen was eager to have his questions answered, and a good meal, he still pressed the shaggy man. “But all these guardians . . . how did you come to be here? Who gave you this mission?”

			“We gave ourselves the mission. The quintessence is our responsibility, and we formed our civilization here with a singular purpose. Those who foolishly come to Ultima Thule to steal the source are stranded among us—prospectors, treasure seekers, adventurers. Once they partake of the quintessence, then here they must remain. We are the army to shield the essence of life and make sure it does not get out into the common world.”

			“But why?” Owen felt an urgency in his question. “The quintessence can grant life. It can make people strong—like my Francesca.”

			“We can’t just give it to anyone.” By-Tor flashed him a dangerous grin. “This is our reservoir, our treasure. Therefore we are the wealthiest, most powerful people in the world. We’ve earned it.”

			Owen looked at the great fan blades gently turning, at the quiescent lightning rods ready to shoot deadly blasts into the sky. “You should share it, help other people. If you have it all and do nothing with it, then do you really have anything?”

			By-Tor was not swayed. “We have the quintessence.”

			“You have life. You have energy.” Owen looked to Penelope, who was curious about the debate, even if she didn’t speak. She seemed cowed next to By-Tor. Owen continued, “But if you hoard the quintessence then you . . . you defeat the purpose. Isn’t life an infinite resource? Doesn’t life go on and on?” His words caught in his throat as he thought of Alain and Keziah and his other grandchildren, how he told them stories and hoped they would tell their own grandchildren someday. “Life goes on through your descendants, your legacy, your accomplishments and works.”

			“The guardians are already immortal,” By-Tor said. “That is why we’re here.”

			“You are only immortal if other people remember you. That’s why I’ve tried to do great things in my life.” Owen squared his shoulders. “And I came here with an important purpose, but not for myself.” Defiant, he stepped closer to By-Tor. Other workers around the huge storm generator glanced up as they eavesdropped. “You are selfish to keep the quintessence here just to prevent anyone else from having it.”

			“Then you really don’t understand, Owen Hardy. Yes, there’s an immense reservoir of quintessence beneath the Northern Lights, but here is where it must stay.” A smirk filled his face. “The way to make something desirable into something valuable is to make it rare.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 29

			As she left the main hall of the Alchemy College, Marinda had to dodge another group of eager engineering students who were intrigued by her clockwork Regulator. They implored her to let them make “just a few fine adjustments,” assuring Marinda that if they dismantled Zivo, they could almost certainly put him back together again. Instead, she grasped the mechanical man’s shoulder and marched him along, firmly declining their requests. 

			On a message board outside a cafeteria hall, she spotted dozens of posted notes: items for sale, requests for assistance, club announcements. A handwritten scrap of paper in the bottom corner caught her eye, prominently marked with the Anarchist’s circled letter A. In bold print, the message said, “250 years of Stability is enough! We choose free will.” It was written in large letters as if it were a momentous pronouncement from the Clockwork Angels.

			The note contained no other details, no call to action, no instructions for prospective members of the movement, no contact information. Marinda snatched the scrap of paper, tucked it inside her copy of Before the Anarchy, then hid it in her satchel. It was time to give her report to the Watchmaker.

			After repeated inquiries, the inscrutable Red Watch finally directed her down to the portside docks on the Winding Pinion River, Albion’s main waterway. She remembered the bright bustling port from when the Watchmaker’s Regulators had forcefully escorted her onto the Rocinante and away from Albion long ago. . . .

			Today the riverport was crowded and clogged, dirty, busy; it reminded her more of Poseidon City than the capital of Albion. Steamers were tied to the piers with gangplanks extended. Muscular laborers offloaded cargo using winches and pulleys. Steam-engine cranes raised heavy pallets of lumber and stone, shipments of grain, and barrels of rare minerals from across the sea. 

			At the moment, traffic on the river was snarled as a lumbering barge pushed against the current, towing a load that contained the wreckage of a ship. The steam-barge’s engines strained like a behemoth as it pulled and groaned.

			With Zivo at her side, Marinda walked along the docks, curious about what was happening. A crowd had gathered to witness the salvage of the cargo steamer that had crashed some weeks ago, spilling a cargo of reactants and destroying part of the coast. Other spectators were there just hoping to catch a glimpse of the Watchmaker himself, observing him as he in turn observed the arrival of the wreckage. 

			She spotted the retinue of Red Watch at the end of a long, isolated dock from which he could watch without distraction. The Watchmaker was obviously preoccupied with the mechanics of the disaster, but Marinda needed to share what she had learned at the college.

			When she waved her honeybee letter, the Regulators guarding the dock gestured her onward without even reading the pass. She and Zivo hurried along the wooden dock, where the Watchmaker stood at the very edge, his feet perfectly aligned with the drop-off into the green waters of the river. He seemed confident in his precision and balance.

			The other escorts stepped aside, letting Marinda and her clockwork companion approach. She was surprised to see that Captain Peridone was already there. The Black Watch commander wore his impeccable jacket and tricorne hat. She assumed that he would want to share information with her, too, since they were on parallel investigations.

			Zivo raised an articulated arm in a formal salute, and Peridone seemed put off by the interruption. The blond captain turned to her. “I was briefing the Watchmaker on what we have learned about the Anarchist activities.” Anger clouded his pale complexion. “He is a slippery one—sinister, pure evil.” 

			“I hope you capture him soon, Captain,” Marinda said, choosing to be noncommittal as she waited to hear what the Black Watch had discovered.

			The Watchmaker, though, kept his back turned to both of them, much more interested in the approach of the chugging barge. The floating flatbed was piled high with burned and acid-stained hull plates, huge mangled propellers, damaged cargo. Much of the wrecked steamer had been dismantled so it could be loaded onto the barge. Splintered, waterlogged crates were piled in the front, blackened and smeared with soot, and Marinda could only imagine the raging alchemical fires that had doomed the vessel.

			Peridone looked at the ruins of what had been a sturdy ship. “Indeed, it must be the work of the Anarchist. He does not appreciate the safety net of order and prosperity.”

			Remembering the group of malcontents she had seen on the back street, as well as the seeming disorder she had found at the Alchemy College, Marinda said, “They may just be gadflies, posers who enjoy causing trouble.”

			The Black Watch captain’s frown deepened. He indicated the barge hauling the wreckage. “This was no mere mischief, Marinda Peake.”

			Finally, the Watchmaker turned to face them. “We have yet to see evidence that this shipwreck was caused by anything other than the vagaries of nature, strong currents and an errant storm.” He sighed. “Entropy always wins.”

			Peridone seemed frustrated. “Nor can we ignore a potential threat to your Stability, sir.” 

			“Your Black Watch are the best in Albion, Captain. Tell me what proof you’ve found. Have you rooted out this villain yet?” 

			Peridone tugged down the front corner of his hat. “Sir, the new Anarchist is slippery, devious. We hear whispers on the street and know how much fear your citizens have to endure. We are seeing more instances of seditious graffiti on our pristine walls—the cleaning crews spend all day just covering them up. But we have thus far been unable to pin down any specific leads. We hear rumors of gatherings on isolated streets, the Anarchist himself railing against the Stability. But these violent followers vanish like shadows before a bright lantern. They have so far foiled the best efforts of the Black Watch.”

			His comment surprised Marinda, because she and Zivo had easily blundered into one such street gathering, and the man with the rusty sideburns had not seemed particularly adept in eluding pursuit. She had also found the note in the Alchemy College message board right out in plain sight. “Maybe you aren’t looking in the right places, Captain.” 

			His blond eyebrows drew together over the bridge of his nose. “My Black Watch is everywhere, Marinda Peake, and they see everything.”

			“Then the Anarchist must be invisible.” She meant the comment as a joke, but it sounded like an accusation. 

			The Watchmaker continued to observe the salvage activity as steam-engine cranes lifted damaged parts off the barge and to a loading zone on the shore, where dismantlers fell upon them like vultures on a carcass. A sturdy rack held lead-lined boxes and damaged crates marked with alchemical symbols. The ropes groaned, and the pulleys squeaked as each load was lowered to the shore. 

			“Have you investigated the Alchemy College?” Marinda suggested. “Firebrand students are likely recruits, young enough to imagine an ideal world but not old enough to appreciate the convenience, precision, and practicality of a clockwork civilization. It might be a good place to start.”

			“The first Anarchist originated there at the college,” the Watchmaker mused without turning. “I noticed his talent. He was a diamond in the rough—as well as a ticking time bomb. He had no boundaries, and he pushed the limits of proper knowledge. When I could tolerate him no longer, he turned against me for limiting him. He burned his hand in a laboratory accident, trying to create diamonds instead of gold, so he could make himself even richer and more powerful than I. Of course, I had to prevent that.”

			“Absolutely, sir,” said Captain Peridone, then gave Marinda a dismissive nod. “Rest assured that my Black Watch members have thoroughly investigated the Alchemy College. We interrogated the students and numerous alchemist-priests, but we found no evidence of subversive activities.”

			Marinda was disturbed and disappointed to hear this. Headmaster Gruber had readily admitted to possible sympathizers among the student body. In her copy of the black book, she had found margin notes with times and meeting places. How could Peridone have missed all that?

			“The original Anarchist blew up one of the main buildings and killed many people,” said the Black Watch captain. “The college would have nothing to do with those dangerous ideas. I consider that place a dead end in our investigations.”

			Marinda struggled to understand what the man was saying. Could he be blind to all the obvious indicators?

			Zivo whistled through his steam vent and turned his copper-pot head upward, but before any words could come from his speaker grid, Marinda placed a hand on his shoulder to silence him. She said, “I’m sure you have looked carefully, Captain.”

			One of the steam-engine cranes lifted a huge section of steel hull plates riveted to curved girders. 

			“And what do you have to report, Marinda Peake?” the Watchmaker asked.

			She hesitated, hampered by more questions than answers. “I continue my investigations, sir, following a few leads. Of course I don’t have the resources of the Black Watch, but I’m making do.”

			Peridone gave her a quick nod of acknowledgment. 

			She pursed her lips. “Perhaps, I should get back to working on your biography? Since Captain Peridone has the situation so well in hand?”

			The Watchmaker shook his head. “I prefer to have you pursue your independent line of inquiry. My story can wait.”

			Marinda, unsettled by the ineptitude of the much-vaunted black Regulators, decided not to reveal what she herself had learned. She finally concluded, “I’ll continue my investigations and come to you when I have anything solid to report.”

			Peridone straightened. “You may report to me, Marinda Peake. We need not trouble the Watchmaker until I’ve determined that your discoveries are relevant.”

			She responded with caution. “All is for the best.” Then she and Zivo walked back down the dock, while the Watchmaker turned once more to contemplate the wreckage of the steamer.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 30

			When night fell around the tattered derelict airship, the cold intensified. Both exhausted, Alain and Hanneke took off their thick mittens only long enough to eat some of the salty pack food, drank plenty of water from melted snow, and huddled together under a draped sea-wool blanket. They drew comfort and warmth from each other. As they sat motionless, trying to sleep, Alain felt uncomfortably reminded of the frozen corpses crouched against the Headlong’s bulkheads. But for now, their shelter was sufficient.

			Tantalizingly near, the auroras emanated from the glaciers that marked the North Pole. Alain felt a prickle in his scalp. In the throbbing of the auroras, he thought he could hear whispers like frozen ghosts in the back of his mind. 

			Wishing his grandfather could be there with him, he clung to a grain of optimism that Grandpa Owen might have survived by some miracle. It was not impossible. . . .

			He closed his eyes and found himself shivering. The pulsing glow seeped through his eyelids. He longed to keep heading northward, to stand before the walls of ice and bathe in the shimmering glow of life.

			Next to him, Hanneke stirred, snuggled against him, and he could feel her bony elbow through the layers of the parka. He stayed awake as she dozed, thrashing in unpleasant dreams, or maybe it was just innate restlessness. 

			The young woman finally woke and pulled herself up, shedding the blanket. When she realized where she was, she looked at Alain in embarrassment. “We should get moving, keep ourselves warm. The sun will rise in a few hours. Let’s get our first load ready so we can head back to the Working Angel. I’ve got a lot of repairs to do.”

			“I’ll help however I can,” he said.

			Hanneke gave him a surprisingly warm glance. “I don’t usually admit that I could use an extra hand, but I’m glad to have you around, Sparky. Especially when it comes to pulling heavy things.”

			Below in the damaged engine deck, the gondola walls had been ripped open in the crash. Exhaust pipes that led from the boiler chamber to the thruster nozzles were broken at the segmented joints. Scallen and his dying Wrecker refugees had burned the last lumps of redcoal to keep warm, but the banks of coldfire batteries lay jumbled together, disconnected. Coldfire gave off pure energy, light instead of heat, and would not have kept the refugees alive, but each battery still held enough wisps of power that Hanneke might be able to bring her airship back to life. 

			“These Wreckers kept a very disorganized kit, but I found the specialized tools I need,” she said. “It’ll take some delicate disconnecting, though—leave that part to me.”

			Meanwhile, Alain went out to cut patches of canvas and lengths of rope so he could fashion one sledge for each of them for dragging the salvaged materials overland. Hanneke reached into her parka and pulled another sharp knife from a sheath at her belt. “Here, use this.”

			He winced as he thought of Grandpa Owen up on the lateral sack using her blade to saw through the tethers. . . . “Just how many knives do you have?” 

			“Enough of them,” she said. She glanced at the pack the young man had carried all the way from Xanadu. “You should always carry one. You came ill-prepared for an adventure.”

			“I’ll remember next time.” Through the breach in the Headlong’s lower hull, he climbed outside under the bright stars. The nearby auroras gave him all the illumination he needed. 

			Though the main balloon was torn and tattered, many large sections remained. He climbed onto the ice-coated ribs and began to poke and saw with the blade. The canvas was tough and frozen solid, but it would slide well across the hard snow. He found a length of rope tangled around the rudder, useless guylines from when the vessel had crashed. He had everything he needed.

			As he balanced on the creaking ribs, as if he were again part of a carnival act, Alain looked north across the white wilderness. Unexpectedly, he spotted a graceful reindeer standing on the plain of snow. Its antlers curved upward like benevolent hands, and its pelt was blacker than the night sky. Alain froze, meeting the creature’s gaze. He sensed no threat, only a primal awe. 

			After a long moment, the black reindeer snorted, then bounded across the snowy terrain. Swooping in from the flanks like swift shadows, dozens more reindeer joined the leader and all thundered off. Alain wished he could have shared the moment with Grandpa Owen.

			By the time the watery sun rose over the horizon, he had carved out two rectangles of canvas and cut holes and threaded scraps of rope through each. He pulled the rope over his chest and shoulders like a harness and practiced moving around. It made a serviceable enough sledge. After he completed a test circuit around the derelict, he saw Hanneke leaning against the wall of the gondola, watching him. “Good enough, Sparky. Let’s head back to my airship.”

			The Northern Lights spilled a hypnotic illumination across the landscape. Compelled, he turned and stared at where the glacier rose up from the arctic plain. On impulse, he removed the dreamline compass his grandfather had given him. 

			Facing the glacier, he pointed the compass, watched the needles tremble and twitch, and finally settle with bold determination on a firm direction. He raised and lowered the device, watched the needles, and the answer was clear.

			“The quintessence is inside that glacier, somewhere in the middle of those cliffs.” The thought of climbing that rugged barrier was daunting, but with his skills of jumping and scrambling, he thought he could do it. 

			“Even if we get the Angel fixed, don’t expect me to maneuver an airship up against that big wall, Sparky. One stray gust and we’ll crash.” 

			He looked at Hanneke. “Then we’ll just climb.”

			“Sure.” She pulled the rope harness over her shoulders. “You’re such an optimist.”

			“I am.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 31

			The guardians of the quintessence had created their own special enclave, an isolated paradise beneath the frozen land of Ultima Thule. 

			As Penelope led him through the warm, sheltered tunnels, Owen drank in the details, thinking he might add to his book and finish it one day. These were adventures he wanted to tell his grandchildren, especially Alain. The thought filled him with sadness as he recalled the howling blizzard, the Working Angel vanishing into the storm. Alain and Hanneke were still out there somewhere, needing help—if they were even alive. 

			And Francesca was at home, also needing him. He tried to hold on to hope. 

			Penelope said, “I will answer your questions, Owen Hardy, because that is what By-Tor asked, but . . .” She hesitated. “I would be grateful if you answered mine as well. I’m so curious.” Her bright, water-blue eyes made her look young, though he had no idea how old she really was. “Will you tell me about the outside world? I’ve never been there, and the stories seem . . . unbelievable.”

			Her eager expression lightened his heart. “I like to tell stories, and I have a lifetime of them.”

			Now that they were out of the freezing air, she shrugged down the fur-lined hood and removed her mittens. “I want to hear every one.”

			“That’ll take quite a while, young lady,” Owen said.

			“We’ll have time. Once you drink the quintessence, we may even have forever. You’ll stay here with us, become a guardian, too. That’s what By-Tor wants.”

			Owen balked. “I can’t do that—I have to go home. I can’t stay.”

			Penelope frowned. “He won’t let you leave. No one leaves.”

			His thoughts were spinning. “Then I won’t ask his permission. I do need the quintessence, and I won’t leave without it. It’s not for me. The Watchmaker sent me. But I also need it for . . .” He dropped his voice. “It’s for Francesca.”

			The pale young woman seemed confused. “Who is Francesca?”

			With a sigh, Owen unconsciously touched the chest pocket that held the dried rosebud. “Francesca is . . . another lifetime of stories to tell.”

			Penelope took him into a chamber of gleaming walls, an intensity of ice that seemed to have daylight frozen inside. Fur-covered blocks of ice and frameworks of bones served as furniture. “This room is for you, your new home while you stay with us. Wait here, and I’ll bring you food.” She hurried away before he could toss another barrage of questions at her, and she soon returned with a plate of air-dried meat, strips of blue lichen harvested from the ice, and cubes of sweet green melon from a garden near one of the underground thermal vents.

			Ravenous, Owen ate while Penelope sat watching him, as if he were a puzzle box full of interesting pieces. He was thirsty and his flask was empty, but when he picked up the cup of cold water on the tray, he hesitated. “Is this the quintessence? What will it do to me?”

			“That’s just water—pure melted ice. The quintessence is special, and By-Tor will bring it. It‘ll make you like me, like all of us, enduring, never aging. Isn’t that what you want?”

			Owen cautiously took a sip of the water, then drank it down in a long gulp. “Not for me,” he said, thinking only of Francesca, seeing the raven-haired performer as she sprang off the tightrope and flashed open her metal angel wings so she could glide down to him. That memory was overlaid with an image of how his wife was now, her face drawn and tired, carrying a weight of so many years and a pain that she refused to show him, although he could see it as plain as a shadow on her face. All clocks wind down.

			“Not for me,” he repeated. “And I know that even the quintessence doesn’t last forever. The Watchmaker himself is running down. That’s why he sent me and my companions to Ultima Thule . . . until your terrible storm wrecked our airship, and I lost my grandson out there.” His breath hitched. “The guardians of the quintessence put an end to my world, which I was only trying to save.”

			Penelope’s translucent skin flushed with sadness and shame. “I’m sorry. It’s what By-Tor says we must do.”

			“But who is he? Who formed the guardians of the quintessence? Why do you have this mission?”

			“There has been a Prince By-Tor for centuries, or so I’m told,” Penelope said. “Many marauders and treasure seekers have come up to Ultima Thule and braved the environment. Many failed and died, while some found the quintessence in the whispering glaciers under the Northern Lights. But they discovered what you have also realized—that even forever doesn’t last forever. The quintessence fades away, and if they wanted to live forever, they would either have to come back here again and again . . . or they could just stay.” 

			She took one of the green melon cubes and popped it into her mouth. “And when they formed their place here, Prince By-Tor—the original By-Tor, I mean—decided to stop anyone else. The quintessence was too precious for the average person to have, and so he protected it. He and his companions, fellow immortals . . . the guardians.”

			“But what gave him the right?” Owen demanded. “Why does By-Tor deserve it? Why do all you guardians deserve it, and not anyone else?” The end of his sentence trailed into a whisper. “And not my Francesca?”

			“Because By-Tor had it, and because he could defend it,” Penelope said. “When other treasure seekers came, he destroyed them with the storm generator, but he soon realized he needed to expand his armies. Some of the hardiest treasure seekers survived the journey, and the guardians captured them, gave them the quintessence, and forced them to stay. A few claim they have been here for a hundred years or more. I don’t know. It’s hard to mark the time.”

			Owen tried to piece together the parts of the story. “You talked about the original By-Tor. So the man who captured me hasn’t been the leader since the beginning?”

			Penelope shook her head. “Oh no—he came about twenty years ago, when another large airship crashed. I remember it. They were marauders, wanted to steal the quintessence and make themselves kings back in Albion. They said they were from a group called the Wreckers.”

			“I know the Wreckers,” Owen said in a sour voice. “Evil, violent people who claim they only want to be free.”

			“This man and two others walked away from their crashed airship and eventually found us. We nursed them back to health. The man said there were other members of the crew back in the derelict, but told us to let them freeze to death. After he drank the quintessence and joined the guardians, he wanted more. He wanted his own kingdom here in Ultima Thule, and he challenged the real By-Tor for leadership.” 

			Sadness settled into her features. “I remember the day the two of them fought. Our By-Tor defeated him, but later this man stabbed our prince in the back with a reindeer antler—murdered him and called himself the Champion.” Her voice hitched. “And he took By-Tor’s place.”

			“Killed him?” Owen asked. “So the quintessence doesn’t make you immortal?” 

			“It keeps you alive, and it prevents you from aging,” she said. “But it won’t stop a dagger to the heart. For years now, the Wrecker By-Tor has blocked all those who came to find a bit of the quintessence.” Her face seemed to go paler. “People like you, Owen Hardy.”

			“How old are you, then?” he asked. “How did you get here?”

			Penelope looked up at him. “I was born in Ultima Thule, the child of others who came and stayed. It’s been many decades, but we can’t keep track of seasons here at the pole. I’ve heard the others tell stories about their former lives in Albion.” The shine came into her voice again. “I’ve never seen the world out there. Can you tell me what it’s like? Is the city of Everfar the great metropolis they all say?” 

			Remembering the small fringe outpost and the low mounded dwellings that all faced wistfully south, Owen chuckled. “I think you mean Crown City.” 

			Penelope’s eyes went wider. “Is Crown City real? I wasn’t sure. It seemed impossible from all the stories.”

			“I can tell you true stories.” Owen finished the last scraps of dried meat. “But I can’t stay. I need to go home. I need to—”

			“You need to learn your place, Owen Hardy,” said a deep voice, and they looked up to see By-Tor. The dark-haired man filled the doorway, with two of the ferocious snow dogs as his escort. “Many new guardians are reluctant at first, but once they’ve tasted the quintessence, they become one of us.” He extended a crystal goblet filled with pale water that glimmered and shouted with its own inner light. “When you’re one of us, you can have all that you desire.”

			“Then I desire to take it back to the Watchmaker and to my wife. That’s why I need—”

			“Your only needs now are our needs.”

			When Owen still avoided the quintessence, Penelope took the goblet from By-Tor’s large hand. “I don’t think he’s ready yet. We have time.”

			By-Tor scratched his black beard, scowling with impatience. “He is already older than I would prefer, and getting older every day. The quintessence will fix that, but don’t let him wait much longer.” The snow dogs followed the man as he stalked back into the frozen corridors. 

			With reverence, the young woman set the crystal goblet on the now-empty food tray. Owen stared at it as if it were poison, yet was drawn to the goblet as if it held the world’s greatest treasure.

			Penelope lowered her voice. “Tell me about Francesca.” 

			Tears welled up in his eyes. “Just saying her name calls up a lifetime inside of me.” He reached into his shirt and withdrew the dried rosebud she had preserved just for him. Even after his adventures, after crashing in the lateral sack and staggering across the white landscape, the flower was intact.

			Penelope was fascinated. “What is that? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“A rose.” He realized that this pale woman had never experienced a simple flower before! “Francesca grew them in our garden. I wish I could have stayed with her, but I had to come to Ultima Thule. I had to take the chance.” He leaned closer, looking into the innocent face of Penelope—who might well be older than he was. “Francesca once told me to squeeze life as hard as you can, like a handshake or a warm embrace. Wring out every last drop of experience.” He drew a quavering breath. “Accept all the warmth that you can receive and give.”

			Penelope looked sad. “How can I do that, when I’m here with frozen walls all around me and no place to go?” She reached out to the delicate preserved blossom. “May I see it? I’ll be careful.” 

			He placed the rosebud in her palm, and she touched it with studious interest. “Is it supposed to be this dry and brittle? We have frost roses in our garden, but they’re just ice formations.”

			“It’s preserved, caught this way to remind us how it was in life. But the petals are faded now, unlike my memories of Francesca.”

			“But it was a living thing once?” 

			“It’s still bright and alive in my memories.” He smiled. “I wish I could show you.”

			On impulse, Penelope dipped the stem of the dried rosebud into By-Tor’s crystal goblet. Owen watched in amazement as it drew up the shimmering liquid, pulling life out of the quintessence. The brittle stem straightened, and the drab color washed away to become a deep vibrant green. The gray-faded petals flushed with a bloom of red, plumping up, swelling until the rose was crimson, moist, and bursting with life. Now, though, it held a faint glow, as if it couldn’t contain all its energy.

			“Is this what a rose is supposed to look like?” she asked.

			Owen could barely speak. Heart racing, he gasped to imagine Francesca blooming in the same way, drawing strength and life and love. If only he could bring a few drops of the quintessence to her. Just a few drops.

			But how could he ever escape these caves of ice, break free from the guardians of the quintessence, and make his way across the frigid white wasteland?

			It seemed an impossible dream that he would ever return to Xanadu. But he knew he had to try.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 32

			Given the miles they had ahead of them for the trip back to the Working Angel, Alain and Hanneke were eager to get moving. In less than an hour, they had stacked coldfire batteries on each sledge as well as a few tools and components. 

			Hanneke tugged on the rope of her harness. “We’ll need one more load, but I think we’ll be able to fix my ship.”

			He gestured out to the open snow, back the way they had come. “Lead the way, Hanneke Pangloss—Captain.”

			“You may call me Commodore.” She gave him a smile, then hid it with her sea-wool scarf. “Seems appropriate.”

			Alain shouldered his ropes and began to pull. The load was heavy at first, but once he got the sledge moving, the tough fabric whispered across the frozen landscape. Hanneke dug her boots into the snow and pulled ahead. Even in daylight, the bright auroras cast shadows on the way in front of them. 

			As he followed her away from the wreck of the Headlong, he felt another heartstring snap. Each step took him farther from the source of the quintessence, retreating from his goal. Now that his grandfather was gone, it was up to Alain to bring the precious element to the Watchmaker, and more importantly to Grandma Francesca. The Northern Lights seemed to pulse in a strange mystic rhythm, and the voices sounded clearer inside his mind.

			He shifted the pack on his back, which was weighed down with supplies, food, and the folded angel wings Keziah had given him. He plodded onward, watching the steam curl out with each breath. As the hours went by, he ached with the effort, but his exertion generated warmth. 

			When Hanneke pointed, he looked up to see more black reindeer running across the white tundra. Together, they paused to watch, then got moving again. 

			They trekked across the monotonous landscape for most of the day, and eventually Alain began to notice a few familiar rocks, a haze of steam seeping up from jumbled boulders. They came over a swell to see the Working Angel—bright greens, blues, and yellows like a shout of joy tucked against the outcropping.

			“Well then, that’s our first trip.” Hanneke paused to catch her breath. She slapped her mittens together, knocking loose the ice and snow. “Let’s unload the coldfire batteries and set up a work area.”

			Though exhausted, Alain was happy they had reached their destination, for now. He inhaled the foul-smelling steam that wafted from the cracks in the rock outcropping. “We can sleep near the thermal area.” 

			“Sleep. Good idea.”

			After they unloaded their scavenged treasures into the Working Angel, Hanneke inspected her engines and furnace again and clucked her tongue against her teeth as she made a mental list. “Now that I know what’s available, I can reconsider. Yes, I think we can do this. Don’t you worry, Sparky. My Angel can spread her wings and take us home.”

			“Not before we get the quintessence,” Alain said.

			“Just planning ahead.”

			He felt sore in every muscle and joint, but the long warm soak made him feel much more alive. Genuine hope, as well as the warmth and steam among the rocks, allowed him to sleep even more deeply.

			The next day, they made good time trotting overland with their empty canvas sledges, and they reached the Wrecker derelict swiftly now that they knew the way. On the trip, Alain told stories, reminiscing about times with Grandpa Owen. Though his footsteps were lighter with possibilities, his heart felt heavy to know that he would never be able to regale his grandfather with these adventures. He wondered if he would ever tell anyone. . . .

			At the tattered airship, they gathered one more load of patching materials, curved iron plates from the redcoal furnace to reinforce Hanneke’s own, and the last of the heavy coldfire batteries. This would be their final trip, everything they needed for repairs.

			With the weather still clear, they set off on the return journey even as night fell, warm and confident now. “Once we get back to the airship, it’ll take me a few days to implement repairs, cross-connect all the coldfire batteries, and transfer the charge. Time-consuming and tedious stuff but not actually difficult,” Hanneke said. “It’s the sort of thing that has to be done just right, and I’ve done it myself many times before.” She snorted. “I don’t think those Wreckers knew much about their own engines.”

			By morning they had covered much of the distance to the Working Angel, and Hanneke put on a burst of energy fueled by eagerness of her own. “Come on, Sparky, I’ll race you!”

			His legs were shaking with the constant exertion. They’d had plenty of meltwater to drink and pack food to eat, and now he dug deep, finding the energy to keep up with her. 

			Before Hanneke had gone ten more steps, though, she yelped as the hard-packed snow under her left boot cracked and collapsed. A small fissure broke beneath her, and she plunged to her mid-thigh, suddenly trapped like a fly in a spiderweb. 

			With a yelp, Alain dropped the rope on his sledge and bounded forward. “Hanneke! Don’t move, you’ll fall in!”

			“Careful!” she said, struggling to get herself free. She patted the hard snow around her, but none of the cracks grew larger. “All right, it’s not much, as far as crevasses go. I won’t fall in—I’m stuck.”

			Scooting gingerly forward on the uncertain snow, he reached out and grabbed her arms to catch her should the whole ice field collapse beneath them. “I’ve got you!” 

			As he tried to tug her loose, though, she hissed in pain. “Oww!” She groaned, took a silent inventory of her own body. “Well, I didn’t plunge to my death down the fissure, but I sure hurt my ankle. I can’t tell if it’s broken or just twisted.”

			Alain’s heart pounded. “I’ll save you.” She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and he braced himself to pull harder. Though he tried to be as gentle as possible, she still groaned in pain. More of the snowpack shifted, another crack widened in the snowfield, and he felt there was very little time. 

			Her expression filled with alarm. “Just pull, Sparky! I can take it.” 

			Finally, he wrenched her leg loose and dragged her away scuttling as quickly as he could across the hard snow. She was breathing heavily and sweating, but her eyes were full of gratitude. “You were there for me just in time.” She even smiled at him, which he found delightful and also a little embarrassing.

			“You would have done the same for me,” he said.

			“I’m surprised you weren’t the one to step into a crack.” She leaned forward and felt her ankle. Her face screwed up as she fought back the pain. “I think it’s bad, but I don’t dare take my boot off yet. It’ll swell up.” She sighed and looked around the white expanse. “But there’s no way I can walk on this.”

			Alain looked at her sledge, abandoned on the hard snow near the shivering fissure, and before he could think about his decision, he darted back to the small crack, using all the acrobatic grace he possessed to flit over the unstable snow. He knew it was a risky move, but without these supplies and components from the Headlong, they would never fix the other airship. He snagged the rope and danced backward, pulling the sledge to safety near where Hanneke sat. Then he retrieved his own sledge, dragging it next to the other one. 

			On the ground and propped up on her elbows, Hanneke nodded at him. “I would have scolded you, but we need those parts and those batteries. Even with a bum foot, I can hook everything up—once we get back to the Working Angel.” She touched her ankle and sighed. “But that’s pretty much the crux of the problem. I can’t walk.”

			Alain began methodically unloading the batteries and materials from his sledge, setting them on the hard snow. He was glad they had already traveled most of the way back to the Working Angel.

			“What are you doing?” Hanneke asked. “We need all those components. You can’t leave them here.”

			“Got to take care of you first. Let’s get you on the sledge.” Like a gentleman, he gestured to the empty sledge. “Allow me to be your chauffeur. Then I’ll come back and get the other two loads.”

			She struggled to her knees, careful not to let her foot touch the ground. He could tell she was martialing arguments against the idea, but when she accidentally put a little weight on her twisted ankle, she convinced herself. She put her arm around his shoulder, and he worked her down to the canvas. She slumped onto the hard surface, resigned. 

			He glanced up to the arctic sky, relieved to see that it was clear, empty, and blue-white. “The weather’s going to hold. I’ll move as fast as I can.” 

			He settled the rope harness over his shoulders and across his chest, then set off, leaving the other loaded sledge and the pile of equipment there. He could retrace the marks on the snow and find it again, provided he didn’t wait too long. 

			He grunted with the effort. “You’re as heavy as all the equipment was.” 

			Lying back and gritting her teeth, Hanneke snorted. “That’s because I gave you the lighter load in the first place.”

			He went over an uneven lump in the snowpack, and she bit back a complaint. He pushed on, not thinking of how tired he was. “You could sing to me while I walk, to make the time go faster.”

			“That might open up new cracks in the ice,” she said.

			Before long, Alain pulled up to the colorful airship caught in the lee of the rock outcroppings. He helped her get to her feet, painstakingly moving her toward the gondola. “You’ll be comfortable and warm inside. I’ll heat some water for tea before I go fetch the rest of the supplies.”

			“See, I knew your skills in the galley would come in handy,” Hanneke joked. 

			Hopping, resting, and wrestling, they finally entered the gondola, where they were sheltered from the wind. “We’ve still got a little redcoal to warm the place, for a while at least.”

			Alain had trouble deciding what to do first, whether to get her comfortable, remove her boot so he could inspect her injured ankle, or heat up the furnace. He decided warmth was more important, and by the time he got the redcoal burning, he came back to find that she had already removed her boot. Her ankle was swollen and purple.

			“That looks bad,” he said.

			“It won’t stop me from hobbling about the compartment,” she said. “Most of the repairs we need don’t entail much more than sitting and tinkering, linking all those batteries, one by one. You’re not an expert in the machinery, so you’ll likely just get in the way.”

			“But I am a good tumbler and juggler,” he said, “and I learn fast.”

			“What’s most important is for you to use your muscles. Go bring the loads of components back here.” 

			While Alain ate a quick meal and drank his fill of snowmelt water, Hanneke busied herself taking inventory and inspecting all the items they had already brought. After making sure she was safe and secure, Alain bundled up with his pack and set off again, making good time in the bright daylight. 

			He retrieved the first sledge, then set off again, and hours later he returned with the second load of equipment. The task took him the rest of the day. 

			While he was gone, Hanneke had been resourceful, using the airship’s first-aid kit to wrap her swollen ankle as tightly as possible. “It’s not broken, but I’ll be limping around for a few days.”

			“I’ll help you here,” he said.

			She gave him a long, serious look. “Even if I do get the Working Angel in the air again, it’ll be like a drunken bumblebee and in no condition for delicate maneuvering against those towering ice walls. And even if I can put weight on my foot, I’ll never be able to climb those glacier cliffs.” 

			He was both alarmed and angry at what she was saying. “I’m not going to give up, not after we’ve come this far! We’ve got to get some of the quintessence!”

			Hanneke rolled her eyes. “I’m not asking you to give up, Sparky. I’m telling you to get going. I can clean and connect the coldfire batteries here, and I can fine-tune and check the controls. None of that requires your help.” She leaned forward. “But you are the only one who can climb the glacier, get inside, and find the source of the quintessence. Follow your dreamline compass. You’ll have to do it without me.”

			Alain swallowed hard as he realized what she was saying, and he felt the longing in his heart. It would be a long journey, but he could load his pack with food and water. He nodded slowly. “If I’m not finding my way or pulling a sledge, I can go a lot faster.”

			“When I fix the airship, I’ll come and meet you, as close as I can. The Working Angel won’t be hard to find.” 

			His heart lifted. “You think so? But how will you find me?”

			She leaned over to pat the cabinet in the piloting compartment. “I have my own dreamline compass. We’ll both know exactly where we should be.”

			He felt a renewed flash of hope. Hanneke pressed herself against him in a vigorous hug, and Alain wrapped his arms around her, though the parkas made them bulky and clumsy. 

			“I won’t let you down,” he said, “or Grandma Francesca, or the Watchmaker.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 33

			On the edge of the Alchemy College grounds, the Limbo Tavern was a vibrant gathering place for students and faculty. Thanks to Headmaster Gruber, Marinda knew how to find it. 

			The low, half-timbered building was lit by blue coldfire lanterns outside the door and warmer light from within. The tavern was situated close to the campus laboratory buildings, dormitories, lecture halls, and commissaries, while on the other side were the streets of Crown City proper and numerous businesses that catered to the college. 

			She arrived at the time scrawled in the margin of Before the Anarchy. She and Zivo came alone, alert, curious, and suspicious. If she had informed Captain Peridone about the illicit meeting, she feared he would have blundered in with a full contingent of Black Watch, and undoubtedly the raid would have proved no more successful than his other attempts to apprehend the agitators. Instead, she was determined to learn what she could on her own, then decide what to do with the information. 

			Like a miniature mechanized gentleman, Zivo opened the door for Marinda. The sounds of good cheer and camaraderie boiled out, along with a bright orange glow and multicolored lights from luminescent chemical reactions. Students crowded wooden tables drinking chemical mixtures or more traditional tankards of ale. 

			One group threw aerodynamically perfect darts with sharp golden tips into a gear-shaped dartboard. Four senior classmen stood by a blackboard scribbling chemical reactions in chalk and arguing over the results. When they burst into laughter, Marinda realized it was an unorthodox drinking game, one that only alchemy students would find amusing. 

			The tavern’s decor imitated a burgeoning laboratory. Glass tubes ran along the ceilings, connecting to beakers and spheres. Coldfire burners boiled acids and bases, combining liquids that yielded remarkable reactions with bursts of rainbow light. Colored steam roiled through corkscrew differentiators, and liquids poured through diffraction columns that filtered out striped layers of vibrant molecular substances. 

			The jovial bartender and his equally jovial wife laughed along with the students, while they took shouted orders for drinks. The bartender held a tray under a spigot at the terminus of a glass tube, then moved to another spigot, filling clear glasses with different liquids, which reacted into exotic beverages.

			Marinda scanned the crowd. At her age, she felt out of place among the young, boisterous students, but alchemist-priests and other faculty also patronized the Limbo Tavern, as did various staff, so a customer like herself was not entirely unusual.

			One upperclassman called out, “Look out boys, it’s the Black Watch!” Marinda froze, then heard a round of laughter as fellow students raised their mugs to salute Zivo.

			“Is this a class experiment?” An intent ginger-haired woman bent down and poked the mechanical man’s body core. “How can I build one of my own?”

			“With ingenuity, resourcefulness, and imagination,” Marinda said. “This one is mine.” 

			She and the clockwork Regulator made their way among the crowd, not sure what she was looking for. Marinda pulled out her pocketwatch and checked the time. This was when the illicit Anarchist group should have been gathering, but how would she identify them? Did they have some kind of secret call sign or identifying garments? 

			In the satchel at her side, she carried the red-leather facsimile of Clockwork Lives. Even though Headmaster Gruber had shown that its chemically treated pages were neither reliable nor consistent, she felt the book might still prove useful under certain circumstances. She didn’t have enough data points. She had brought the small black book, so she could pretend to be a new recruit to their movement, if she ever found any of the would-be Anarchists. 

			Behind her, the tavern door opened again, and a group of young men and women entered to a chorus of greetings from other students, and the crowd quickly forgot about Marinda and Zivo. 

			As soon as she spotted him, she identified the correct man—portly and dressed in a frock coat, with a bowler hat resting on the table in front of him along with two empty tankards and a full one. It was the man with rust-colored sideburns, the fiery speaker in the back alley who had shouted about disrupting the Stability. He sat alone at the table and stared into his ale, apparently disappointed with the lack of turnout for his rebel gathering. 

			Steeling herself, Marinda strode up to him. “I saw the listing.” She took an empty seat across from him. “If you are who I think you are.”

			The man with the rusty sideburns looked up at her in surprise, blinked his bleary eyes. “And who do you think I am?” 

			As Zivo took his place next to her, puttering out a faint ribbon of steam, Marinda reached into her satchel and pulled out the black book. She placed it on the table, though she had to nudge aside the empty tankards to find room. “You are a point of contact, I hope.”

			The man struggled to sit up straighter, like a courtroom coming to order. “I’ve been expecting you.” He waved to catch the attention of the barmaid. “You’ll need to buy me another drink. We have much to talk about.” He finished off his tankard in one long quaff. 

			“Why should I pay for your beer?” Marinda asked, even though she had plenty of the Watchmaker’s gold coins for expenses.

			“An initiation step,” the man said, though he had difficulty forming the sounds with his uncooperative tongue.

			When the bartender’s wife came over, Marinda ordered a tankard of ale for him, but not one for herself because she wanted to keep her wits about her. After she placed the order, the man seemed more amenable to her presence.

			“Sometimes it’s difficult to draw attention to our cause,” he grumbled. “But I wait, and I seek opportunities. I’m here. Did you bring any friends?”

			“Just me.” Marinda placed her hands on the cover of Before the Anarchy in a clumsy attempt to hide it from other observers. “What’s your name?”

			The man suddenly became wary, but he looked again at her copy of the black book and drew reassurance from it. “Call me Danniel, with two N’s.”

			“Why two N’s?” 

			“Because it’s distinctive, and because I like to disrupt the expectations of normality—that’s what we’re all about, you know. To change assumptions, do the unexpected, and disrupt the Stability.”

			The barmistress returned with a fourth mug of ale, and Marinda fished for a gold coin.

			“She’s paying for all of them,” said Danniel, indicating the tankards on the table.

			With a sigh, Marinda drew out another coin. Satisfied, the barmistress strolled away into a swirl of loud voices, a table of students calling for another round. 

			Marinda almost rested her elbows on the sticky tabletop, then thought better of it. “Now then, Danniel—tell me what you’re about. What does your group intend to do? What is your plan?”

			“A plan!” Danniel snorted and took a slurp from his tankard. “The Anarchist has no plan. We are flexible and free, not chained by the Watchmaker’s rules and rigid schedules. We want to make everyone free so they can choose their own path in life, go where they want, make up their own laws.”

			“Interesting,” she said, but the word she meant was “horrifying.” Yes, the Watchmaker’s Stability could be too constraining, but the reckless pandemonium depicted in earlier times seemed much worse. She wondered if, after two-and-a-half centuries of carefully organized guidance, the human race truly did know what to do all by themselves. 

			“Free will? And what if someone chooses to follow the Stability?” she asked. “Most people like an orderly life. They prefer steamliners to run on time, grocers to have food when they want it, and coldfire to provide energy throughout the city.”

			Danniel scoffed. “Human beings can solve their own problems, make their own civilization, do whatever they want. They don’t need to cooperate or help one another. We are individuals, and we should live as such!” As his vehemence rose, his rusty sideburns protruded like a brushfire on his face. His words grew more and more slurred. “That’s why I’m such a good recruiter to the cause. It’s my passion.” He reached out to stroke the black book, never guessing that it was his own copy he had dropped in the street. “You can read it all in there.”

			“I already have,” Marinda said. “And how will you accomplish your goals? What does the group intend to do?” She hesitated, then pressed, “How can I help if I join?”

			“You’ll be joining at a perfect time,” Danniel said. “We are about to make our grand statement and throw the Stability off balance, once and for all.” He leaned closer, and she could smell beer roiling from his breath. He lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “There’s a coldfire reservoir beneath Chronos Square. Some people say it’s just a myth, but we know it’s there, and we know how to get to it.”

			“It’s not a myth,” Marinda said.

			“Oh, good.” Danniel punctuated his sentence with a loud belch, and he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “If we can disrupt the coldfire nexus, if we can set off a bomb just like the true Anarchist would, we’ll bring the Watchmaker to his knees—and wake up the people so they can build their own lives, solve their own problems.”

			“You said that already,” Marinda said.

			“It’s worth repeating,” Danniel retorted, and gulped the rest of his ale. Finally reaching his limit, he set the empty tankard down next to the other three. 

			Marinda pressed for more details, but he seemed incapable of describing his thoughts, or even remembering his name. Nevertheless, she needed to know more about the plans.

			An idea occurred to her. She reached into her satchel and pulled out the red-leather volume. Beside her, Zivo placed a mechanical hand on his stubby toy sword, as if he might need to attack this dangerous man. Marinda had a different weapon, however. 

			She set the red book on the table. “I need to get some information from you, Danniel. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Information,” the rebel recruiter said. “I’m full of information.” Then his head drooped. 

			The alchemically treated book might not give her Danniel’s entire life story, but it could tell her enough about the bomb plot. If such a detonation were to occur, would the coldfire nexus erupt in an incandescent, unquenchable blaze? Would it bring down Chronos Square, collapse the Watchtower and all the government buildings into a crater at the heart of the city? She had to know. Even if the pages in this faulty new book gave only the last few hours or days of Danniel’s thoughts, it might be enough. 

			She slid one of the gold pins from her hair, took Danniel’s hand, and pulled it toward her. He seemed to think she was making a romantic gesture and smiled, but his bleary eyes flew open when Marinda jabbed his finger with the golden point. “Oww!”

			A drop of red splashed down onto the blank page.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 34

			After following the dreamline compass for almost two days, Alain at last stood close to the throbbing glaciers. Above him, the Northern Lights rippled like smoke from an eternal fire, so bright he could barely tell it was still deep night. Oddly, he no longer felt cold.

			He shifted the pack on his shoulders and hesitated before the looming cliffs. The towering vertical wall was riddled with cracks and ledges. He drew a deep breath, invigorated by the biting chill in the air. Alain Hardy had never shied away from a challenge, and he would go the rest of the way, even without his grandfather. But he would do it for his grandfather. 

			No matter what, he would return with an incredible tale for the carnies at Xanadu—and he would bring a bottle of the quintessence. He pulled off his mittens and worked open the lionshark parka to remove the flask, and drank his fill of the water melted by his body heat. 

			At the base of the frozen precipice, monoliths of ice had calved off and crashed onto the lower landscape. The top of the glacier seemed like an island high above, but he had to get there. That was where the dreamline compass pointed. 

			“On my way at last,” he said under his breath.

			At the Working Angel, Hanneke should be busy making repairs, independent and hobbling about on her wrapped foot. He looked up at the rugged translucent wall before him—she would never have been able to climb it, and he would need all of his acrobatic skills to move through the labyrinthine cracks and find the heart of the ancient glacier. The source of the quintessence.

			He eyed the angled shelves of hardened snow, the splits in the wall of ice, planning his line of approach. Then he began to climb. 

			Grasping the hard white edges with his mittens and digging with the toes of his boots, he pulled himself upward. He crawled higher, began to slip, caught himself. He spread his legs to span a narrow crevasse, then swung his weight over to balance against another sheer wall. 

			He didn’t look down, didn’t think about the height. He kept going.

			The glacier was more than just ancient ice. As he ascended, he felt a new sensation sizzle through him, an energy that went beyond cold. The glacier itself vibrated, and he could feel it in his teeth, in his bones. The gray-blue ice in front of him held an inner smolder, which reminded him of the spark in the Watchmaker’s eyes, although it wasn’t coldfire, but held a distinct silver purity.

			As he made it to the next ledge, the wind died into a deep white silence. Alain could hear whispers of wise and lonely voices, sounding like no more than a murmur of distant conversation. When he had hauled the scavenged equipment from the Wrecker derelict, he had heard the call and the memories, but this was louder, more intense, more yearning. 

			As he balanced on a narrow ledge with his back to the frozen wall, he looked around, expecting to see ghosts in the wind. The glacier was suffused with aurora light as well as an inner warmth. He looked back toward the snowy landscape below and realized how high he had already climbed. Maybe Hanneke would have to rescue him with the airship after all.

			The glacier brightened as if Alain’s presence had awakened something inside it. He listened, tried to sort out the noises, but they remained an overlapping symphony of disparate tones and incomprehensible words. 

			“Who are you?” he asked aloud. “What are you saying?” 

			He perched on a high, hard cornice that seemed as solid as cement. White fracture lines etched the wall of deep blue crystal in front of him. The thrumming grew louder, though no more distinct. 

			When he searched for his next line of ascent, he saw sparkling lights like fiery snowflakes drifting inside the ice. They circled upward, reminding him of sparks from a stirred campfire. His gaze followed the glimmers, which pointed to a wide, dark crack two body-lengths above his head. The sparks flitted inside and vanished, luring him toward them. 

			Alain thought of the guiding lights from the alchemy miner’s story in Clockwork Lives—supposedly the ghosts of fallen miners who helped people in need. Those sparkles had been connected with quintessence deep in the caves. Maybe this was the same thing. 

			Alain had everything to lose, and he had nothing to lose. He decided to follow them into the ice.

			He clasped a protrusion of hard snow and pulled himself up, kicking his boots into the cold surface to gain traction, and reached the next ledge. He crawled on his hands and knees when he started to slip, but he finally made his way up to the fissure—a gateway into the ancient glacier.

			When he climbed inside, the ice walls formed a narrow corridor, a mysterious passageway. More sparkles appeared inside the crystal walls. Alain’s breath blew out in steam that fogged the transparent surface, and when it cleared, he spotted movement inside the ice—shadows, figures, and memories. 

			He looked closer, but the images darted away. The innate glow brightened, and the confusion of voices sharpened into a wise, intensely ancient voice. 

			We are life. 

			We experience life. 

			We observe life.

			“Hello?” Alain moved forward, drawn to the cold whispers. “I’m searching for the quintessence. Is it here? Under the Northern Lights?”

			Everything is here, said the voice.

			Alain followed the widening corridor deeper into the old glacier. The smooth facets of the walls held murky images that clarified when he paused. Like a faded chronograph, he saw people walking along city streets, airships in the sky, farmers working fields, soldiers at battle, a woman cradling a baby in her arms. 

			Through the blurry window, he viewed the arctic landscape, the fur-clad harpooners of Everfar hunting lionsharks in the deep blue sea. He walked from one image to the next, pressing his mitten against the ice, then took off the glove to touch the frozen barrier with his bare palm. The wall was warm, full of energy. 

			The passageway was like a confusing hall of mirrors from the carnival. As soon as that thought occurred to him, the next image in the ice showed him the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza. As if viewed through the eyes of a bird, he watched the carnival caravan winding along the roads of Albion toward a new town and a new performance. 

			He turned one corner then another, amazed and watching the marvelous show. In one image, a herd of black reindeer galloped like soldiers across the ice, facing off against a pack of white snow dogs. A large airship crossed the skies, fighting through lightning bolts and thunder snow in a terrible blizzard that tore the ship apart. Alain recognized the Headlong before it crashed.

			“You see everything,” he said aloud. “You remember it all.”

			We remember life, said the throbbing voices. We preserve truth and wisdom in ice. 

			We have great knowledge collected like snowflakes.

			Layered down season after season.

			Century after century.

			In one ice-framed panorama, he saw people living in caves and tunnels heated by the thermal areas beneath Ultima Thule.

			Guardians of the quintessence. 

			The words came into his mind, and the ice revealed a bearlike, bearded man clad in reindeer pelts, who looked as fierce as the white beasts he controlled. The big leader and his fur-covered armies blocked the quintessence, supposedly protecting it—though their actions had never been requested by the will of the sentient glaciers. 

			Alain watched packs of fierce white hounds facing off against the black reindeer, which were guardians of another sort. He understood that those herds of majestic animals were nature’s protectors, who defended the sanctity of the arctic, the Northern Lights, and the distilled quintessence at the pole. 

			Alain pressed his fingertips against the ice, but it didn’t melt. Instead, he seemed frozen there as his own thoughts were drawn into the ancient, knowledgeable glacier. 

			These are all preserved memories.

			Caught in the available light.

			The ice rippled again, and the shadows once more became a watery image of the carnival camp, the orchards and cider house at Xanadu, the cottage where his grandparents lived. He thought of Grandpa Owen, his last sight of him flying off in the torn balloon, caught in the ropes as the storm took him away. Then, triggered by his memory, that heart-wrenching image itself was reflected in the ice, and the thrumming sound grew deeper.

			“My grandfather is out there,” Alain said.

			The glacier showed him an image of Owen sitting under a tree, eating an apple. The old man made dramatic gestures as he told stories to the grandchildren. But there was a shimmer around him, a vibrancy of life. 

			Alain saw Grandma Francesca, intent, determined, and interested in all things, but her hair was the color of ashes and her face was weary. He said her name, and her image intensified, growing younger, and the red lips of her smile flashed with a fire he barely remembered. She looked happy and healthy, and Alain understood more than ever before why Grandpa Owen had been willing to undertake this impossible quest for her, no matter what the Watchmaker asked.

			The moments were brief, but they seemed so bright.

			“I need to get to the source of the quintessence,” Alain pleaded. “I have to bring some of it back with me.” 

			The eternal glacier understood, but it did not seem to care. The images faded away, leaving empty ice again. 

			“You have all these memories, all this life,” Alain said aloud. He looked up to the ceiling and saw the crack extending high above, to the upper plateau of ice. “A memory not remembered is like meltwater seeping into the dirt. If I go away, I will remember it all.” 

			He was both challenging and questioning the eternal glacier. Alain was sure that it heard him, and the ice around him trembled and shook. Thin fractures rippled through the ice wall, and splinters of frozen crystals showered down around him. Alain ducked, afraid it would all collapse around him. 

			Outside he heard a rumble as another section of the cliff wall calved off and tumbled away. The vibrations subsided.

			“Show me more,” he said aloud. “Show me where to go.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 35

			Though Prince By-Tor pressed him twice more over the next several days, Owen declined to drink the quintessence, avoiding any chains that would keep him here in the frozen north. All he wanted was to get away. The dark-haired leader of the guardians was frustrated and impatient, but he seemed to believe he had all the time in the world.

			Owen, however, did not. 

			Penelope came to him often, more fascinated with his stories than his own grandchildren had ever been, except for Alain. He told the pale woman about Crown City and the Watchmaker, about Poseidon City and Atlantis, about Guerrero and Commodore Pangloss. She didn’t understand the difference between the continents, couldn’t even comprehend the ocean that separated them because she had never seen open water, not even the deep arctic sea. She was so innocent of the outside world that she even found his nostalgic recounting of dull, old Barrel Arbor fascinating. 

			When he spoke, he couldn’t keep the longing out of his voice, especially when he talked about Francesca. Questions and decisions played across Penelope’s expression as clear as the performing puppets in a summer solstice show. Owen had to remind himself that this naïve, wide-eyed woman had been here in Ultima Thule for all her life, and she had drunk the quintessence over the years. Even if she didn’t know her exact age, he felt sure that Penelope was far older than he was—eighty years, maybe even a hundred—but she was extremely young in experiences.

			In exchange for the tales he told her, Penelope guided him through the network of tunnels. She smiled but looked very sad. Her skin was as pale as milky ice. “You showed me your rose. Now let me show you our flowers.”

			In a sheltered chamber, Penelope revealed her own garden. Here, the exhaled vapors from the porous rock were not the sulfurous volcanic steam that warmed the underground complex, but rather breaths of frigid air. The cold droplets had gathered and crystallized in nodules on the rough walls, building upon each other to form stunning white blossoms composed of frost. They sparkled in the light, angular yet graceful petals unlike any bloom he had ever seen. He approached cautiously, afraid that even his breathing might shatter the ice blossoms. 

			Penelope beamed with pride. “Once I discovered how to encourage the mist and make it freeze where I wanted, I began growing these. They aren’t flowers like your rose, but I like to imagine they are alive.”

			“My rose was dried and dead, but the quintessence brought it back. Is that . . .” He didn’t know how to ask. “Is that what quintessence can do? Restore something that is already dead?”

			Her brow furrowed. “You mean bring back life after it is gone? No, not like that. I remember someone tried to restore the first By-Tor once he was killed, but it didn’t work. It can restore a flush of color and vibrancy, like your rose, but it can’t give what isn’t there. I sprinkled quintessence on these frost flowers, but this was the best I could do.”

			“Each of your frost flowers is as beautiful as a rose, in its own way.” He withdrew the rejuvenated rosebud from his shirt pocket. After being touched by the quintessence, it was as red and vibrant as when Francesca had pruned it from her bushes. He deepened his voice, growing more serious, almost stern. “But your frost roses belong here, Penelope. This one does not.” He held up the crimson flower. “And I do not.”

			A commotion stirred through the underground tunnels, voices rising as the guardians shouted messages, sounding an alarm, calling the people together. Retreating so as not to disturb the frost flowers, Owen and Penelope emerged into the tunnel just as two intent-looking men trotted by, adjusting thick parkas.

			“If we go scout the plains,” one said, “maybe we can track him from there.”

			“Who?” Penelope asked.

			“Intruder,” the other man replied, and they both ran off without explaining.

			More guardians ran about as if preparing for an attack. By-Tor strode down the corridor pulling on thick gloves. His black eyes were on fire, his face ruddy. Two snow dogs prowled along beside him. The dark man flashed Owen an accusatory glance. “Someone reached the essential glacier under the pole. They’re inside the ice right now.”

			“How is that possible?” Penelope asked. “We would have spotted them.”

			“They came across the ice on foot, not by airship.” By-Tor seemed angry. “We’ll find them and capture them.”

			Owen felt a surge of hope. Might it be Alain or Hanneke? 

			“Prepare the storm generators,” By-Tor shouted. “Whoever they are, we’ll prevent them from escaping. They must be stopped.” He stalked away, disappearing around a bend in the tunnels. One of the shaggy predators looked back at Owen and exposed its fangs. 

			When the guardian leader was gone, Penelope screwed up her courage. She grabbed his arm. “This is your chance, Owen Hardy. I’ve made up my mind.” 

			He was preoccupied with sudden thoughts of his grandson, but he realized she meant something else. “My chance for what? What did you decide?”

			“To help you get away. Over the past few days, I’ve made preparations, packed food and supplies. I cleaned your warm clothing and supplemented it with some of our own. I wasn’t sure until now.” She swallowed hard. “But I’m ready—if you’re willing.”

			“Willing? To escape from Ultima Thule? To go back to Albion! I—” Then a shadow crossed his heart. “I won’t go without the quintessence. I came here for Francesca, and I won’t leave without what I need.”

			Penelope hurried him onward. “Trust me, I’ve taken care of everything.” 

			Knowing the urgency and importance of their timing while the other guardians were distracted, Owen followed her, controlling his breath to keep quiet. He had regained his strength during his time in Ultima Thule, and now that he had hope again, he found a renewed energy. 

			As well as more questions. “What about Alain? What if that’s him and Hanneke in the glacier under the Northern Lights? How will they get away if By-Tor and the snow dogs are hunting them?”

			Penelope looked hard at him. “You have to choose. If you stay to see what happens here, then I can’t help you get away. Right now is the only time the guardians aren’t watching us.”

			Owen took a deep, cold breath, trying to imagine what he alone could do to defend his grandson if the guardians captured the boy out on the ice. Alain was plucky and resourceful. If it was truly him, if he had survived for this long, then the guardians would take him prisoner, recruit him. They would not harm him. Owen could do nothing to change the situation.

			His heart ached with the decision, but he knew he was Francesca’s only chance. If he truly could get away with some of the quintessence . . . “I can come back if I have to. I’ll make the Watchmaker send an army to rescue my grandson.”

			“I don’t entirely understand you, Owen Hardy,” Penelope said. “Follow me—we don’t have much time!”

			She ducked into a side chamber where she had secretly stowed supplies. He recognized his parka, his pack, his gloves, even his flask, which was filled with normal water. “Take these to help you survive out on the ice. You’ll have a long trek.”

			He hurried to pull on his insulated breeches, lionshark parka, hat, and scarf. When he shouldered his pack, he felt as if he carried the burden of the world with him. It wasn’t enough.

			“But, the quintessence—” he said.

			Penelope turned, and cupped in her hands was a glass globe. The transparent sphere was half-filled with a throbbing quicksilver substance that called to him. 

			“This is only enough for one or two swallows,” Penelope said. “For your Francesca.”

			Tears welled up in Owen’s eyes as he accepted the glass container. He tucked it into the padded pocket of his parka, where it would be safe. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

			Bashful, Penelope avoided his gaze, “I was in love once. But I didn’t know how to do it.” 

			Without explaining further, she raced with him along the tunnels, presumably heading south. “I can lead you for many miles down here, in the shelter. We’ll be halfway there before we have to go outside.” 

			Many more guardians ran about like soldiers called to arms, but no one questioned them. The farther they went through the tunnels, away from the main complex, the fewer people Owen saw. 

			He hoped Alain was all right. . . .

			Penelope’s energy seemed boundless. He wasn’t sure if it sprang from the quintessence she drank, or if she was just eager to help him, but he was glad for her company, regardless. As they ran, she asked him to tell her more about the Clockwork Angels, the Wreckers, and especially how he had fallen in love with Francesca. The young woman savored every word he spoke, and he found the energy to tell her more, as if his memories provided fuel for his inner fire.

			They continued for hours without seeing anyone, until even Penelope grew uncertain about their route. “I’ve never gone this far toward the boundaries of Ultima Thule. But this is where we have to go.”

			“You’ll find it,” Owen said. “All is for the best.”

			Finally, they reached a fissure in the frozen ceiling that widened into a gulf of open air and darkness overhead. Biting her lower lip, Penelope hesitated, then pressed forward, climbing steps carved into the ice, and Owen followed, rising up to the outside.

			Together, they emerged onto the snowy tundra under the black velvet night and diamond stars. In astonishment, Penelope turned her face upward and kept staring, as if she would fall into infinity. She shivered. 

			Owen looked behind them to see the Northern Lights far, far away. They had covered a remarkable distance under the ice, but Ultima Thule ended here. He carried quintessence in the crystal globe, exactly what Francesca needed, and perhaps there would be another measure for the Watchmaker, if there was enough.

			Turning away from the auroras and looking to the south and east, he saw a faint red glow. “It’s almost daybreak. I’ll be able to see my way across the snow.”

			Penelope sounded sad. “I don’t know how far you still need to travel.”

			Owen said, “I’ll make it to Everfar. I have to.” Then another concern sent a chill down his spine. “But I will be walking overland, in the open. What if By-Tor uses his storm generator to whip up another blizzard? I could never survive that.” He caught his breath. “What if he unleashes a terrible storm against Alain just to stop him from getting away?”

			Instead of being alarmed, Penelope just smiled. “Oh, his storm generator won’t cause any more problems. I took care of that.” She reached into her fur-lined pocket and withdrew a handful of silvery sprockets, plugs, and gears that looked like a strange treasure in her palm. “Components don’t need to be large to be vital.” She pulled back her arm and flung the shiny pieces far off into the empty snow.

			Owen stared after them. “Thank you.”

			She faced the glow of dawn and said under her breath, “Sunrise. . . . It’ll be different from what we see at the pole. You make me yearn for places I’ve never visited, Owen Hardy—so many things I’ve never experienced.”

			“Then come with me. You can escape from the guardians as well. We’ll go together.” 

			She shook her head. “I can’t. . . . I was born in Ultima Thule, lived all my life with them. I don’t know anything else.”

			“Then it’s about time,” Owen said. “Let me bring you to the world.”

			“I can’t,” she repeated.

			When the limb of the sun broke over the razor-edged horizon, it was like a crucible of hot red metal pouring over the ice. Flames ignited the sky, and light spilled across the snow, reflecting and sparkling.

			Owen shaded his eyes with a mittened hand. The dawn resonated like a shout across the snow. Penelope was so amazed that tears streamed from her eyes. “I have never seen anything like this, Owen Hardy.”

			“There’s so much more of the world to see,” Owen said. “This is just the start. I can take you there. You won’t know unless you experience it yourself.”

			Penelope stared toward the bright horizon, uncertain, as she fought a great battle inside her mind. “I can’t,” she insisted. “This is my place. I’m like one of my frost flowers. If I’m taken away, I’d melt or shatter.” As they stood watching the glorious sunrise, she just smiled at him. “It’s all right. I’ve experienced this. I don’t regret it.” She turned away. “I’ll never forget you, Owen Hardy.” 

			Penelope hurried back under the ice and vanished into the empty tunnels, as though afraid she might change her mind. She left him to face the other direction and head home.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 36

			The drop of blood from Danniel’s pudgy finger splashed onto the blank page in Marinda’s book. Simultaneously, in a celebratory roar, the students by the dartboard whooped, hooted, and whistled as one of their best players landed a bullseye. 

			Danniel yanked his hand out of Marinda’s grip. Bewildered by the blood welling up from the pinprick, the would-be recruiter said, “You attacked me!”

			“I obtained a necessary sample,” Marinda said. Next to her, Zivo raised his little sword as if to show he had an even greater weapon than her golden needle.

			Danniel’s rounded face flushed with outrage. “You drew first blood!”

			Far more interested in her book, Marinda glanced down to watch the man’s blood diffusing into a string of words that spooled out, sentence after sentence. She wondered what the result would be this time. “Oh, the alchemy is working.”

			Danniel bellowed, “Why did you jab me with a needle? Was it poison?”

			Annoyed by the distraction, she said, “You of all people shouldn’t mind having a little chaos introduced into your life.”

			He sulked at that and sucked on the pad of his finger. 

			The bartender’s wife bustled past, and to mollify Danniel, Marinda ordered yet another tankard for him. The barmaid went to retrieve the drink, and Danniel slumped back in his chair. He said, “It’s the least you could do.”

			“The very least,” she agreed. She placed another gold coin on the table, then started to read the words on the page. This time, the result was more like what she had seen in the original Clockwork Lives. Already the narrative unwound paragraph after paragraph in tiny, dark red letters. As she became absorbed in the words, the background noise of the Limbo Tavern faded into the distance. 

			The book’s chemical magic did not extend to Danniel’s early years, though the chronicle did briefly mention that he was a mid-level instructor at the Alchemy College. The initial sentences were incomplete, as if from broken memories, but she learned that he had been unreliable in his post, disorganized. He chafed under the Watchmaker’s rules and schedules because he himself was so often late. 

			With her finger, she traced the lines of text, continued to skim. 

			Facing debts because of his expensive tastes in food and drink, Danniel had taken a chance in a gambling house—and through wild coincidence won a large pot of money. Soon afterward, the Watchmaker’s Regulators broke up the game and shut down the illegal gambling house, and Danniel had escaped.

			But because of that incident, he had seen the advantages of sheer randomness, and he found like-minded people who also railed against the implacable rules of the clockwork universe. They met in places like the Limbo Tavern and had earnest conversations about the now-legendary Anarchist and his dreams of extreme freedom. 

			One day, an intense young woman had arrived with an old contraband copy of Before the Anarchy, which they all studied as a sacred text. Other members of the growing movement found a way to reprint and distribute the book. . . . 

			As Marinda read further, the actions of the Anarchist posers seemed as ineffective as a parlor game. None of them really knew what they were doing, although Danniel set about recruiting other “like-minded visionaries” and charging them dues, which he placed in a separate bank account for himself. 

			“What’s that you’re doing?” Danniel demanded, leaning forward in an attempt to snoop at the words in the book. 

			Marinda covered the page with her wrist. “These are notes from a private experiment.” 

			“With what anticipated results? What department are you in?”

			“A special project from Headmaster Gruber.” She met his eyes, which were bleary, bloodshot, and unfocused. “Strictly confidential.”

			He was struggling to form a counterpoint when the barmaid returned with his ale. She set the tankard in front of Danniel and snatched the honeybee coin with a rapid sideways flick of her hand. The arrival of the drink distracted him, and Marinda bent back to the book, where words were spilling out onto the next page. Whatever reactants and experiences Danniel had in his blood, he had certainly activated the alchemy-infused pages in a way that neither Gruber nor the Watchmaker had. She had to know what this disruptive group was planning, how much harm they really intended to cause, and then make her report to the Watchmaker.

			Danniel’s group of Anarchist dabblers made their mark by spreading discontent, whispering complaints about the endless Stability, though their proposed alternative was far worse. They even paid street kids to spray-paint graffiti around Crown City so that their rebel movement seemed more widespread than it really was. 

			Some of their members were happy enough just to vent frustrations and express opinions, while others insisted on taking bold and decisive action that would rock Crown City to the core, make the people rise up. Some of these extreme new-breed Anarchists were intensely violent. They wanted to topple the Watchtower, drag the Clockwork Angels through the streets, and tear down any semblance of order.

			To that end, they concocted a terrible, outrageous plan. 

			Marinda’s eyes darted across the page, reading as quickly as she could comprehend. The new Anarchists studied how their original mentor had stolen unstable chemicals from the vault in the Alchemy College and constructed a bomb that ripped through the main building.

			This new group wanted to prove that they were more than just talk and graffiti on alley walls. They intended to make their mark—a big, black explosive mark, one that would leave an indelible scar on history. The people of Albion would never forget them, nor the original Anarchist.

			She looked up from the page and said with a mixture of anger and horror, “You’ve already started!”

			Danniel gulped from his tankard, then glanced down at his beer. “Not just started—I’m half-finished.”

			The posers had infiltrated the Alchemy College. They stole textbooks about explosive chemicals, energetic exothermic reactions and liberated potentialities. Working in secret, they began to construct a massive new bomb that would have made the original Anarchist proud. They were in the process of testing various timepieces for their complex detonator so the explosion could go off on a predetermined schedule. 

			They would hide the bomb underneath Chronos Square, placing it near the coldfire nexus. Having seen it herself, Marinda knew that although the glowing reservoir had waned and receded, it was still a powerful catalyst. If that bomb detonated there, the eruption would spark a chain reaction. 

			She knew that the original Anarchist had intended to do a similar thing, planting a bomb among the carnival wagons during the solstice festival. Owen Hardy had told her the chilling tale of how he’d found the dangerous device and stopped the explosion in time, yet he himself had been blamed. Owen had been forced to flee from the outraged mob, escaping across the ocean. 

			Now this group of amateurs planned an even worse attack.

			Marinda couldn’t let them.

			Danniel’s blood kept writing for an additional two pages of details, but before she could read them, a staccato sound like a hundred popping bubbles rang out in the crowded bar. Patrons rocked back on their stools and let out guffaws of laughter. The bartender waved his hand in embarrassment as two accidentally mixed drinks foamed and smoked, fizzing over the rims. Blue and green liquid jetted up, intertwined with purple smoke. 

			“That’s the midnight special!” the bartender called out. “A few hours early.” As his wife returned with a tray of empty glasses, he said, “Elna, better bring me the mop. This is my mess to clean up.”

			“It always is.” She went to a back closet to fetch a bucket and mop.

			The bartender muttered loud enough for all to hear, “After all my years of mixing drinks, you would think I’d know the basic dangers of chemistry.”

			With so many students and instructors crowded nearby, Marinda felt suspicious eyes around her. She closed her book, anxious to slip away from the Limbo Tavern. 

			Now that she knew who and what Danniel was, she wanted to leave. She felt no further need to remain cordial. “I have to go.” She also retrieved the incriminating black book and tucked it into her satchel, just in case she’d need it as evidence. 

			The new Anarchists were preparing to cause imminent mayhem and destruction, but with the information in her book, she could stop them. She could report Danniel and his cohorts to Captain Peridone. The Black Watch would arrest him and track down the other conspirators, thus preventing the disastrous explosion and saving countless lives.

			She hustled Zivo away as Danniel waved goodbye, then slumped forward to rest his forehead on the beer-stained table.

			A few students called after the mechanical Regulator, but Zivo marched beside her without deviating from his path. Marinda was glad she had him as her trusty guardian in this unexpectedly dangerous situation. 

			As she hurried down the street away from the tavern, she paused under a flickering coldfire streetlight. She wanted to read the rest of the information before reporting to the Watchmaker, so she stopped to scan the last page written in Danniel’s blood. 

			The final paragraph chilled her even more than the previous revelations, and she realized the astonishing scope of the plot. What an unconscionable mistake she’d been about to make! Her naïve expectations would have doomed Crown City—and likely cost her life. 

			Although Danniel considered himself the best recruiter for the aspirational anarchy movement, he was not their leader. The true mastermind who had concocted the bomb plot, the man who had access to the secure coldfire nexus beneath the square, was Captain Peridone himself! He and a team of firebrand alchemy students were building the large bomb and intended to destroy the tower, tear apart the Stability, and ruin the Watchmaker. 

			Captain Peridone!

			Was the whole Black Watch involved?

			If Marinda had run to him to expose this plot, Peridone would no doubt have arrested and killed her. 

			Now she had a weightier duty to complete, and it would make a greater story than any recorded in Clockwork Lives.

			She and Zivo had to stop this plot themselves.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 37

			The thrumming glaciers surrounded Alain, and the ice walls embraced him with warm thoughts. Diffuse light bathed him with memories that had been stored for centuries of human civilization, maybe even for the eons of the world’s existence.

			We have your memories, Alain Hardy, said the voices in his mind, at once cold and unemotional, yet also comforting. Your life is recorded with us.

			“You have some of my memories.” When Alain spoke aloud, it was as if his words triggered a cascade of experiences—in the frozen images, he saw himself setting off with the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza the previous spring and waving goodbye to Xanadu. 

			He rewatched the first time they set up the tents, pavilions, and rides in a small town, where he both gave and enjoyed his first performance. He juggled three apples, then four, concentrating hard and never letting a single one of them fall. Grandpa Owen had taught him how to do it. 

			He saw his sister Keziah walking the tightrope with perfect poise, her arms extended as she held a rose in her teeth and then leaped off, triggering her angel wings so she could glide gracefully to the ground. His mother donned the mustache and top hat to disguise herself as César Magnusson. Out in the yard, Brutus threw the three madcap carnival clowns up into the air as if they were cannonballs. . . .

			Then Alain saw himself coming home to Owen and Francesca, seeing the weariness and thinly veiled sickness on his grandmother’s face. 

			“You preserved moments of my life,” Alain continued. “But do you understand them? Do you know who I am?” He pressed a fist against the chest strap of his pack, but he meant to touch his heart. “Do you know what I think, and why I came here?”

			The quintessence. The words were not accusatory, simply a statement. 

			“I need it,” Alain said.

			You need it.

			“And it’s here, in these glaciers.” He touched the empty flask at his hip. “I need just enough of it to fill my bottle. You won’t notice the loss, but it will make all the difference in so many lives.”

			Lives . . . the measure of a life . . .

			“You store lives here,” Alain continued. “You keep them in ice, preserve them and share them, but I need to take quintessence back with me to Albion. It’s . . . it’s what I promised to do.”

			Inside the ancient glacier, Alain watched firefly sparks swirling inside the solid crystal wall. The ice floor trembled beneath his boots, and the ancient ice adjusted as more great shards calved off the cliff to crash to the snowy plain below. If this massive, sentient glacier twitched, he would be buried here, crushed and preserved among all the memories. 

			Preserve them and share them. . . . Quintessence is meant to be shared.

			With a sharp report, the solid ice to his left fractured, and striated cracks shot through the wall. The fracture widened and glowed brighter as intense sparks swirled to this point, demanding his attention. Inside the spreading jaws of ice, he saw a pool of diamond light, a solar flare of vibrant energy distilled into liquid. It nearly blinded him.

			Quintessence . . .

			A gift from the ancient glacier.

			Alain realized this was the end of his quest; this was the fulfillment of his goal. So many people had strived for this—treasure seekers, adventurers, himself and Hanneke, Grandpa Owen, the Watchmaker—both the ambitious and the kindhearted, the weary and the sick. Others, the guardians, tried to prevent that, to hoard the quintessence, but he understood that the glaciers were generous to those who asked.

			He pictured his grandmother and her loving kiss on Owen’s cheek. They’d always been perfect counterparts, a matched set, two hearts, one life. He removed the flask Francesca had made and submerged it in the pool of quintessence, filling the bottle. It should be enough for his grandmother, with enough left to give the Watchmaker what he needed. 

			When Alain screwed the lid on tight, his fingers tingled. The flask itself was heavy, yet as light as a soap bubble at the same time. It seemed to throb as he replaced it at his hip, tucked beneath his parka.

			Then came the realization that comes at the end of every quest: he had achieved the object of his mission, but also had to get safely back home. The journey was in reality only half over. 

			He whispered his thanks as the glacier walls glowed with attenuated aurora light. Joy swelled within him now that he had the treasure. His shout echoed through the fissures of ice. “Thank you!” 

			The firefly lights swirled around him, beckoning him through the narrow fissure until the tall blue walls split open to show him a ramp of hardened snow that led upward at a steep angle to the top of the glacier. A glimmer of rainbow colors shone high overhead. 

			It would be nearly impossible to pick his way down the ledges and cracks in the sheer ice wall he had scaled. As he climbed to the top of the glacier, he hoped he could find another way to the tundra below, where Hanneke Pangloss could see him. He was confident the dreamline compass would show him the way.

			Escorted by the glimmers of the glacier’s life force, he bounded up the ramp until finally he stood under the open sky drenched by a torrent of auroras. He was directly under the Northern Lights, which flapped like colorful veils caught in an electrical wind. 

			Alain spread his arms and turned around in slow circles, looking up at the universe, triumphant yet humbled. How he wished he could share this moment with his grandfather! His laughter rang out into the silent night.

			It was echoed by a chorus of howls. 

			Straight ahead, he saw the drop-off at the sheer edge of the glacier cliff, while terrifying sounds echoed behind him. He spun to see a group of white beasts bounding across the rugged frozen surface—the snow dogs he had seen projected in the glacier ice. Behind the predators came warriors dressed in black reindeer hide, carrying spears and harpoons; some even brandished steam rifles. Flanking them, burly hunters readied their ropes and nets to capture him.

			In the lead was the dark, bearded man he had seen in the ice images, the leader of these ruthless guardians, so-called protectors that the sentient ancient glacier had never asked for. The Devil Prince . . . even the hunters of Everfar feared him.

			Alain’s knees buckled with exhaustion and dismay. He’d come so far, survived when his grandfather was lost, and found the quintessence at last. Hanneke was far away repairing the Working Angel, and he could expect no help from her. He was all alone. If these people captured or killed him, would she continue the quest? Hanneke had orders from the Watchmaker. Would she manage to steal some of the precious liquid and go back to Xanadu? She could barely walk on her injured ankle.

			Angry, Alain got back to his feet. He could not allow this. 

			The snow dogs loped across the terrain, jumping over deep, dark crevasses. They came toward him, blocking his way. Alain turned around and ran in the other direction. His boots gained purchase on the hard snow, heels kicking up loose white crystals, but in front of him, the edge of the cliff cut off his escape. 

			“Stop, thief!” the bearded man shouted. His words echoed so loudly in the cold emptiness that Alain heard distant cracking sounds and the boom of more ice breaking from the cliff wall below. 

			Alain had no place to go, no hope of outrunning these vengeful hunters. The flask of quintessence felt heavy at his hip, as he kept running toward where the towering glacier dropped to the snow plain below. 

			“Stop!” roared the dark man. “Now you must join us!”

			The Northern Lights grew more intense. Dazzling green illumination played across the ice in front of him in a visual symphony. He couldn’t stop. Alain was committed.

			The snow dogs yipped and growled, and he could hear their claws skittering on the ice. Alain put on a burst of speed. Just ahead was the abrupt precipice like the edge of the world.

			He had a desperate plan. 

			Alain didn’t slow—couldn’t, even if he had wanted to—and when he reached the razor-sharp edge, he put on a final surge of energy. 

			And leaped.

			He launched himself from the top of the glacier out into the yawning empty air. 

			For a split second he hung there, a moment suspended in time. Then he began to fall.

			His heart pounded like a frenzied percussor, and his stomach tried to climb up into his throat so that he couldn’t breathe. He tugged the catch release on the cross-strap of his pack—triggering the lightweight device his sister Keziah had given him.

			Graceful angel wings sprang free, spreading out and locking into place. They caught the cold air, buoyed him up. The wind carried him, and he sailed off, holding his arms in front of him on a longer flight than his sister had ever managed. He would glide down, make it all the way to the open snowy plain.

			As he looked ahead, he saw a colorful object hanging in the sky along with trails of steam, the Working Angel chugging toward him. It was one of the most beautiful sights he had ever beheld.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 38

			Owen plodded one step after another, driven on across endless miles of white. The arctic extended to an eternity in all directions, giving him little reference, little hope of making his way home. He felt as cold and barren as the winter skies, but he kept walking, kept moving—for Francesca. For everything. 

			When he was a young man, the very horizon had called to Owen. He would sit on a hill outside of Barrel Arbor, look up at the clouds, and imagine shapes and stories in the sky. He watched the steamliners cruise overhead on their way to tantalizing destinations. In the Watchmaker’s quiet, perfect Albion, Owen had never quite fit in. Everything had its place, and every place had its thing, but he had never been satisfied with just one place . . . not until Xanadu. And then he’d been satisfied with just one thing. Francesca.

			Now the horizon mocked him, flitting away like a mirage, blurred in its boundary with the sky. He left a trail of footprints on the crunchy snow. He walked away from the ethereal Northern Lights, and each step took him farther and farther from the life-giving glow. 

			The source of the quintessence was why he had risked everything to come to Ultima Thule, why the Watchmaker had sent them on this mission, why he had been willing to leave Francesca. Owen didn’t feel triumphant, but anxious. He had to get away from the great white north, far from the cold emptiness. Inside the pocket of his fur-lined parka was the glass sphere of the vital liquid. Francesca’s quintessence. 

			The wind whipped and whispered, mocked and tantalized. He came upon a wind-wrought sculpture of snow like one of the hoodoos in the Redrock Desert. It was just a lump of hard snow contorted by the vagaries of weather, but it reminded him of an angel, a winged female figure. The form blurred as tears sprang to his eyes. He rubbed his face, caught his breath, and set off again.

			He stumbled, tried to catch his balance by spreading his arms, and fell to his knees just in time to see the snow drop away in front of him. He was on a fragile cornice that crumbled down into a yawning chasm. Poised on the precipice, Owen looked down, shaking. One more step and he would have fallen forever. . . .

			He dug inside his parka for his water flask and gulped down a large drink, which made him feel stronger. Yes, Francesca had given him the perfect gift, even though she hadn’t known how extensive their journey would be. He hoped that by now she had received the Watchmaker’s message, explaining where he and Alain were going. . . . After a minute, he felt more clearheaded, but he still had an impossible distance to go.

			Now that the water flask was empty, he packed it full of snow and tucked the bottle under his parka so his body heat would eventually melt it. 

			He spent the better part of that day following the fissure in the ice until it petered out and was narrow enough for him to cross. Owen screwed up his courage, got a running start, and jumped across the gap. He landed face-first in the snow on the other side. The safe side. The south side, where he needed to go.

			He walked for miles and more miles. The arctic was a bleak, unwelcoming void. At one time, deluded by an overabundance of optimism, Owen would have seen the whiteness as an empty canvas, open to every possibility, an entire life to be written. Now he saw it as unrelenting desolation, as if all hope had been erased. It was no longer obvious to him that all was for the best, that the Watchmaker’s Stability would keep every life, every day in order.

			When the long night fell again, Owen realized he had lost count of days. Because there was no shelter, no place to curl up and sleep, he simply continued to walk on and on, reflecting on his dreams and determination, his shining hope. He touched the glass bubble in his pocket, and the very fact of its existence reassured him. 

			He wished Alain were with him. In his most extreme moment, unable to go on, he would have handed the quintessence to the young man and sent him off to make his way back to Xanadu on his own. Owen still imagined, still prayed, that the boy had survived somehow, whether as a captive of By-Tor’s guardians or maybe out exploring the vast tundra with Hanneke Pangloss and the Working Angel.

			As far as Owen knew, however, he was the only one who could bring back the quintessence. 

			With a new daybreak, the wind picked up and a spindrift of blowing snow blurred the glory of sunrise. He could have stayed in Ultima Thule, could have swallowed the quintessence himself and joined that hidden race of guardians, but that would have left him trapped and dead inside—without Francesca and without hope.

			He walked along, forced to guess the right direction because flurries of broken white disoriented him. If only he had Commodore Pangloss’s dreamline compass to show him where he was and where he should be. 

			But he did know exactly where he should be. Even as the cold penetrated his lionshark parka and his thick mittens, he didn’t need the dreamline compass—his place was at Francesca’s side. 

			He began talking to himself as he plodded onward into the storm. He relived the first time he’d run away from Francesca . . . all because he had foolishly asked her to marry him and settle down in quiet Barrel Arbor. Francesca had laughed at the idea, and it broke Owen’s heart, so he’d fled. Though it was one of the greatest mistakes in his life, it had also triggered Owen’s grandest adventures—crossing the ocean, surviving with Guerrero in the streets of Poseidon City, meeting Commodore Pangloss and traveling in his airship, wandering off to discover the Seven Cities of Gold. Even after all that, he had been pulled back home, because Francesca was his guiding star. 

			Now, after spending decades at his wife’s side, he had left her again. But he had done this for her. In his reverie, he saw her figure in front of him like a ghost outlined in the swirling snow. “You didn’t leave me, Owen Hardy. You took me with you. I have always been in your heart, and you took me to places where I could never have gone. Places like this.”

			In despair, Owen lifted his mittens up into the white emptiness. “This is a terrible place. I want to be with you instead.”

			“You are with me, Owen.” Her voice whipped around his head as if her very presence was a whirlwind. “I’m always with you. We already had a perfect goodbye, and you can’t ask for more than that.” 

			She led him onward, and he followed her ethereal presence, but the cold intensified and even his garments could not protect him. Although his legs were leaden, and he couldn’t feel his feet in the boots, he kept marching onward, dimly aware that at any moment he might plunge headfirst into another crevasse. He still clung to hope.

			He nearly blundered into a clump of black rocks that jutted up out of the ice. He moved to the leeward side, and the wind block gave him momentary silence. Utterly exhausted, he was unable to go another step, and he collapsed in the shadow of the boulders, panting and shuddering. His boots were caked with snow, and he touched a white-frosted mitten to his face, which was also spattered with ice. The stubble of his beard had frozen.

			Even during this blessed moment of shelter, Owen’s burdens pressed down on him. Now that he had stopped, he wasn’t sure he could ever get up again. What if he couldn’t walk any farther?

			He still had the sphere of quintessence in his pocket, and it was the only thing that kept him going. That . . . and Francesca. But if he didn’t survive, he could never bring this back to her.

			The quintessence was his only driving force, the key that would give him the strength to carry onward, to walk the final few miles, or hundred miles, until he eventually stumbled upon the last outpost of Everfar. 

			Carefully, he worked a stiff-mittened hand into his pocket, scooped out the glass sphere, and held it as if it were a sacred object. He raised the quintessence into the gray, snow-flecked air, and the sight of the silvery liquid caused Owen to take a quick breath. His hands were shaking. He couldn’t feel his fingers, his face, or his arms. 

			Maybe if he took just a sip, it would revive him enough to get him to his destination. He would make it be enough to get him home, and there would be plenty left for Francesca. He could achieve his goal. It was the only way.

			Crying and trembling, he lifted the sphere with unsteady hands. He shivered violently.

			And the glass globe slipped out of his grasp. He snatched for it, but the bubble dropped, struck the black rock, and shattered. The small amount of quintessence spilled onto the rocks and the loose, new-blown snow. 

			Owen cried out and tried to scoop up the liquid with his mittens, but the quintessence seeped into the snow and vanished, leaving behind only broken glass and a broken heart.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 39

			Marinda didn’t know anyone she could trust or where she could go, but she needed to develop a plan. 

			“I will assist, Miss Marinda,” said Zivo. “Let me be your heroic sidekick.”

			“As soon as I decide what to do myself.” 

			Years ago, when her father threw her into the unexpected adventure of her life, she had learned how to be independent, how to solve problems. Before that, she’d been Arlen Peake’s caretaker, performing daily household chores, ably assisted by all three clockwork Regulators. But following lists and adhering to schedules had never prepared her for the action, reaction, and adaptability that the real world required. Much later, she and Hender had learned to enjoy their exciting escapades and explorations, as well as just a quiet evening together. 

			Now Marinda had to put that experience to use. She would be a detective, a disruptor, a heroine. After filling her volume of Clockwork Lives, she felt up to the challenge. She had to foil the plans of Captain Peridone and the Anarchists.

			Three members of the Blue Watch passed by on their regular patrol, and Marinda stiffened. Should she sound the alarm? Run to them and enlist their aid? Could she trust them? How far did Captain Peridone’s reach extend? What if they seized her and delivered her to the Black Watch captain? 

			If one of the Blue Watch tried to stop her, she could pull out her authorization letter from the Watchmaker. But if the Black Watch found her, if word got back to Peridone . . .

			She decided she couldn’t risk it. She held the red-leather book close to her chest, calling no attention to herself, and the Regulators marched along, offering only a polite nod. It was still hours before the Watchmaker’s curfew, and there was nothing unusual about her being on the street. 

			Reaching the corner, one of the blue-uniformed men called out, “It’s ten o’clock, and all is for the best.”

			Zivo helpfully repeated, “It’s ten o’clock, and all is for the best.”

			On a quiet street lit with coldfire globes, Marinda sat on the stoop of a closed bookshop and opened the volume to study the rest of Danniel’s chronicle. Behind her, the bookshop was dark inside, and stacked volumes were displayed in the windows. A handwritten card advertised a complete, pristine set of The Watchmaker’s Official Autobiography, while individual books were marked “Discontinued.” 

			Seeing the display, Marinda wondered if she would ever compile the Watchmaker’s story, as he requested. He seemed to have lost interest in the project. Did the world really need to know every single moment of his life and the background of each decision he had made? The various editions of his Official Autobiography were more fiction than history, but their purpose was to inspire and guide the people in how to live within the Stability. The measure of the Watchmaker’s life was not a mere accounting of his every activity, but a summation of his worth, the good things he had achieved, the lives he had saved or influenced. 

			The Stability had perhaps been overprotective, and after two-and-a-half centuries it went beyond assistance to tyranny. The Watchmaker handled Albion with kid gloves, making all decisions, setting every schedule. Some people still needed that guiding hand, but as his inner clock wound down, perhaps the Watchmaker had begun to realize that his people needed to be weaned, encouraged to leave the nest and live for themselves, to make their own Stability. 

			But even if Marinda could see a flaw in the overbearing precision and perfection of Albion, she certainly could not tolerate the havoc the new Anarchists wanted to impose. The way to encourage change and cooperation was not with a bludgeon. She had to stop Peridone and his dangerous group from exploding their bomb in the coldfire nexus.

			While Zivo stood watch in front of the bookshop, Marinda reread Danniel’s story under the pale coldfire light. She tried to glean whatever information she could about their plans, about how Captain Peridone was constructing his timer and his explosive. 

			The tight, crimson words described the Anarchists’ meeting place in an old residential row of fraternity buildings that housed students. Danniel’s tale recounted a meeting of his fellow conspirators that had taken place only a day earlier.

			The words on the page gave a description of a three-story house with wooden siding and one decorative shutter that was defiantly askew. The Anarchists considered the cockeyed shutter a statement that not everything was in order within. 

			She read the description aloud to Zivo, closed the book, and got back to her feet. “Come with me, Zivo. We can find it, just the two of us.”

			Not far away was the district of student housing and the fraternity rows, with several likely streets for the address she sought. The first street housed only female students, but the second block looked more likely. Music wafted from some of the buildings, and bright lights shone through the windows. She heard conversations, laughter, arguments, but they were just the usual debates and diversions that preoccupied college students. 

			Clock bells rang out across the city, striking the hour of eleven. In the distance, Regulators announced the time. She had only an hour before the Watchmaker’s midnight curfew, and after that, she would draw far too much attention to herself. She picked up her pace.

			Zivo marched patiently beside her. “I will keep a careful watch for anyone who wants to destroy Crown City.”

			On the third street, they walked along a row of houses that looked older, more rundown, and were separated by high brick walls. She discovered the usual offensive kind of graffiti that the Watchmaker’s red-jumpsuited workers should have scrubbed clean. Among the marks, she saw the letter A surrounded by a circle. 

			“We’re close, Zivo.” 

			The next building had wooden siding and one shutter hanging at a cockeyed angle. She paused in the narrow, dimly lit street just to assess the house. The residence looked innocuous, the curtains partly drawn. Low light came from inside, along with the hum of serious voices conversing in careful undertones rather than boisterous laughter or enthusiastic philosophical debates. The fraternity house itself seemed furtive, huddled between the graffiti-covered brick wall and a dark hedge, hidden from the adjacent student housing. The address number was blacked out. Marinda used the hedge shadows to her advantage as she approached the side of the house. 

			She made her way beneath the cockeyed shutter, close enough to hear the conversation through the partially open window . . . something about chemical supplies, smuggled reactants mixed in casks that were interconnected with wires and timepieces. She recognized one of the voices as Peridone’s. The others with him murmured agreement but offered little additional information. 

			The Black Watch captain issued orders, his demeanor that of a man in charge. His intense student Anarchists had gathered their explosives, chemicals, and bomb-making equipment inside this single building.

			Peridone said, “Soon, in a final flash of glory, Chronos Square, the Watchtower, and this repressive Stability will fade into memory and let us all be free.”

			His comrades cheered and laughed. “Then we’ll make a careful schedule for rebuilding civilization!” said one of the dissidents. “We can lay it all out for the people, so they know what to do, step by step.”

			Peridone snarled, “You miss the entire point of what we’re trying to accomplish.”

			With her pulse racing, Marinda peeked through a gap in the curtains. She could see the conspirators gathered around a large table stacked with chemicals, wires, boxes of powders, large flasks of bubbling liquid.

			Zivo let out a thin whistle of steam exhaust, and Marinda froze as all the voices inside the residence fell silent. Peridone lurched to his feet and held up a hand like an executioner’s axe ready to fall. 

			Marinda backed away from the window and whispered, “Zivo, we need to get out of here.” 

			She slipped back along the hedge and was hurrying toward the narrow street when the residence door burst open. Half a dozen shouting people boiled out, led by Peridone who glared into the night. The pale blond captain did not wear his black uniform but was disguised as an alchemy professor. He spotted her and yelled.

			Marinda could not run fast enough, and her mechanical Regulator was not built for speed. Peridone sprang after them, followed by his other conspirators. “Marinda Peake! You can’t hide from us.”

			“I’ve already seen enough to know who you really are.”

			The Black Watch captain strode toward her with murder in his eyes. She could read his expression as clearly as if he had spilled out his intentions in her red-leather book. 

			Zivo suddenly planted himself in front of Peridone, raising his toy sword. “I will protect my mistress from you, villain!” He brandished the blade.

			Startled, the Black Watch commander looked at the clockwork Regulator and laughed. But Zivo, without hesitation and with mechanical precision, jabbed his sword into Peridone’s thigh. 

			The man roared in surprise and as much annoyance as pain. He snatched up Zivo as if he were no more than a bucket of useless scrap metal and hurled him against the brick wall. The steam exhaust burst and whistled out a shrill scream. The clockwork Regulator crumpled into a sighing, twitching heap on the ground. His copper-pot head hung askew, and his articulated arms and legs bent in all the wrong directions. 

			Marinda pushed forward to help him, but two of the Anarchist posers grabbed her by the elbows and wrenched her backward. Struggling, she snapped insults at them, but they held her in an iron grip. 

			Peridone loomed before her, his face flushed. He pressed a hand to the bleeding wound in his leg. “You may think you have seen, Marinda Peake, but it’s clear that you don’t understand. You don’t know how necessary our work is. The Watchmaker lit the spark of discontent because even he knows his Stability makes society stagnant. He tells himself he’s doing it out of love, but he has loved us all to death.”

			“So, you’ll just kill me then?” Marinda asked. “The Watchmaker will know.”

			“He probably will,” said Peridone, “but once our bomb explodes, he’ll be too busy to worry about you.” 

			One of the conspirators slid up behind Marinda, reeking of pungent chemicals.

			Peridone continued, “As experts in alchemy, these students know how to create a strong chloroform solution to render you unconscious. We have all the chemistry we need.” He chuckled. “And you’ll sleep through the excitement.”

			“Why don’t you just kill me, if you’re going to cause so much destruction already?” She tried to break free of the grip.

			“After we’ve made our statement, there’s no more harm you can do.” When he smiled, his mustache looked like a pale caterpillar ready to spring off his upper lip. “And when you see the human race thrive in its freedom, perhaps you’ll be the one to write our great chronicle. After the Anarchy !”

			From behind, the man shoved a rag in her face, covering her mouth and nose. Cloyingly sweet vapors flowed into her nostrils, her lungs. She gasped for air, but only inhaled more chloroform. She tried to fight back, but her consciousness swam up and away, far outside of herself. 

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 40

			Alain flew on angel wings. Once the initial rush of stark terror faded, he spread his arms and allowed himself a moment of joy, a victory in flight. Caught on the winds, he glided down at a steep angle toward the open expanse of snow. 

			The patchwork airship steamed toward him, and after his initial thrill upon seeing it, he realized that the craft was listing badly from the loss of a lateral sack. The steam curling out of its propulsion funnel stuttered, stained with black.

			He swept downward, hoping for a graceful landing rather than the crash of an albatross. The ground rushed toward him in a white blur, and Alain braced himself. His feet struck, and he tried to keep running, kicking himself up into the air for a few seconds more, then he tumbled and rolled. He landed on his back, which twisted and bent the metal angel wings. The impact knocked the wind out of him, and he felt a sharp pain in his side, but he used his tumbling skills to absorb the landing, to roll and land intact. He sprawled on the cold ground, spitting snow out of his mouth. He coughed, gasped, and then laughed. 

			Alain got to his knees, shook his head, and pawed at the wreckage of Keziah’s angel wings. They would never fly again, not from a tightrope and certainly not from the high cliff of a glacier. But, oh, what a flight! 

			He picked himself up, worked the buckle at his chest, and disengaged the pack, dropping the spring-loaded wings on the snow, saddened to discard them, but what a marvelous tale he would have to tell his sister—if he ever got out of here. 

			Instinctively, he clutched his hip and reassured himself that the flask of quintessence was still there, still intact. The precious substance obtained at such a cost was the reason they had come all this way to Ultima Thule, and now it was the reason why he needed to make it home.

			He looked back up the fractured cliff of blue ice behind him, the high plateau of the glacier, on top of which he could still see the shaggy white beasts and the determined warriors who guarded the quintessence. 

			Alain heard the putter and thrum of steam engines, punctuated by a staccato coughing of labored propulsion. Looking up at the battered airship, he waved his hands and jumped up and down to make himself more obvious out on the open snow. 

			“Hanneke!” he shouted. “Hanneke Pangloss!” His words were as loud as a gunshot in the white silence. In counterpoint, he heard distant angry shouts and a chorus of howls from the top of the ice cliff. Alain had gotten away safe and sound for now, but the pursuers would eventually make their way down to the plain. 

			Hanneke must have spotted him from the limping airship. The Working Angel changed course and struggled toward him, dramatically losing altitude. Alain ran toward it, skipping across the hard ice, even jumping over a crack that surprised him when snow dropped out beneath his boots. Through the gondola windows high above he could see the young woman lurching back and forth as she tried to be in several places at once, working the controls. 

			The airship loomed overhead, and a rope dropped down. Alain ran to meet it, chasing the cable until he could grab it, then dug his heels into the snow and with his own weight tried to anchor the descending airship before it crashed. But the Working Angel yanked him into the air and kept lumbering along. 

			From above, Hanneke dropped a new ballast anchor she had fashioned, and it crashed onto the snow nearby. The engines groaned as they tried to keep the airship aloft. Steam sputtered from the thrust funnel, then thinned. Finally, the reinforced gondola scraped down on the frozen ground. With a loud exhausted sigh, the vessel landed.

			Alain sprang to the gondola door just as Hanneke burst out to meet him, still favoring her sore ankle. “I was worried about you, Sparky!” she said in a breathless rush. “I got the Angel fixed just enough that I could pick you up. I followed the dreamline compass.” She laughed. “But I didn’t expect you to be flying by yourself!”

			He swept her up in a hug, which surprised her, but she didn’t pull away. Her aloof demeanor returned soon enough, though. “Besides, I found that I couldn’t do a few of the repairs myself after all, so I had to come find you. I’m surprised the Angel made it this far.” She tilted her head and looked at the partially deflated main balloon, which showed new canvas patches scavenged from the Wrecker derelict. “She always surprises me.”

			Alain couldn’t contain his excitement. “The quintessence! I filled my flask with it. We need to get back to Xanadu as soon as possible.”

			Hanneke flashed her bright smile. “Glad to see you’ve made yourself useful.”

			His story gushed out. “A sentient glacier gave it to me under the Northern Lights. I’ll tell you all about it, but we might not have much time.” Far away, he could still hear the resonating howls of the snow dogs. “Some people want to stop us from getting away. How fast can we fix your engines?”

			Limping slightly, Hanneke followed him into the pilot deck and got right down to business. “That depends—how fast can you work?”

			They climbed down through the hatch to the lower engine deck, which was filled with foul-smelling steam. All of the coldfire batteries had been connected together; two had gone dim and dark, but the others glowed blue. The main boiler of the furnace whistled and hissed as steam leaked out through a breached seam. 

			“Is it supposed to do that?” Alain asked.

			Hanneke gave him a mocking frown. “Spotted that all by yourself? We’ll make an airship mechanic out of you yet, don’t you worry.” 

			Pulling on work gloves, she cranked a wheel to open a release valve, and a last gasp of steam gushed out of the damaged boiler. “It began leaking as soon as it got up to pressure, but rather than shutting everything down, I built enough steam to take off. Once I was airborne, I came to look for you.” She glanced up at him, and her three pigtails were askew. “Good thing you weren’t difficult to find.”

			“I was running for my life at the time.” 

			“We’ve got to patch that leak in the boiler, or we’re not going anywhere,” Hanneke said. 

			“Is it a difficult repair?” he asked as his tension grew. “Does it take long?”

			“It takes as long as it takes, and it’s not difficult—so long as you have two sets of hands. The patch plate is heavy and needs to be held in place while the sealant sets, and while I hammer in the anchor rivets. I can’t be in two places at once. That’s why I needed you.”

			“The only reason?” he asked.

			“Let’s just say a significant one. But if hunters are coming after us, it’s probably the most important factor right now. Let’s get to work.”

			They disconnected the dead coldfire batteries as Hanneke explained how the two of them would have to seal the fractured boiler. The iron walls of the furnace were still warm to the touch, and Alain ran outside and filled a bucket with snow, which he scattered on the metal. It steamed and hissed, running down like tears, but after he repeated the process, the boiler wall was cool enough for the repair. 

			Hanneke pointed to a heavy, curved plate of iron she had dismantled from the Headlong’s steam-engine boiler. “This is the patch we need for the furnace. Are you strong enough to lift it and hold it in place while I screw in the bolts and hammer the rivets?”

			“Of course I am,” he said with all the bravado he could muster. He carried it over and set it with a clang on the deck at their feet. She could never have done that with her twisted ankle.

			“Good. I’ll mix up a batch of alchemical epoxy. I need to slather it over the inner surface, then you lift it up there to the side of the boiler.”

			Outside, he heard only wind, but that didn’t make him any less uneasy.

			Hanneke gathered a pot and two vials of chemicals, which she poured together and stirred with a stick. She painted the epoxy onto one side of the iron patch, spreading the thick goo wherever it would touch the furnace, then she directed Alain to lift it. He hefted the curved sheet and balanced it on his knee while she guided it over the weak spot, covering the split seams. Alain pressed it against the curved wall. “Now, don’t move until it’s finished.”

			As he held the heavy patch, sweat popped out on his forehead, and his muscles strained, but he wouldn’t admit he was having difficulty. He thought about how Brutus the strongman at the carnival could so easily wield his enormous barbells. Hanneke returned with a wrench and four bolts, which she secured into the anchor holes. Alain kept the plate in place, straining, and decided he would not make a very good carnival strongman. When the main bolts were screwed in, she hammered in a sequence of rivets, and finally the boiler was reinforced.

			Hanneke nodded. “It’s attached, and it will hold as we build up a full head of steam.” She rapped the iron sheet with her knuckles. “Good job, Sparky. We can be on our way at last—as soon as we fill the boiler, fire the furnace, bring it up to pressure, and release the steam.”

			Alain was worried about the amount of time that implied, but they had plenty of work to do in the meantime. In the engine deck, Hanneke moved down the line reconnecting coldfire batteries, while he filled bucket after bucket of snow, which he dumped into the reservoir. As the coldfire batteries pumped in energy to bring the water to a boil, she added thick sealant around the riveted seams, just to make sure.

			When he went outside to get one last bucket of snow, Alain heard the bestial howling again, closer now. He stared toward the sheer glacier wall and saw that the hunting beasts had somehow reached the base of the cliffs and now raced across the white plain, heading toward the airship.

			Hanneke climbed outside, pulling herself up the ropes and carrying canisters of levitation gas, which she emptied via nozzle into the main sack.

			Alain shouted up to her, “We have to leave soon! Can you hear them? They’re coming.”

			As if on cue, the snow dogs howled and bayed. 

			Hanneke worked her way back down the balloon to the outer deck, favoring her wrapped foot. “You move faster than I can, Sparky. Seal the tank and lock down the escape valves. We need every breath of steam we can generate. Connect the rest of the coldfire batteries—every one of them.”

			Alain ducked into the engine deck and did as the pilot asked. The needles on the pressure gauges were climbing only slowly. He cranked down the locking bolt and added an extra twist, as if that might contain just a bit more pressure. The coldfire batteries kept pumping heat into the water, which came to a boil.

			Outside, a little sneeze of steam came out of the exhaust, and a tiny whispering jet emerged from the propulsion funnel. The Working Angel lurched against the anchor ropes.

			He clambered up to the pilot deck and peered through the windows. In the daylight, the Working Angel hung very near the rippling auroras, but the sky began to take on an ominous haze of gray. Thunderheads gathered—unexpected, unnatural clouds that seemed to pull moisture and anger out of the cold air. 

			Like the storm that had made them crash in the first place.

			Hanneke joined him in the pilot deck, where she reset her controls and opened the lid of the compass, but it spun uncontrollably so close to the magnetic pole. Then she looked at the twin needles of the dreamline compass. She glanced over at him, frown lines prominent on her brow. “This tells us where we should be.”

			“Where?”

			“Anywhere but here.”

			Peering outside, Alain saw white shapes bounding across the snow, followed by running human figures, closing in. “They’re coming!”

			Hanneke studied her gauges. “Steam pressure’s rising, but not enough for levitation. We need a few more minutes.”

			Alain watched the snow dogs pulling farther ahead of their human masters, careening forward. “I don’t know if we’ll have that much time.” He touched the reassuring solidity of the flask at his hip, the quintessence. “We need to get away,” he whispered under his breath. 

			Suddenly, graceful dark shapes with sweeping racks of antlers galloped over the hard-packed snow. The herd of sleek black reindeer charged across the white expanse to intercept the pack of snarling snow dogs. 

			The lead reindeer stormed forward, scooped his antlers, and knocked aside one of the snow dogs, sending it tumbling into the beasts nearby. The black reindeers reared up and pawed the air with their hooves. The snow dogs turned on them, and the battle began. 

			“The reindeers saved us!” Alain cried, then he looked up at the thickening storm, a growing cudgel of wind and snow.

			“Not unless we get out of here.” Hanneke rapped one of the pressure gauges with her fingernail and shook her head. “It’ll have to be good enough. With how fast that storm is gathering, we have to be up and away.” She produced yet another knife, handed it to Alain. “Cut the ballast rope—we can’t be anchored now. We have to trust in the wind.”

			Alain darted outside, leaned over the rail, and sawed at the rope that held the anchor sack. Steam billowed from the exhaust pipes now. The coldfire batteries kept heating the melted snow, building the pressure in the boiler. With a loud cough, more steam belched out of the propulsion funnel. 

			Alain heard the growls, snarls, and clatter of the battle on the ice as the reindeer faced off against the snow dogs. One of the hounds sprawled on the snow in a splash of red. Several of the human guardians left the animals to fight one another, while they continued racing toward the airship, trying to stop Alain and Hanneke from escaping at all costs. 

			To his horror, the young man saw that two of the men carried long steam rifles. They raised the weapons, prepared to fire. “We have to go, Hanneke! Up out of range!”

			Inside the pilot deck, she slammed all the levers forward. Propellers began to spin, taking on the glow of coldfire energy. A column of steam spewed out, and the airship lumbered upward like a lazy bumblebee. 

			“We did it,” he yelled. “We’re flying!”

			The snowy landscape began to recede, and the running human figures dwindled below as the Working Angel climbed higher. Down on the ground, he could see the dark bearded man shaking a mittened fist in anger. 

			Alain laughed—until he saw the thickening thunderheads closing in around them. Bruised, restless clouds roiled up through the sky and clenched into a fist to pummel them with lightning and snow. Bright flashes of electricity tore through the clouds in another terrible, artificial storm. 

			And yet, the winds began to die away, and the storm seemed to collapse in on itself. As if they could no longer sustain themselves, the snow-thunderheads boiled away and never became the terrible threat of the previous blizzard. 

			“Something’s changed!” Alain called. “The storm just faded.”

			“It’s not ours to understand.” Hanneke had the airship’s propulsion operating at full speed now. The vessel was like a waterlogged boat swamped in a harbor, but it kept moving, drawing away from the Northern Lights. A boom of thunder exploded across the sky, resonating against the glaciers below. Snow spat around them. Alain shaded his eyes as the raging wind picked up. 

			He ducked back into the pilot deck, sealed the door, and realized he was shivering. The storm swirled and faded, retreating back to the pole as the Working Angel escaped, racing away toward the edge of the arctic.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 41

			After days of plodding without heart and without direction, Owen saw an abrupt end to the infinite snow—a black gulf ahead. His heart sank. In the storms and the blind emptiness, had he gone the wrong direction? Had he reached the edge of the world?

			The abrupt change filled him with dread, but also kindled a flicker of curiosity. If he had wandered across Ultima Thule, then what lay beyond the land at the end of the Earth? He could hear Francesca’s teasing voice. “Only you, Owen Hardy, would ask such a thing!”

			He couldn’t measure how long it took him to reach the frozen shore of the deep blue sea. The horizon became an emptiness of water instead of snow, black and cold, dotted with icebergs. 

			He walked out onto the flat ice where it met the sea, and he watched the sullen waves. The choppy water made the floes bob and drift. After all he’d been through, the sight of the ocean was more soothing to him than the constant rush of cold wind. With the despair and emptiness of having lost Francesca’s quintessence, and with his grandson gone, Owen simply kept moving. It was no longer living, just existence.

			He huddled down and stared at the water, but it gave him only a faint reflection, as if he had become no more than a shadow. He didn’t recognize himself anymore, and he doubted even Francesca would have known who he was. He had changed so much on this journey, invested everything in his hope of going to the Northern Lights and back. But the quintessence was gone, and he had failed. And he was still far from home.

			Francesca hadn’t asked him for anything. She was content with their perfect goodbye, content with their life at Xanadu, content with their family. She had sent him away because he needed it, and their grandson also needed it. 

			Owen had made his own choices, and he had failed himself. 

			With a dull crack, the ground lurched beneath him. A fissure split across the ice floe, and he spun around, trying to scramble back the way he had come, but the white sheet broke away from the shore. As Owen looked back at his lonely line of footprints, the raft drifted into the deep cold water. 

			He had already been lost, but able to walk. He could make his own way, even if he had no idea of his direction. Now, though, he was not only lost but adrift, floating on an endless sea. Exhausted and heartsick, he collapsed and lay back on the hard ice, looking up into the blue-white sky. 

			Soon afterward, the sun set, and darkness brought stars overhead. He stared at the panorama of the Milky Way, the constellations. A pair of shooting stars streaked across his line of sight. Always behind him, ever farther away, shone the Northern Lights.

			He drained the last meltwater from Francesca’s flask, and he knew he could not drink the cold seawater. 

			Throughout the next day, his ice floe drifted among other white islands, the flotsam of the polar region. He had eaten most of the food Penelope had put in his pack. He could no longer feel his fingers, and his body was numb. He pulled off his mitten and leaned over the edge of his drifting raft, touched the blue water, and was rewarded with a jolt of cold—an unpleasant feeling, but at least it was a feeling, when he’d thought he might be beyond all sensation. 

			He could not imagine the cold depths beneath him. If he just slid over the edge, he would sink down and be swallowed in the cold embrace. But he, Owen Hardy, would not go gently into that black pool. He didn’t want to die, because he wanted to see Xanadu again, to be with Francesca for however much longer they had. As soon as he could find the heart for it, he would gather traveling companions—maybe even half of the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza—and mount another expedition to Ultima Thule so he could find Alain, rescue him. 

			It was a thin lifeline of hope, but Owen held onto it and did not let go. Hope was what remained to be seen.

			A ripple in the dark water startled him. Owen peered over the edge just in time to see a sleek torpedo shape striped with black and gold. He tried to make out what it was, but the creature flashed past too quickly.

			Then it came around again, rising up to crash against the bottom of his ice floe. Owen fell to his knees and stumbled backward just as a yawning mouth full of serrated teeth emerged. The lionshark lunged against the frozen raft, and its jaws crunched down to bite off a section of ice. With a white splash, the lionshark dove below again. 

			Owen retreated to the center of his floating sanctuary, and the sleek predator came at him again, ramming the floe. The precarious ice bobbed and rocked, and Owen began to slide toward the edge. 

			The lionshark struck hard again, and a crack zigzagged through the middle of the raft. The ice was breaking apart.

			Owen slid onto the larger half as the predator crashed again from below. Frantic, he dug in his pack, rummaging through the few remaining items, until he found the knife Hanneke Pangloss had given him. He pulled it out, gripped the hilt in his numb, mittened hand, and crawled to the edge. 

			The lionshark swam up again like a projectile, but this time Owen stabbed the creature’s snout, making the thing recoil. Bleeding from its wound, the lionshark darted deep until Owen could no longer see it. Slumping back, he cradled the knife, wrapped both hands around the hilt. A splash of the lionshark’s blood was a startling red across the snowy surface of his raft. 

			He sat tense, waiting. The shark would be back.

			Then he heard shouts—human voices. After so much time, the sound seemed alien. Disoriented, he looked across the confusing mosaic of cold seawater interspersed with floating ice. Figures stood together on another drifting raft, large men in dark parkas waving and shouting. They jabbed harpoons in the air as a signal. 

			Owen tried to call out to them, but his voice was only a croak. The nearby ice floe was drifting closer to him. He raised his hands and waved the knife, realizing who the group must be. 

			The harpooners from Everfar had already killed three large lionsharks and hauled the carcasses up onto the ice. Some of the hunters used serrated daggers to gut the striped fish. They dumped the bloody entrails into the water, which attracted more lionsharks. Sentries stood at different positions on the edge of their raft, holding harpoons ready and stabbing viciously whenever they saw the chance.

			Owen called out again, and his unintelligible croak was louder this time. Hours passed—or perhaps it was only minutes—as the Everfar harpooners maneuvered their ice floe closer to Owen’s crumbling raft. A large section of floe broke away, leaving him stranded on an ever-shrinking lump of ice. 

			Even so, he began to feel hope again.

			The pale-haired harpooners shouted encouragement. One man twirled a coil of rope and tossed it toward Owen. After three tries, he finally grasped the wet end of the rope and clung to it while the hunters of Everfar pulled him closer, reeling him in like a fish. He collapsed onto their ice floe, which reeked of gutted lionsharks. He heard their surprised conversation, the myriad questions, but found himself unable to offer them answers. 

			For the first time in his life, Owen Hardy could not think of a story to tell, and he gave in to exhaustion and tears, tinged with relief.

			

			He awoke covered with furs and sea-wool blankets in a dim place that smelled of fish. He was confused, didn’t remember where he was, and could recall only white nightmares and emptiness. His exhaustion was far heavier than the thick blankets. He felt like a stick figure of himself. 

			A grinning man appeared above him, and eventually he recognized the features—Mayor Oscar Bach. He must be in Everfar, the Watchmaker’s most remote outpost. At the moment, it seemed like the heart of civilization. 

			“I saw your eyes blink, Owen Hardy,” said Bach. “Don’t pretend you’re not awake!”

			“I . . .” Owen began and then ran out of words.

			Mayor Bach approached with a cup of steaming, pungent liquid. “Try to sit up and drink this tea. The soup will be a few more minutes—just fish chowder, but it’ll do.”

			Owen’s stomach growled. “Sounds . . . delicious.” With shaking hands he took the cup and attempted to sip the tea, spilling as much down his chin as into his mouth. But it was something, and he was more successful with his second drink.

			“Now, then,” Bach said, “you came back to us from an unexpected direction—and without your airship. What shall I put in my report to the Watchmaker?”

			“Nothing. There’s nothing to tell . . . not anymore.” He finished his tea, and the mayor replaced it with a small bowl of salty fish chowder. After resting a few more minutes, Owen managed to say, “The Working Angel is gone, lost in a great storm. My grandson and Hanneke Pangloss . . . I don’t know what’s become of them.”

			“Did you reach the Northern Lights? Find the source of the quintessence?” The mayor seemed eager. “Did you succeed in your quest?”

			“I found it, but that doesn’t mean I succeeded.” Owen squeezed his eyes closed. “Prince By-Tor guards the source. He captured me . . . and I got away, but I lost the quintessence. I don’t have any for the Watchmaker . . . or for Francesca.” He felt warm tears leaking down his cheeks.

			“There now, all is for the best,” said Bach. “We’ll put our heads together and find a positive way to frame this in our report to the Watchmaker.” He smiled uncertainly. “Surely he’ll call both of us back to Crown City so we can thoroughly debrief him. We’ll work on it together.”

			“But I don’t have the quintessence,” Owen insisted. “I doubt he’ll want to see me at all.” He closed his eyes and sank back into the dim warmth of the mayor’s shelter, withdrawing into himself, where he could search for one last grain of optimism. 

			Distantly, he heard shouts outside in the outpost. Bach stood up from his bedside. “Excuse me, I have to go see what that is. I am the mayor, after all.” He departed through the fur-covered door of his dwelling, only to return a few moments later, with an entirely different demeanor. “Owen Hardy, do you have the strength to get up? There’s something you need to see!”

			Owen could think of nothing that he needed to see, but Mayor Bach was insistent. Tugging the blankets away, he took Owen by the hand and dragged him to his feet. Managing to sling his arm around the mayor’s shoulder, he stumbled outside. The bright day was a shocking difference from the dim closeness of the shelter. 

			Bach turned him around, facing north, and pointed up to the sky. Owen struggled to focus, unable to understand what he was seeing, then unable to contain his joy when he spotted the colorful airship heading toward Everfar, borne on plumes of steam. 

			The Working Angel coming back from the frozen north.

			

			Hanneke’s airship limped in, badly in need of repairs, but it did arrive safely. The people of Everfar helped to snag the few dangling ropes, pulling the battered vessel down to the outpost’s small landing area. 

			Owen used the last tatters of his energy to meet his grandson and the young airship pilot. Barely held together by the frayed threads of life, he clasped a hand to his chest and felt the still-vibrant rosebud close to his heart. He felt as if he had been given a second chance.

			As Alain jumped out of the airship, he was astounded to see his grandfather was alive. They hugged, both of them sobbing and talking over each other. “I thought you were dead!” 

			“I thought you were long lost!”

			“I never expected to see you again.”

			“We’re back together now, Spark.” Owen just held onto Alain, then reached out to pull Hanneke Pangloss in, and all three embraced one another, rocking back and forth. 

			“But I failed on our quest,” Owen groaned. “The guardians of the quintessence captured me, held me prisoner. They told me I could only have the quintessence if I stayed with them forever. I had to get away.” He began sobbing more loudly. “So I took a glass sphere of it. I had enough—it would have saved Francesca! It would have . . .” He shuddered, forcing himself to speak. “But I dropped it, and the glass shattered. After all this, I have nothing.” He heaved a gulp of air and found his courage. “But I have you.”

			Instead of weeping at this news, Alain smiled with explosive happiness. “But I have it, Grandpa Owen.” He reached inside his parka and pulled out the water flask. “I have the quintessence.” 

			Owen felt as if he might collapse all over again. “Then we’ve got to leave right away.” 

			Standing nearby, Mayor Bach chuckled loudly. “You see! All is for the best. We get what we deserve.”

			Owen’s entire body was shaking, held together with cobwebs and hope. “I’m about used up. We have to go—to Xanadu. We’ll take the quintessence to Francesca first.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 42

			The chloroform fumes around Marinda’s face, eyes, and nose swirled with a mixture of dissolved memories and confusion. Her head pounded, and as she shifted her body, Marinda realized she was lying on the rough ground, her cheek pressed against the gravel and pavement of the alley. Her hands were bound behind her, and her ankles were also tied. A gag in her mouth prevented her from shouting the myriad questions rattling around in her head. 

			Marinda inhaled through her nose, still dizzy from the cloying chemical-soaked rag that had been shoved in her face. Driving back panic, she made a deliberate effort to clear her lungs and her mind, but her thoughts remained muzzy. She squirmed against the rough cord lashing her wrists together and managed to roll over, but the effort left her huffing for breath through her nose. Her whole body ached.

			She lay at the base of the thick hedge outside the student residence. Captain Peridone and his group must have tied her up and left her here after knocking her unconscious, sure that she could cause no further trouble—not now. The Anarchists would make their move very soon, unless she stopped them.

			It was long after midnight, and the streets were quiet in the row of student housing. Wriggling, she managed to look at the ramshackle house with the cockeyed shutter. The lights were bright inside, and she could see shadows moving behind the drawn curtains—Peridone and his terrorists putting the finishing touches on their terrible bomb. 

			So, it wasn’t too late. She still had a chance.

			Bending her knees, she tried to kick out with her feet, but she was trussed like some wild animal. Her outrage burned hotter than her frustration. She worked her jaws, pushed with her tongue, and ground her teeth until she shifted the rag in her mouth. She finally spat the gag free, then she heaved a huge breath, trying to dissipate the fog in her mind. The air in the alley smelled of mold and rotting garbage. 

			She lay exhausted and helpless. How could she possibly interfere with the Anarchist plot? The fact that Peridone considered Marinda so helpless made her even angrier.

			Nearby, she heard a clank, a hiss, a squeak of pistons, and metal scraping on the ground. With a groan of effort, she rolled over to see Zivo puffing and jittering. Her mechanical Regulator had been smashed against the brick wall, his black jacket rumpled and torn, the steam exhaust pipe bent. As he struggled, pressure built up inside him, but vapors leaked out of a crack in his torso boiler, like a mortally wounded person bleeding to death. 

			“Oh, Zivo!” 

			The clockwork man struggled to get his bent legs under him. He lurched toward her, swaying from side to side. He swung one stiff leg, then reached out an articulated arm. “Miss Marinda, let me assist you.” His voice was distorted as it came out of the speaker patch on his copper-pot head. He raised his toy sword, which was still stained with blood from his attack on Captain Peridone’s leg. 

			Marinda could not break the ropes biting into her wrists. “Zivo, use your blade to cut my bonds. That’s the best thing you can do.”

			“The best of all possible assistance,” the Regulator agreed. He painstakingly bent down, hissing from more leaked steam. His jittering, uneven motions made Marinda worry that he would slash her arm. 

			Nevertheless, Zivo sawed through the rope, and when the bonds broke, she shook her arms free and sat up, breathing hard. “Thank you, Zivo.” She swung her legs and raised the hem of her skirt so that he could cut the ropes around her ankles as well. She flexed her fingers, restored circulation to her hands, then looked up at the sinister silhouettes moving behind the windows. How soon would Peridone and his comrades leave to deliver a bomb to the coldfire nexus?

			“We must stop them, Miss Marinda,” said Zivo. He attempted to straighten himself. “Alas, I am not presentable.”

			“Yes, I need to fix you. I can’t have you falling apart on me when I need my sidekick more than ever.” 

			She opened the front of his black jacket so she could inspect the split boiler. Fortunately, she was able to detach the curved plate, adjust the gasket, and reset the catch to establish the seal again. The metal was scuffed and dented, but the leaking steam stopped whistling out. Then she brushed his jacket and straightened his bent arm.

			With a snort of exhaust, the clockwork Regulator said, “Much better, Miss Marinda. I feel more like myself.”

			Together, they faced the furtive meeting house, aware of the destruction being planned inside. Her first instinct was to run, to call for help. It was well after curfew, and the Blue Watch would be patrolling the streets—but were they in league with Peridone and his conspirators as well? She didn’t dare trust them.

			How could she get word to the Watchmaker and warn him without being intercepted by other traitors? Was there time? 

			She wondered if Danniel had awakened from his stupor at the Limbo Tavern yet. Would he realize anything was amiss? From reading his brief story in her red-leather volume, Marinda suspected that even the recruiter didn’t approve of the apocalyptic destruction that Peridone was planning. 

			“I wish we knew exactly how they mean to go about this,” she muttered to Zivo. “How will they transport their bomb?” 

			If she tried to spy on them through the window, they might catch her again and kill her this time. But the arrogant conspirators underestimated an old woman and her clunky mechanical companion. 

			Zivo raised his bloodied toy sword. “I will defend you, Miss Marinda. I’ll fight to the death—though I would prefer it to be their deaths, not yours.”

			Seeing the red smear on the end of his pointed blade, she suddenly had an idea. “That’s Captain Peridone’s blood! Maybe we can learn their precise plans after all.” She rummaged in her knapsack, pulled out the small volume of Before the Anarchy, and in disgust tossed it on top of the other garbage in the alley. Instead, she withdrew the facsimile of Clockwork Lives from her bag. “Bring your sword here, Zivo. You can help me wound Captain Peridone in another way.”

			The clockwork Regulator extended his short blade. Marinda opened the book to the next blank page and pressed the sticky tip onto the clean white paper, smearing it with Peridone’s blood. 

			The alchemy activated as she had hoped, though she didn’t exactly know what to expect from the erratic volume. The red stain became damning words spooling out a first-hand account of what Peridone was doing right now.

			
				I am aware of the irony that in order for Anarchy to disrupt the stagnant Stability, we must plan carefully. Each step must proceed like clockwork. This will be the culmination of our grand designs. Our powerful bomb will go off in a flash of glory, more brilliant than anything the original Anarchist achieved. They will never forget us!

				For years I have whispered and plotted, even as I operated under the Watchmaker’s thumb. I found like-minded people and manipulated them into doing what I asked, including many adept alchemy students. 

				For months now they have been smuggling out the correct combination of elements, the key reactants, the ideal catalysts. They developed chemical equations that were far more advanced than anything taught in their classes. This work is much more important than any lecture from a stuffy professor or alchemist-priest. My followers pushed their abilities because I showed them how to let their intellect explore possibilities. 

				I read the stories of D’Angelo Misterioso, the student who became the Anarchist after he failed the Watchmaker’s expectations, after he learned to view the world through dark lenses. Tonight, my followers, my apprentices—my Anarchists—will reveal their alchemical mastery. They have pooled their knowledge and created a masterpiece of destruction. Our bomb is untested, but it is true genius. The explosion will be a work of art. 

				Like any work of art, its impact and influence will extend far beyond the individual components of paint, brush, and canvas. When detonated at the coldfire nexus, this bomb will unleash the powers of the sun and the moon, of gravity, and of the spinning stars in the heavens. It will rock Albion to its core and disrupt the Watchmaker. Then at last we can be free! 

				I look around me now and see my followers—not sycophants, but fellow freedom extremists. Some are starry-eyed visionaries; others are eager imitators seeking social acceptance from their friends. Some are drunken fools like our recruiter Danniel, who has gotten himself involved far deeper than the parlor game he originally imagined. 

				But tonight we are unified. We are all together in unleashing the blessed havoc that will break the world!

			

			Marinda looked up from the pages, heard the heated voices grow louder inside the house. She muttered to Zivo, “My, Captain Peridone does go on and on, doesn’t he?”

			The clockwork Regulator pretended to follow along as she read. Words continued to spill out, and she scanned them, hoping to learn what the Anarchists were doing.

			
				The timer in our culminating bomb is a cruel joke, an irony that the world will never know. The clock we use for our detonator—the highly accurate timepiece that will trigger the coldfire spark and ignite the world—is the Watchmaker’s very own creation, an alarm clock he presented to me for years of faithful service! We get what we deserve.

				Right now our chemicals are being mixed, the portions meticulously measured on the most accurate balance. The students follow the precise equations. They reaffirm their theories of elemental empathy, the molecular synergy that releases the power locked inside the chemical bonds. 

				Tick-tock, as the Watchmaker would say. Tick-tock—and his time is running out.

			

			Marinda heard a raised voice through the window, Peridone shouting, “Tick-tock—and his time is running out!” His fellow conspirators laughed. 

			She realized that the account written here was not just a summary of recent events. It was a real-time chronicle that showed her exactly what the terrorists were doing at this very moment. 

			She got to her feet. “We have to stop them from leaving with their bomb.” 

			Zivo raised his sword, ready for a frontal assault to fight off all the enemies by himself. The voices grew louder as the group inside became more excited. Then they started to quarrel.

			
				After all this time and such significant considerations, how can my companions doubt themselves now?

				You ran the calculations, you mixed the chemicals. Now stand behind your faith and your knowledge. We must do this! 

				I see the looks of uncertainty on their faces. I had imagined they were all as dedicated as I, that their passion against precision was identical to mine. But now that the moment is at hand, when they must demonstrate their abilities, they have second thoughts. “Mix the final solution!” I say. “I have the alarm clock ready, and I will attach the wires.”

				But their fear and uncertainty grows more palpable. “Maybe we should recheck the formulas,” says one of the alchemy students. “Perform a small test first to be sure.”

				But I will hear none of it. I set the alarm clock, the Watchmaker’s perfect timepiece. I attach the wires. We are ready!

				Then one of my comrades goes to the chalkboard covered with chemical equations. “Look here, this reaction isn’t perfectly balanced. What if there is a residue, a volatile precipitate—”

				“Now!” I shout. “We must be on our way at last.” 

				I wind the clock, set the hands, watch the seconds tick away.

			

			Marinda tore her eyes away from the book and hurried Zivo down the alley. “We’ve got to call for help, try to make someone do something. If nothing else, we can delay the Anarchists. This book contains proof against Captain Peridone. The Watchmaker has to see.” 

			She heard more shouts from the window with the cockeyed shutter, saw the figures flurrying about. As she pushed Zivo farther from the ramshackle house to the end of the street, Marinda glanced down at the words still spilling out on the page. The dull glow of a coldfire streetlight made the letters look black. 

			
				The alarm clock is ticking. Time is running out—but wait, why is it speeding up? The secondhand flies like a cyclone. The chemicals are fuming, the reaction has already started. Tick-tock! 

				This is not right. The timed detonator should not be out of synchronization.

				Five . . . four . . . three . . . 

				Two . . . 

				One.

			

			Marinda slammed the book shut and ducked as she heard the panicked shouts build to a crescendo inside the fraternity house.

			A roar of light, fire, smoke, and sound smashed out the windows, buckled the walls, and blasted the roof into flinders that fountained high into the sky. The explosion rocked the street, and the fire became a blinding inferno.

			The shockwave knocked Marinda against a wall and bowled poor Zivo over in a clatter. Panting and shaking, Marinda looked at the rising fire, the collapsing walls, and said, “Entropy always wins.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 43

			In Everfar, Hanneke made only the most vital repairs to the Working Angel because Owen Hardy would not delay a minute, desperate to get home. They had been gone far too long already, and now he had the quintessence that Francesca needed. 

			She would be worried about him, since he and Alain had only planned to go to Crown City. Even if the Watchmaker had informed her, as he’d promised to do, Owen had meant to be back home so much faster, to find his prize so much sooner. But a quest to save a life and anchor the Stability could not be a quick and easy thing.

			As the airship flew off, heading south, young Alain carried the flask of quintessence he had taken from the heart of the ancient glacier. Hanneke worked the piloting controls, and the young man assisted her. He was well-enough trained now that she let him serve as her copilot, giving him duties that kept him at her side. 

			Owen did not pay attention to their banter. Even just sitting in the pilot deck, he shook with exhaustion. The ordeal had drained his reservoirs of energy, and he felt like a paper cutout of a man. However, now that the Working Angel was at last steaming back to his estate, to his home and his family, he felt as if the colors were coming back. 

			He watched the terrain of Albion change. The lands below became grassy and green, dotted with dark lines of trees. Restless, he went outside the enclosed deck and sat in the open air, gazing ahead as if he could push the airship through sheer force of will. Even though the air grew warmer as they continued south, he pulled a sea-wool blanket around him. He always felt cold now, as if some fragments of ice had gotten lodged into his bones. 

			He had only one focus now. Home. 

			The battered airship reached Xanadu at sunset, patched together and wheezing. Owen’s heart warmed when he saw the neat orchards, the tents and pavilions of the carnie winter camp, the scattered smaller homes, the canvas tents. The geometrical plots of his garden were all bare dirt, harvested for the season. Gray woodsmoke rose from the chimney of the cottage, a fire keeping the home warm against the chill of the coming night.

			Hanging in the clear and quiet air above, he could hear the people scurrying out to welcome the airship. Standing on the passenger deck, Owen waved and called out Francesca’s name.

			Hanneke released steam and reduced pressure in the levitation sack, bringing the ship down. Alain emerged from the gondola and tossed down the heavy anchor sacks, which had been replaced in Everfar. Brutus seized one of the ropes and wrapped it around his leather wristband, straining to pull the Working Angel down. 

			The carnies surrounded the landing area, but instead of setting up a welcoming cheer, they remained strangely reticent. Owen concentrated on just being home.

			Inside the pilot deck, Hanneke released the excess pressure to cool the furnaces, but nothing stopped Owen from disembarking first with Alain right behind him. With joy and relief, Owen looked at the familiar faces of his family and friends. He saw the three carnie clowns standing shoulder-to-shoulder with frowns on their faces that were not painted on. The roustabouts gathered in a group. He spotted Corina, then Keziah who looked distraught at first, then her expression showed a flash of anger.

			“We’re back!” Alain called. “The things we’ve done, the places we’ve seen! I—” His words stuttered to a halt.

			Owen couldn’t concentrate on what the young man was saying. 

			He did not see Francesca.

			

			Her grave was inside the garden near her rose hedges. The dirt still looked fresh and barren, with nothing expected to grow there until spring. Francesca’s resting place was guarded by a carved burlwood angel, one of the best ever crafted in Lugtown. 

			Owen just stood in silence, staring with a deeper emptiness than he’d felt when he lost the quintessence Penelope had given him. The rose hedge where Francesca had shown him the last bloom of the season was now bare, that lone red flower long since fallen into dust.

			Alain was next to him, crying, but Owen hadn’t yet found the tears inside himself. Instead, he just wrapped his arm around the young man’s shoulders. 

			“She faded quickly after you left for Crown City,” said Corina, coming up behind him. “While you were here with her, I think she was holding on, pretending to show you that she would be all right, just to make sure you would go.”

			“I knew she wasn’t all right,” Owen said. “But she made me promise.” 

			“She was here in her home,” Corina continued. “Her family was at her side, keeping her company. All she asked was to hear stories of you, and her eyes would sparkle when she imagined what you were doing, the grand things you and Alain were seeing.” Corina’s breath hitched. “She was happy.”

			“She said we had the perfect goodbye, and that we couldn’t ask for more than that,” Owen said. “She didn’t want anything to ruin it.” The words broke his heart as he spoke them. “She didn’t want me here.”

			“Oh, she wanted you here,” Corina insisted, “but she wanted you to live, not watch her die.”

			Keziah stormed into the garden, indignant rather than sorrowful. She gave Alain and Owen an accusing look. “You weren’t here! In her last days, you weren’t here!”

			“We sent a message,” Alain said. “The Watchmaker promised to let you know where we were going.”

			“We didn’t receive any message!” Keziah said.

			Owen felt as if he was being pummeled by invisible blows. He hung his head and looked down at the grave. The burlwood angel offered no comfort or wisdom. “I was here,” he whispered. “I never stopped being with her. I carried Francesca in my heart every moment of every day, but it was the chance I had to take . . . for her.”

			Keziah glared at her brother as if blaming him for dreaming of adventure, for pulling his grandfather away at the most critical time. 

			Alain said, “What we did . . . it was important. But we didn’t make it home in time.” He looked at her. “Your angel wings saved me exactly when I needed them most.”

			Keziah was knotted up inside, unable to express herself, and finally she turned and stalked away. Alain looked at his grandfather, then screwed up his courage and ran after his sister. 

			Corina stood with Owen, and they shared the silence, feeling the love that filled this garden, these rosebushes, and all of Xanadu. 

			“She wrote you a note,” Corina said. “It’s not long. It was a struggle for her to concentrate, but she needed to write it to you.” She hesitated. “I brought it with me, if you’re ready to read it.”

			He took the folded paper from his daughter, but his fingers didn’t have the strength to unfold it yet. Corina left him in the garden without saying anything more.

			Owen drew a deep breath, spread out the paper, and looked down, trying to focus through his tears. In her wavering handwriting, Francesca had written: 

			“My sparkling husband, you know I’m not much of a writer. Even so, I can tell you this much. I treasure every memory we made together. How I wish that we could live it all again—but I wouldn’t change a thing. 

			“Here I am at Xanadu, the best of all possible homes, surrounded by my family and with my heart full of love, and it makes me happy to imagine where you are and what you’re doing right now. What more could I ask for? Do not judge yourself harshly for going on this journey with our most adventurous grandson. I love you for it. I will think of you, dear Owen, as I close my eyes. 

			“The measure of a life . . . you always measured up for me.”

			He pressed the note to his heart. In his pocket, he felt the soft lump of the rejuvenated rose, and he took it out, still marveling at its lush vibrancy, the deep red that infused its petals. 

			He placed the faintly glowing rosebud on Francesca’s grave at the base of the wooden angel, and his mind flooded with her image. “A goddess with wings on her heels,” he whispered to himself. 

			That long arduous journey, all that way, all the cost . . .

			He felt like a ghost that would just fade away when the breezes picked up, but resolve hardened within him. Even if it was no longer optimism, his resolve was still a driving force. 

			Owen had one more thing to do, a promise to keep, one last task to fill the pages and put an end to his story. He walked out of the garden and went to find Alain and Hanneke again.

			They had to go back to Crown City and give the Watchmaker his quintessence.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 44

			When Owen traveled to Crown City for the very first time, he was young and wide-eyed, full of expectations and dreams—all of which had been met, even more than he’d hoped. He remembered drinking in the amazing sights, unable to find words for the marvels he saw. The tastes, sounds, and smells had swirled around him like a rush of autumn leaves caught in a sharp wind, so colorful and moving so fast that he couldn’t catch them all. 

			Now, as the Working Angel steamed toward the Mainspring Hub, with Hanneke Pangloss at the controls and Alain assisting her, Owen peered out the gondola window. He touched his fingers to the glass and traced the skyline, wondering what his dreams were worth now. The once-marvelous structures, the prominent Watchtower, the rooftops and spires, seemed washed out and pale, as if a vibrant masterpiece painting had been reduced to a charcoal sketch. 

			“Who will I tell my stories to, now that Francesca isn’t there to listen?”

			Alain looked up from the piloting wheel. Hanneke had bravely let him steer the airship across the skies until they reached the fringes of the city. “You can still tell them to me, Grandpa Owen.”

			“You’ll be telling your own tales, if you can find anyone to listen.” He forced a smile. “Or anyone to believe you.”

			Alain had been quiet for much of their journey from Xanadu, sad and respectful. In their silence, they shared a wealth of memories, a treasure greater than any the Watchmaker could offer. “You look so tired,” the boy said. “I should have let you stay home at the cottage this time. Hanneke and I could have completed the mission.”

			But Owen had refused with a stubbornness that belied his obvious exhaustion. “One does not simply hand off a sacred quest, Spark. I’ll finish it, however long it takes.” He closed his eyes, blocking the view of Crown City, and whispered just to himself, “It has already taken everything from me.”

			Once Owen made up his mind at Francesca’s grave, he had wanted to climb back aboard the airship right away, telling Hanneke to feed the furnaces and pump up the steam pressure so they could depart without delay. 

			But night had fallen, and Alain insisted, “No, Grandpa Owen. Tomorrow is good enough. We’ll rest tonight, then leave in the morning.” He frowned. “The Watchmaker can wait.” 

			Hanneke added with a twist of sarcasm. “Tick-tock.” 

			Owen had slept one night in his own cottage, but it seemed cavernous and empty, the bed vast and cold. He felt wrung out, too tired to lift a finger much less his walking shoes. The thought of embarking on another journey made him weary to the marrow of his bones . . . but the thought of staying there in his quiet, no-longer-perfect life, even with his family and the rest of the carnies, was an even more terrifying prospect.

			Alain had packed fresh clothes and food, while Hanneke checked the airship and took the time to finish a few more repairs she had not been able to complete at Everfar. Alain took Owen’s flask to refill it with fresh, cold water from the well at Xanadu and gave it back, telling his grandfather not to drink until they got to Crown City when he would need it. 

			They had flown off in the morning to a chorus of subdued farewells. This time, they promised to be back very soon. Owen knew he was distracting himself, but at least he was moving, and movement gave some point to his existence. 

			Now, as they approached the Mainspring Hub, Hanneke took the pilot controls from Alain and guided the airship down toward the mooring masts and unloading pad outside the transportation depot. Owen felt as if he had completed a marathon, though there was no trophy at the end. The patchwork vessel did not appear on any steamliner schedule, but the Watchmaker’s spotters in the observation towers had sent emissaries to meet them.

			When they emerged from the battered airship, Owen dredged up a glimmer of pride. “We did what we set out to do, and many would have thought it impossible. We kept our promise. That is its own reward.”

			Alain smiled at him. “It was the best time of my life, Grandpa Owen.”

			Owen held up a cautionary finger. “So far.”

			“So far,” the young man agreed.

			Marinda Peake arrived with Zivo, who looked much the worse for wear. “You came back after all,” she said. “Did you reach the Northern Lights and find the source of the quintessence?”

			“That and more,” Owen said. “And we have paid the price.”

			The old woman seemed to understand, and her expression fell. “I am sorry, Owen Hardy.”

			“What happened to Zivo?” Alain asked. “His jacket is torn and he’s . . . dented!”

			“We’ve had adventures of our own,” she said. 

			The mechanical man sounded exuberant through his mesh speaker. “We defeated the Anarchists—all of them!”

			“The Watchmaker was betrayed by people he trusted to maintain his Stability, and that took its toll on him,” Marinda said. “Come, bring the quintessence. I know he needs it badly.” She set off from the Mainspring Hub, accompanied by an escort of Blue Watch.

			For Owen, each step seemed to drain one more drop of his last energy. Losing Francesca had knocked the legs out from under him, but he had to finish his mission, had to finish his story.

			When they reached Chronos Square, the skies were gray and cool, a reminder that the edge of winter had arrived. The coldfire lights around the square gave off a dull glow. 

			Owen looked up at the Watchtower, the great clock and the shuttered doors on either side that held the Clockwork Angels. Owen paused at a stone bench, out of breath and out of will. When he craned his head, the sheer height of the tower seemed an impossible obstacle to climb.

			Marinda paused to look back at him, and Alain was deeply worried as Owen eased himself down onto the bench. “You take it from here, Spark. The adventure is yours now. You brought your flask all the way from Ultima Thule. Deliver it to the Watchmaker as we promised.” He heaved a deep breath. “The thought of all those steps is more than a man can endure.”

			Marinda turned to him with a wry smile. “I know exactly what you mean, Owen Hardy. I have climbed them too many times myself.”

			Alain patted the flask at his side. “I’ll do it, Grandpa Owen. Stay here, rest, and wait for me.”

			Owen watched them enter the great tower. Alain glanced over his shoulder at his grandfather, with both concern and some unfathomable mischief in his eyes. Then they were inside, and the Red Watch closed the doors before Owen could find the strength to ask what his grandson was thinking. 

			He sat on the bench, looked up at the giant clock, and watched the minutes tick away.

			

			With no doubt or hesitation, Alain bounded up the myriad steps with Hanneke keeping pace, as if she was determined not to let him get ahead of her. From the landing below, Marinda Peake gestured them on. “Don’t wait for me. The Watchmaker is expecting you.”

			Alain and Hanneke reached the office door, their eyes drawn to the wall full of ticking clocks. The young man noticed right away that some of the clocks had stopped, their pendulums hanging inert, the hands of time standing still. 

			The Watchmaker’s private room was littered with rubble. Broken shards of rock lay scattered across the floor. His long worktable, which had held blueprints and complex designs of imaginative devices, was now strewn with rough spheres of rock—thunder eggs harvested from the quarry at Lugtown. Using a rock hammer, the Watchmaker smashed one of the dusty geodes with sharp, abrupt gestures until the stone cracked open to reveal encrustations of amethyst crystals. Seeing this, the ancient man seemed disappointed, as weak as Grandpa Owen. Frustrated, he knocked the broken pieces of the geode to the floor with the other debris.

			The Watchmaker looked up to greet his visitors, struggling to recognize them, but then he remembered. “You’ve returned. Did Owen Hardy accomplish the task?”

			“We all did, as a team,” Hanneke said. “We went to the Northern Lights, and Alain found the source of the quintessence. He filled his water flask.”

			“There isn’t much of it,” Alain said.

			The Watchmaker’s glowing eyes looked hungry. “But it’s what I need, and what Albion needs, so I can tighten the Stability again.”

			Alain stood his ground. He resented the hardship they had all been through, the loss of his grandmother and what it had done to Grandpa Owen. “You aren’t the only one who needs it, sir.”

			“But I am the one who sent you.” The Watchmaker walked forward with an uneven gait, as if some of his inner machinery had broken. He extended a demanding hand, just as Marinda Peake and Zivo also arrived breathless at the top of the stairs and looked through the office door. 

			Two more of the wall clocks had stopped. The Watchmaker reached out, insistent, and Alain surrendered the flask. Unscrewing the cap, the Watchmaker gulped greedily, obviously not intending to ration the precious liquid or to keep enough to share with anyone else. 

			“We get what we deserve,” Alain muttered.

			

			Resting his elbows on his bony knees, Owen sat on the bench and ignored the crowd in Chronos Square. He had been here with Francesca when the carnival came to Crown City, and he had seen the sights with her. He smiled with an inner warmth, recalling how the two of them had slipped in to watch the majestic stone creatures spread their wings on top of the tower as they issued pronouncements of hope. Francesca’s eyes, her smile, her glowing expression had been far more beautiful to him than the ethereal Angels. 

			But Francesca was gone, except that she lived in his memories. He wondered if the Clockwork Angels would ever again come out to address the crowds, but he knew he would never see them again. He felt like a ghost. This last adventure had used him up.

			He would go back to Xanadu, sit by the fire, and enjoy his family. I wish that it might come to pass. . . .

			He felt a sudden longing to drink the water from the Xanadu well, from the flask that Francesca had made for him. He pulled it out, unscrewed the cap with trembling hands, and drank. He filled his mouth and swallowed. The cool refreshment washed down the dust and years, the disappointments and worries, diluted the sadness and intensified the joy. 

			He drank until the flask was empty, and then a glow of surprise blossomed within him. Energy crackled, and his tired bloodstream transformed into rushing rapids. His exhaustion vanished, as if washed away by a fresh summer rain. 

			Unable to believe the sensation, he sprang to his feet, held out his hands, flexed his fingers. Around him, every sight grew sharp and intense, and the ache in his joints faded away. Owen felt suddenly alive and young, an electrical storm in his veins. 

			He gasped and looked around. Surely all the others in the square could see what was happening to him. Then his gaze snapped back to the Watchtower—and Owen suddenly realized what his grandson had done.

			

			After he drained the flask, the Watchmaker hesitated, then frowned. He looked at the bottle and turned to Alain with a suspicious glare. “What was that? It’s just water.” 

			“Not just water,” Alain said with pride. “The cool, pure water of Xanadu taken from our family well. Always refreshing, exactly what you need when you’re tired at the end of a long day.”

			The Watchmaker’s shoulders slumped. “So you did not find the quintessence after all. You lied.”

			“I didn’t lie.” Alain shook his head. “I tricked you.” 

			Both Hanneke and Marinda turned to the young man in surprise. 

			“We brought the quintessence back, but my grandfather has it. He didn’t know that I switched the flasks, though I expect he’s found out by now.” Alain felt dizzy, yet convinced he had done the right thing. “We get what we deserve—and after all he’s done, all he’s endured, Grandpa Owen deserves it. Haven’t your destiny calculators shown you that?” 

			Alain expected a murderous outburst of rage and vengeance from the Watchmaker, but he had no regrets. He knew it was the only way he could give back for all the things his grandfather had given him.

			The Watchmaker froze in place as if his internal clocks had run down. The silence dragged out, punctuated only by the erratic ticking of the clocks. Then the ancient man looked up as if a great burden had flown from him like an angel ascending to heaven. 

			The Watchmaker smiled, and the expression made him seem younger, more awake. He actually laughed. “So I have been tricked! Yes, the destiny calculators showed me much about Owen Hardy, but I didn’t know how to interpret those complex predictions.” He laughed again, resigned and amused. He knocked the rest of the geodes from the worktable onto the floor. “The odds get even. I guess Albion and the rest of the world will have to make their own Stability at last . . . which may be what is truly for the best. It’s about time.” 

			He glanced at Marinda Peake, who looked at him with confusion and horror. “You will finally have an end for my biography.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 45

			Convinced that the future might be a ticking time bomb as unstable as Captain Peridone’s explosive clock, Marinda needed to get Alain and Hanneke out of the tower. Feeling the urgency, she took them by the shoulders and turned them about. “Give the Watchmaker some contemplation time. I’ll take you back out to the square, where Owen Hardy is waiting for us.”

			At his worktable, the Watchmaker seemed distant and preoccupied. He gazed at the broken rubble of thunder eggs, none of which had held even a glimmer of quintessence. Marinda feared what he would do—to them and to Albion . . . unless he truly had reached some kind of epiphany.

			They hurried down the long staircase, landing after landing. Hanneke gushed with questions and excitement. “Sparky, I can’t believe you did that!”

			“Then you don’t know me as well as you think,” Alain answered. 

			Hanneke flashed him a grin. “You’re right—I should have expected it. In fact, I’d have been shocked if you didn’t try to help your grandfather. But the people who depend on the Stability were expecting us to save the world.”

			Alain sniffed, confident and a little defensive. “Maybe that’s exactly what we did. I lived all my life with the carnival, and we did just fine without every detail and every moment mapped out for us. Grandpa Owen didn’t ask for this, but I knew what I had to do.”

			“I can’t say I agree or disagree with what you did,” Marinda said. “What’s done is done, and it’s not for me to say.” She lowered her voice. “But maybe I can get you to safety.”

			From the bottom of the tower, they emerged into the subdued noise of the square. Owen was waving at them, even sprang onto the stone bench with obvious joy that was not reflected by the gray skies or the quietly muttering crowd. Marinda noted the old man’s vitality as he swept his grandson up in a hug, swinging him around. “What did you do, Spark? I drank from the flask, and I can feel it within me. Was that a drop of quintessence?”

			Alain flushed. “That was all of it. I gave it to you, instead of the Watchmaker.”

			Owen drew a quick breath. “Then what about the Watchmaker? What about Albion? That’s why we went up to Ultima Thule.”

			“It’s not why I went,” Alain said. “I went to be with you, and I know that you went because of grandmother. The Watchmaker was far down on my list. I did what was right.”

			From living on the fringes of the Stability, spending happy days with his carnival family, Owen was not so locked into the Watchmaker’s perfect order as others were. For herself, Marinda figured that civilization could survive well enough if people cooperated and helped one another. Back in Lugtown, she had been content with her quiet, perfect life, without challenges and without uncertainties, until her father had cured her of it. 

			Most people would not want to be cast out of the Watchmaker’s security net, but, like her, they would learn to rely on themselves. Now they didn’t have any choice in the matter.

			Owen’s new exuberance was infectious, but the crowd in the square murmured loudly, and the mood shifted to a storm of unease. Bystanders pointed up at the Watchtower, staring in horror. Marinda saw that the great clock had stopped again, and she suspected that this time, it would not be so easily fixed. 

			She turned to Hanneke and spoke in a firm voice. “You three, get back to the Working Angel and fly away from Crown City, at least for now. Stay at Xanadu, where you’ll be safe.”

			Owen said, “But now I feel like I can see the world again.”

			Alain looked torn between guilt and satisfaction. “What’s going to happen?”

			Marinda pressed her lips together. “We are all out of time, but you still have all the time you need. Go.”

			They said their goodbyes, then Marinda and Zivo ran back to the tower.

			

			When she climbed back up to the Watchmaker’s office, she found it empty. More of the clocks on the wall had stopped, as if they’d surrendered to asynchronous fate. Guessing where he had gone, she and Zivo ascended even higher to the very top of the tower, where the cavernous gear room had fallen eerily silent. The long pendulum hung straight down, as if petrified. The enormous gears looked like gnashing teeth, but no longer turning, no longer marking time. 

			The clockwork Regulator looked around, and worried whispers of steam emerged from his dented exhaust vents. The gear chamber was lit only by colored light shining through the stained glass of the clockface. The air felt pregnant with tension and possibilities, decorated with transient flickers of dust motes. 

			Chains rattled, flywheels spun, and hinges creaked. A flood of daylight spilled in as the four double doorways in the Angels’ alcoves swung open. The Watchmaker stood in silhouette by the controls. High above the city, the open doors let in fresh air and watery sunlight. 

			With hesitant steps, Marinda walked across the wooden floor, past the enormous train of gears no longer driven by the pendulum. 

			The Watchmaker stood with his back to her, deep in thought, though he could hear her approach. “Time is the true Anarchist,” he said. “No matter how we try for order and Stability, entropy always wins. Every clock winds down.”

			“We stop it where we can, or we delay it,” Marinda said. “We hope for the best, and therefore all is for the best.”

			“Are you trying to convince me, Marinda Peake?” He faced her with a stony expression. “My own Black Watch commander was an agent of chaos. Captain Peridone would have been a great force for destruction, except you stopped him.”

			“Zivo and I did it together,” Marinda said. 

			The Watchmaker continued, “Peridone still destroyed something crucial. He destroyed my faith. I could not understand his hatred, his vehemence, his extreme views on freedom. Then something snapped in my train of thought, and I realized that I myself had been unable to think beyond my own constraints . . . any more than the people of Albion could live without them.

			“Two-and-a-half centuries of my Stability, Marinda Peake—guiding the people, coddling them, giving them schedules, handing them quiet, perfect lives so that they forgot how to do it on their own. All those wasted years . . . 

			“A steamliner accelerates along the steel rails, powered by coldfire, picking up speed . . . but if it never leaves the rails, the airship can never fly. I fear my people no longer know how to do it.” He frowned at her, lowered his head. “I gave them a safety net, and they turned it into a hammock.”

			“Then we’ll have to learn.” Marinda thought of Owen Hardy’s granddaughter Keziah taking careful steps as she walked onto the tightrope, wavering, then finding her way. “We can learn.” 

			“I am glad to hear that, though I will not be here to see it.” 

			With painstaking slowness, the Watchmaker went up to the first stone Angel in her alcove facing out at Chronos Square. He stroked the elaborate carved feathers of her wings, then went to the next Angel, across the broad clockface glass, and then to the other alcoves, saying goodbye to each of his Angels. “Now it is your time, my Angels.” He seemed to have forgotten that Marinda was there. “Now you have no choice. It is time to fly.” He raised his hands in a shooing gesture. “I set you free!” 

			The Angels animated. Their great stone wings twitched and quivered. The figures rolled forward on unseen tracks to the openings where they gazed out from the top of the high tower. 

			“I set you free,” he said again. His voice held pride and awe, though it was weak, as if he were no more than a distant echo. 

			Just for an instant, the stone Angels turned back to look at the Watchmaker, their creator, their enslaver. Facing toward the open air again, they spread their wings as if to fly. Then all together the four stone women leaped from the tower and into the sunlight. 

			The Watchmaker leaned out through one of the alcoves and looked into the sky, staring at the gray-blue emptiness, following their flight. 

			Marinda watched him. From the crowd below, she heard gasps of horror and disbelief. The Watchmaker had stopped moving. The pale coldfire light in his eyes flickered, faded, and finally went dim. Like the pendulum in his enormous clock, he had run down and stopped. 

			Marinda hurried forward to touch his shoulders, and the Watchmaker slumped sideways like a mannequin stuffed with rags. 

			Standing at the open alcove door, she looked out into the sky, expecting to see the Angels. The noise of the crowd below grew louder, more distraught.

			With trepidation, she moved to the brink and gazed down into the square. At the base of the tower, the four stone Angels lay shattered on the flagstones, overcome by their own weighty but unrealistic aspirations of flight.

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 46

			With rakes and hoes and hard work, Owen and the grandchildren tilled the garden, turning over the dirt, adding compost, and preparing the soil for winter. All would be ready for new seeds in the early days of spring. The rich, black soil had always produced a bounty of fruits, vegetables, flowers. Anything Owen could imagine, he could grow. 

			The grandchildren did their chores alongside him, but asked repeatedly, “Are we done yet?” 

			Relenting, Owen turned them loose so they could run, collect fallen acorns from the oak trees, or play a game of hide-and-seek among the pavilions. 

			Alain, though, stayed with his grandfather, holding his rake. He said with a grin, “We’ll have a fine garden next year.”

			“Yes we will, Spark,” he said. “We have the best seeds, the best fertilizer.” He had always said that “optimism is the best fertilizer.” Now, he inhaled a long breath, feeling his lungs swell with the fresh air and his heart beating in his chest. “And I have the best people.”

			In recent years when he would ask the grandchildren to help in the garden, he had felt old and achy, content just to supervise. He would contemplate what he had grown, thinking of the peaceful strength of his plants, their faithful productivity, just like the Watchmaker’s honeybees. 

			Now he felt energetic, able to do what he wanted without the careful consideration of age. He didn’t know how long the quintessence would last, but he would enjoy it, use it, and appreciate it. The renewed energy gave him more time with the things he valued most, the things that remained to be seen. Francesca was gone, but he preserved his memories of her, and so she was still alive. She joined him in every daily task, smiling behind his eyes, whispering in his ear. He felt her caress on his cheek with every warm curl of a breeze.

			Xanadu had always been distant and separate from the paternal gaze of the Watchmaker, and he was sure the carnies would get along just fine making their own Stability—as would the rest of Albion, because he knew the people from his years of travels and adventures. 

			Alain interrupted his musing. “Will you help me practice my juggling over the winter? By the time we set off again in spring, I want to be the best juggler the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza has ever seen.”

			“Better even than me?” Owen asked.

			“Grandma Francesca said you weren’t all that good.”

			Owen sniffed in mock indignation. “Then that doesn’t bode very well for your training, does it?”

			Alain raised his chin with genuine bravado. “It just means I need to practice more, and I can surpass your teaching by a lot.”

			Together, they carried the gardening tools back to the shed. Owen rounded up an armload of rakes and hoes that the other grandchildren had just scattered on the ground. He was nimble and strong now. He remembered his excitement on that fateful night when he had jumped aboard a steamliner from Barrel Arbor, thinking big dreams, heading to Crown City where he had a chance of making good. 

			Alain stacked the tools in the gardening shed. “If you join us with the carnival this next season, you and I could juggle together. Think what an act it would be! People would come from miles around.”

			“People already come from miles around,” Owen said, “and the carnival already has clowns. They don’t need me.”

			“I’m serious. We could practice together, toss apples back and forth. I’m sure we could do it.”

			Owen shook his head as he closed the door of the shed. “I am juggling enough here. Oh, I’m not saying I’ll never travel with the carnival again, but I feel like staying at Xanadu. Adventuring is for the young.”

			“But you said you feel much younger now.”

			“I do, but there’s nothing wrong with growing old. You’ll find that out for yourself.”

			Alain scoffed. “Ha! In about fifty years.”

			“It’ll go by faster than you think, but in the meantime, I’m counting on you to have even more escapades than the great Hanneke Lakota. You’ll carry the torch from now on. It’s time you create your own stories instead of just listening to your grandfather’s.”

			The two of them strolled along in the orchard, where the apple trees were bare, all the leaves blown away by the late-autumn wind.

			“After everything you’ve done, Grandpa Owen, can you really be content here? I bet you’ll get bored.”

			“A quiet, perfect life is not the same as boredom,” Owen said. “But that’s a conclusion you reach only after you’ve done most of what you needed to do. You’re just at the start of your journey, and I expect that the name of Alain Hardy will someday become even grander than the name of his Grandpa Owen.”

			“At least in juggling,” the young man countered.

			Owen tousled his hair and thought back with a sigh, musing on all the memories that were still so vivid within him, an archive of experiences far larger than the library of Commodore Pangloss, or all the volumes kept in Underworld Books, or the images preserved in the glacier ice under the Northern Lights. Though they were just memories, some memories lasted forever.

			“I spent much of my life looking for a utopia, Spark—a wondrous place with perfect people. I left Barrel Arbor and went to Crown City, which wasn’t at all what I expected. I fled across the sea to Atlantis and Poseidon City, which also wasn’t what I expected. Then I traveled that continent, wandered the Redrock Desert, and found the legendary Seven Cities of Gold. . . .” He raised his eyebrows. “They weren’t what I expected either. 

			“I’ve come to realize that, for me, my utopia is right here, at my home. I made it myself, just as we all have to make our own paradise—for as long as it can last.” His heart ached, and he touched his chest, thinking of Francesca. “Everything has its place . . . and this place is my thing.”

			The two of them sat under the oldest apple tree in the orchard. They leaned against the trunk and looked up at the sky where the white clouds continued their parade of imaginary animals. They found dragons and lionsharks; one fluffy cumulus reminded them of a fierce snow dog.

			Owen said, “I remember when the fortune teller finally wound down. I was there when she handed me her last fortune.”

			“The Watchmaker’s daughter,” Alain said.

			Owen nodded. “She was also part of the carny family. You read her story in Clockwork Lives, but she had already told us bits and pieces of her tale. She said to me, ‘I was young then, and the world seemed bright, so many things to see, places to explore, and friends . . . I had so many friends. I wish that I could live it all again.’ She gave good fortune to all of us.” 

			Alain was uncertain. “Where will we get our fortunes from now on? She’s long gone.”

			“We make our own fortunes, and that fortune is life itself. Our fortune is to see, and do, and live as much and as long as we can, and for each one of us, that will be enough.” He closed his eyes, leaned back against the apple tree, and considered the business of dreaming and the responsibility of all that he wanted to do. 

			“I’m here, Spark, and I’m content to tend my garden . . . and my roses.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Chapter 47

			In the Watchmaker’s empty office, all the clocks had stopped with no one to wind them. Marinda found the silence unsettling at first, and then peaceful. 

			With the rock hammer, she made her own staccato rhythm—loud, sharp sounds as she cracked open the last of the Lugtown geodes. Rather than feeling disappointment when one after another held no spark of quintessence, she appreciated the beauty of the amethysts in their own right. 

			Marinda had lingered inside the tower. After the loss of the Clockwork Angels and the Watchmaker, the turbulence in Crown City had increased. People wailed in despair because they had no one to tell them what to do every moment of every day. The few last members of the radical would-be Anarchists, who had fought so hard for their extreme freedom, now didn’t know what to do with it and had gone into hiding. 

			The Watchmaker had loved his people, guided his people, created the Stability for reassurance, yet over time it had become a straightjacket for them. Most citizens of Albion had their tasks, their places. They knew what to do with their lives, how to work through the days. The sun came up, and the sun went down, and the world kept on, with all the time in between. 

			Albion wasn’t becoming the horrific place that Marinda had read about in the classic book Before the Stability, and she now doubted the truthfulness of all those inflammatory details, which had served the Watchmaker’s purpose. Besides, all the good people across the sea, like Hender, had gotten along well enough without their own Watchmaker.

			“It is what it is,” she said under her breath and picked up another thunder egg, hammering it hard. When the stone shell cracked, she found only purple crystals again, but she had decided that the amethyst was as beautiful as gold. 

			Zivo went about his duties in the Watchmaker’s office, arranging shelves, dusting, cleaning. He scooped the shards of the geodes into a basket and carried the debris out into the hall, building a larger and larger pile, which no one had any inclination to take away. Now that his mechanical body was damaged, the clockwork Regulator moved slower, and Marinda found that she had to recharge his coldfire batteries more frequently. 

			She had done her best to fix him up after Captain Peridone smashed him against the hard brick wall. She had lubricated the mechanical man’s joints, replaced some frayed cables and pulleys, but she feared that dear Zivo was also starting to wind down, just as his counterparts Woody and Lee had so many years ago. 

			She broke open two more thunder eggs and admired their individual beauty. She decided to leave here soon, maybe go back to her home in Lugtown or ride with young Hanneke Pangloss and revisit some of her favorite places in Albion. She did not want to stay in the Watchmaker’s office much longer, but her own work, the reason he had summoned her to Crown City in the first place, was still important. She vowed to finish the Watchmaker’s accurate biography with all the materials she could find here, and write it as true as she could make it. 

			She broke open the last geode with one hard blow, and an unearthly glow seeped up and bathed her face. She felt refreshed and awake just to look at it.

			“Miss Marinda, you found one!” Zivo set down his basket of rubble and painstakingly came over to join her.

			She pulled apart the thunder egg and looked at the bright, pure pearl inside. She remembered how the Watchmaker had snatched the droplet of quintessence and placed it on his tongue to grasp life for just a little longer. 

			Marinda was tempted as she looked at it, but she decided to do something else instead. “It’s just a tiny drop, Zivo, but it will keep you running for a long, long time.”

			

			Fully repaired and refurbished, the Working Angel approached Xanadu on a bright spring day. Jubilant carnies came out to welcome the colorful airship with all the pent-up energy that had grown over the winter season. 

			From above, Marinda gazed at Owen Hardy’s large garden, saw lines of velvet green where shoots of the first plants were poking up from the ground, full of optimism for a significant harvest at the end of the year.

			Hanneke spun the rudder and held onto the guiding wheel. The young pilot tried to act calm and professional, but during the flight from Crown City, she had not stopped talking about Alain Hardy and how much she needed a copilot, even though she had insisted otherwise many times. 

			After the airship landed in the open yard of the estate, Hanneke acted as if she were in no hurry, letting Marinda and Zivo climb out first. In the satchel at her side, Marinda carried her new books, some of the most important work she had written and published. It felt good, and it felt right to deliver copies here. 

			Carnies encircled the Working Angel. Marinda put a hand on Zivo’s shoulder for balance and watched Owen Hardy come forward with a spring in his step. Alain was at his side, and both were full of joy, full of life. 

			“We’re always happy to receive visitors at Xanadu,” Owen said.

			Alain added, “Especially people we like.” He smiled at Hanneke as she sprang down to the ground, ignoring the ladder. Marinda could see that the young woman was fighting the urge to run forward and hug her former companion. Alain, though, didn’t have such reservations, and he bounded over to her instead. 

			Marinda reached into her satchel and drew out a slender volume for Owen. “I brought something for you. I know you’ll appreciate it.” The book was newly published, and the honeybee symbol embossed on its cover was clean and fresh. She was sure Owen would read it again and again until the book was well-worn.

			He accepted it, puzzled but delighted. “What’s this? You have another book?”

			“An important book. It may look thin, but it was very hard to write,” she said. “The Watchmaker’s Complete Biography, accurate and verified.”

			Owen opened the first few pages, saw the words written there. “I expected his story would go on for hundreds of pages, and centuries.”

			Marinda nodded. “As the Watchmaker requested, I included only the truth. Once I stripped away all the legends and propaganda, this is what remained.”

			“It’s a large volume in its importance,” he said, accepting the book with reverence. “I’ll read it carefully and let you know what I think. I’ve been working hard on my own book, and I truly expect to finish it soon. Except now . . .” He flushed. “The problem is, I don’t think my story is over yet.”

			“There’s an obvious solution to that,” Marinda said. “Simply call it Volume One.”

			Owen laughed. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

			Because the spring day was unseasonably warm, the carnies gathered for a large lunch on open tables at the edge of the orchard. The leaves were bright green, and a blizzard of white apple blossoms filled the air with heady perfume. A buzz of diligent bees went about their pollinating duties, with or without the Watchmaker.

			Keziah had constructed another set of spring-loaded angel wings to be used in her tightrope act. Alain took the time to tell Marinda some of his adventures from Ultima Thule (slightly embellished), and the roustabouts groaned because they had heard the tales so many times already. But Marinda listened and enjoyed every word. This time, however, Hanneke sat next to him and interjected her own details. Fortunately, few of her additions contradicted the young man’s version. 

			Owen sat at the head of the table, glowing with pride as well as his palpable appreciation of life.

			Hanneke reached into her pack and withdrew her own gift for Alain, a long knife in a new leather sheath. “This is for you, Sparky. You were woefully unprepared before, and I want to make sure you’re ready for next time.”

			“Ready for what?” His eyes were shining.

			Then she invited Alain to join her as the Working Angel’s copilot, and he immediately agreed, although he made her promise to bring him to the Magnusson Carnival Extravaganza for a few of their greatest shows. He and Hanneke talked as comfortably as if they had never been apart for one minute, while also speaking as if they had a million years of catching up to do.

			After they were all stuffed from their meal, Marinda and Zivo watched the carnies practice some of their routines. Owen and Alain juggled with sets of apples, twirling them up in the air, catching them, then tossing them back and forth—five apples, seven apples, finally ten, spinning in a flurry until the old man and his grandson were laughing too hard and the entire clockwork performance fell apart in a jumble.

			Owen Hardy wasn’t finished displaying his joie de vivre, though. Even as Keziah took the top hat of César Magnusson from her mother and donned a false mustache, Owen climbed the tall chestnut tree that held the practice rope. Slowly and surely, he walked out onto the high wire. “See, I need no angel wings!” 

			Zivo puttered and clapped his mechanical hands in sincere applause. 

			Tired and flushed, young Alain came to sit next to Marinda after she called him over. “I have a gift for you, too, young man. Something you’ll take along on all your journeys, because you certainly have many more journeys ahead of you.”

			Alain wiped sweat from his forehead. “I sure hope so.”

			Owen took another chair on the grass next to Marinda. “From the expression on your face, this looks like an important conversation.”

			“I don’t believe in unimportant conversations.” From her satchel, Marinda pulled out the other book she had brought, a very thick volume just for Alain Hardy. 

			The young man’s eyes opened wide when he recognized the red-leather cover, the embossed alchemical symbols. “Another copy of Clockwork Lives? I wanted you to autograph the one I have.”

			“This is not Clockwork Lives,” she said. “It’s a brand new volume for a new story. I found my father’s old notes in our Lugtown cottage, and I experimented in the Watchmaker’s laboratory. I found a way to recreate it. So, I made a new book just for you.”

			Hanneke Pangloss trotted over, wondering why everyone had gathered without her. “What’s this, Sparky?”

			Alain took the red-leather volume, opened the cover, and saw that all the pages were clean, white paper. “It’s blank.” 

			“It’s ready,” Marinda replied. She looked up to see that Owen had tears in his eyes. “It’s a new Clockwork, and you’ll have all your life to fill it. That’s why I made it so thick.”

		
		

	
		
		
			Afterword 
The Measure of a Life

			While working on Clockwork Destiny, a year after the passing of Neil Peart, I dug through my notes and correspondence and found a letter Neil had sent me, dated June 5, 2010. He had just completed “The Garden” and said, “I’m sure it’s the most beautiful song we’ve ever written.” 

			He was right. 

			“The Garden” is the final track on Clockwork Angels, the last studio album Rush ever recorded. It was a perfect goodbye, and you can’t ask for more than that.

			When I finally got myself ready to write this novel, “The Garden” formed the thematic underpinning for this last great story of Owen Hardy and Marinda Peake. It was balanced by another of my favorite Rush songs, “Headlong Flight”—“All the journeys of that great adventure . . . it didn’t always feel that way. I wish that I could live it all again.”

			Or, as Neil Peart himself said, “Adventures suck when you’re having them.”

			As I looked back on Owen Hardy’s life, it also brought to mind the thirty years of friendship I had with Neil, that remarkable process when your idol becomes your mentor, then becomes your friend.

			

			My first novel, Resurrection, Inc. (Signet Books, 1988), was inspired by the Rush album Grace Under Pressure. Neil Peart’s lyrics shaped the story I was developing, and every song on that album made its way into a chapter. I acknowledged Neil’s lyrics in the front of the book, and after the novel was published, I autographed copies and mailed off a package to Mercury Records, where I was sure it would just get lost in the noise.

			About a year later, Neil wrote me a lengthy letter describing how much he liked Resurrection, Inc. That started a decades-long correspondence and friendship. He sent me copies of every Rush album as it was released, and I sent him copies of each book I published. (He certainly got the better end of that deal, but he made up for it by inviting me backstage at every Rush tour since 1991.)

			He was amazingly talented, not only as a drummer, but also with his lyrics, his ideas, his philosophy. In 1993, we wrote the story “Drumbeats” together, but our greatest collaborative effort began in 2009, when Neil was developing the lyrics for Clockwork Angels. He was fascinated with the steampunk genre. Since I had written several steampunk novels, Neil sent me emails asking about the genre, the tropes, and rolling out his idea for a story about a Watchmaker, an Anarchist, and a young hero caught between the two, all set in a sprawling steampunk world with pirates, airships, alchemy, a fantastic carnival, and Clockwork Angels.

			I brainstormed all this with him while trying to keep my geeky inner Rush fan from nerding out too much. On March 21, 2010, my wife, Rebecca, and I met Neil for lunch at a diner in Santa Monica. He was afire with enthusiasm for the Clockwork Angels project, telling us how the story was shaping up in the as-yet-to-be-written lyrics for the remaining tracks. He imagined Clockwork Angels as more than just a concept album, but also a Broadway show, a novel, even ice follies! I was starry-eyed and thrilled with the possibilities (ice follies?), but Rebecca was paying closer attention. 

			“Excuse me, Neil. A novel? Who’s going to write the novel?” 

			Neil shrugged. “Why, Kevin is, of course.”

			He and I started working out the full details of the story. On a day off during the Time Machine tour, August 17, 2010, I introduced Neil to one of my favorite sports. We climbed a 14,000-ft mountain peak, Mt. Evans, near Denver. On that long and grueling hike (while Neil had a bad ear infection), we laid out the rest of the novel. 

			Clockwork Angels turned out as perfect as any of my novels ever had. I was so proud of it. ECW Press published a beautiful hardcover volume, which hit the New York Times bestseller list on its first week out. I was able to text Neil just before he went up on stage for a show in New Hampshire, telling him that not only was he a great drummer, he was also a New York Times bestselling author.

			A few years after Clockwork Angels, we wanted to do something more with the characters and the world we had created. The result was Clockwork Lives, a novel woven together from individual short stories about our favorite places and characters, like a steampunk Canterbury Tales. 

			The stories seemed to come together magically. I’ve written a lot of books, but I’ve never had an experience like writing Clockwork Lives. Everything about that book turned out exactly the way we envisioned it. After I sent Neil the final draft, he read the entire thing in a day and pronounced, “Your finest work, I am sure.” I couldn’t have done it without the inspiration and the incredibly high bar set by “the Professor.”

			

			One of the stories in Clockwork Lives is “The Percussor’s Tale,” about a music professor in declining health who creates a steam-driven mechanical drummer with perfect rhythm. At the end of the story, the Percussor performs an incredibly complex symphony for the Watchmaker. This grand symphony was a tour of the wonders of the world, including “the legendary lands of the far north, Ultima Thule—a mirage of tremendous glaciers under dark skies that danced with shifting veils of colored light.”

			After writing that passage, Neil remarked that it would be fun to visit the far-flung icy landscape under the auroras in a story someday . . . and we realized that the Northern Lights must be the source of the quintessence. I suggested that we could take old Owen Hardy out for one last adventure, this time with his bright-eyed young grandson Alain. It quickly became apparent that they must be on a mission for the Watchmaker, who was running down after centuries of his Stability, and he needed Owen and the boy to find him a new source of quintessence. 

			And if we were going to set the adventure up in the great white north, then another famous Rush reference had to make an appearance: “By-Tor and the Snow Dog.”

			Instantly, the backbone of Clockwork Destiny was formed.

			For a couple of years, we dabbled with the idea off and on, and I kept notes of our conversations and other plot possibilities. I would talk with Neil about the story whenever we got together, but I had other book projects and deadlines. Neil embarked on the all-consuming R40 Tour, Rush’s last tour, which required extensive practice and rehearsals, and then months on the road before their final show in Inglewood, California, on August 1, 2015.

			Previously, Neil and I had taken a three-year break between the publication of Clockwork Angels and Clockwork Lives, and we had no contract for Clockwork Destiny, no deadline. We decided to let it develop organically, since these novels were extremely special to both of us.

			There was no hurry. We had all the time in the world.

			Until we didn’t.

			Not long after he retired, Neil was diagnosed with glioblastoma, a form of terminal brain cancer. From that point, whenever we did meet or talk, we would dabble a little with Clockwork Destiny, but there were other things to occupy our conversations. 

			The import of this novel, with its underlying theme of death and legacy and paying it forward, did not escape us, and writing it took on an entirely different perspective for me. An impossible task. We both knew that it wouldn’t be finished until after he was gone.

			Time is the true Anarchist.

			

			In 1997, Rebecca and I received a crushing phone call from Neil’s riding companion Brutus, letting us know that Selena, Neil’s only daughter, had been killed in a car accident. Not long afterward, his wife died of cancer, which Neil attributed to “a broken heart.” I expressed my heartfelt sympathy, but it seemed useless. I ran around in circles flailing, searching for something, somehow, that might help him. I couldn’t fathom even a fraction of how he must feel.

			Neil Peart famously withdrew from the world after his tragedies, which he chronicled in his amazing, heart-wrenching book Ghost Rider. He did manage to pull his life together, find new happiness and a new family.

			Unfortunately, many years later, I did understand part of what he had gone through. In March 2019, my only stepson, Jonathan, died unexpectedly of pulmonary edema that led to a heart attack, leaving his three young boys—our grandsons—fatherless. One of the last letters I received from Neil was him sharing his grief and sympathy over Jonathan.

			Four months later, my father died after a long battle with bile duct cancer.

			Then we lost Neil on January 7, 2020.

			After that, I had a rough time, spinning on emotional black ice—and that was when the whole world went into a tailspin due to Covid-19. Over the span of a year and a half, the only time I got on an airplane was to attend Neil’s private memorial service.

			After a while, in spring 2020, some of my friends noticed a change in me and expressed their concern, worried about me. One evening, while I was staying alone in a mountain cabin for a writing retreat, I played the song “Madrigal” from the old Rush album A Farewell to Kings, and the lyrics hit me like a physical blow.

			
				When the dragons grow too mighty

				To slay with pen or sword

				I grow weary of the battle

				And the storm I walk toward

			

			I broke down, and over the course of that evening, I wrote this response online. As a writer, I find my own therapy in words: 

			
				A week ago I made a hard post to say I was OK. Some close friends were worried that I might be slipping into depression, but that isn’t the case, honest. I’m not “fine.” I’m heartbroken and sad, and I’m going to be sad. But I’ll get through it. The support of friends and fans has been an anchor.

				If the dream is won, though everything is lost . . .

				I am in the process of turning grief into memories. But that process has also made me realize some real changes, some subtle, some difficult, some genuine revelations.

				Do we have to say goodbye to the past? Yes, I guess we do.

				Why does it happen? Because it happens.

				When I was a kid, we had a big garden, maybe like Owen Hardy’s garden in Clockwork Angels. We grew beets, and my mom would can a year’s worth of beet pickles. In a big pot of water, we boiled and scalded the beets so we could easily slip off the rough, hard skin and reveal the tender, crimson interior underneath. Like a red heart.

				I feel like I’ve been boiled and scalded, but I’ve also peeled away some of my hard exterior, exposing vulnerabilities, but I don’t care. I am no longer reluctant to say “I love you” to people who really mean something to me. I used to hold it in, waiting for the right moment, thinking maybe I should wait, or embarrassed to admit my feelings. That’s stupid. I need to say it. They need to hear it.

				I did say it to Neil. I did say it to my dad. I did, by amazing good fortune, say “I love you” to my stepson when we said goodbye in the park, even though I never imagined that would be the last time I’d ever see him.

				I’ve learned to look at life in the available light.

			

			

			Clockwork Destiny hung out there, not just for the several years that Neil and I had talked about it and put it on the back burner, but all the time afterward when the notes sat tucked away in a folder.

			After about six months, I spoke with Neil’s wife, Carrie, and told her where the story was, how far we had gotten on it, and frankly wondered whether I should go back and work on the novel, when I could, when it was time . . . or if it should just stay buried. Carrie gave me her wholehearted support to finish Clockwork Destiny. It was the best thing we could do for Neil.

			A year after his death, I pulled out all of the notes, the quotes and phrases we had written down, poignant lines that in another universe might have become song lyrics. I pulled together all the possible adventures we had imagined for Owen Hardy and his grandson, also tied them together with an equally important storyline featuring Marinda Peake, the strong-willed heroine of Clockwork Lives.

			David Caron, the publisher of ECW Press (which has done such a remarkable job on the first two Clockwork novels), was extremely enthusiastic and supportive, applying no pressure whatsoever, giving me no deadline—which of course had the opposite effect.

			Because it had been more than five years since Clockwork Lives was published, and almost ten years since we’d written Clockwork Angels, I needed to dive back into that complex, wonderful steampunk universe. So many details had faded into memory, but everything had to be bright and fresh in order for me to write there again. 

			With no small amount of trepidation, I listened to the unabridged audiobook—eight and a half hours narrated by Neil himself, with his rich, warm voice reading me the story of Owen Hardy, the Watchmaker, the Anarchist, the Wreckers, the Seven Cities of Gold, and Francesca. . . . 

			That experience at last felt cathartic rather than devastating, and I remembered our joy in this fictional world and these characters again. Next, I listened to the audiobook of Clockwork Lives, the disparate tales performed by different readers (including yours truly). My mind was back in Albion, and I was ready to go. And once I finally resolved to get started, I couldn’t wait to write. On my way at last!

			After I had fleshed out my outline, I was pleased with how the pieces of the story all fell into place. Rebecca knew what I needed, and she let me go off by myself for a week in the Utah Canyonlands near Moab, the spectacular Island in the Sky, the Needles District, Arches National Park. This was also one of Neil’s favorite places.

			I went there to hike and think. And write. 

			The story, the characters, the scenes had been building up inside me for so long. Once I started Clockwork Destiny, it was like turning on a spigot, and the novel poured out of me. I wrote the entire first draft, 90,000 words, in only twenty-one days and finished my first complete edit of the manuscript exactly one month from the day I had written the first sentence.

			It is for you, dear reader, to decide the measure of the novel and the measure of Owen’s life—and ours.

			It is what it is, and forever. Hope is what remains to be seen.

			—Kevin J. Anderson

			Utah and Colorado

			Spring 2021
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