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PRELUDE

July 15, 1914



Queen Victoria’s visiting chamber was among the most secret of Buckingham Palace, a shadowed corner of the hallowed grounds where her family had wielded power since Elizabeth united the country. It was lit by weak candles, for that was her optical preference.

One attendant wiped her exhausts clean, another fed coal into her scoop, which retracted into her wide carapace where her remaining organs, braced by brass, wood, and wire, pumped the life back into her, while the third powdered her face. The room appeared as bare as an inquisition’s cell, but hidden within its walls were what Mr. Wells had playfully called “counter measures” should any try to do what time itself had failed to do and end the age of Victoria.

A knock. A fist drowned. Ripples long past their center.

“Who?” she said, and her body vibrated like a wax cylinder echoing the symphonies of a lost age.

“Minister Churchill,” said Lord Barrett. “As requested.”

“Enter.”

The attendants retreated into their alcoves. Dim light sliced away the dark with a wide arc as the fit, small man with ruddy face entered, bowler in his hand, grim lines in his young face. She was glad smell was lost. For he looked to smell of cakes and ale.

“Majesty,” he said, the soft lisp of his meager royal blood annoying her gears. “I fear the earliest reports by wire were true. Our mage was shot—”

“Killed?” She inhaled. “Wells?” Each word punctuated by pain and a plume of steam. “Killed?”

“Nearly. The assassin’s bullet was arcane. It avoided others in Piccadilly Circus like a mosquito which craved one victim’s blood. After working with Scotland Yard, I have no doubt that our assassin was sent by … the German side of the Society.”

“Outcasts,” she said, wishing her words would flow as did Mr. Churchill, minus his ignoble lisp. “Judases.”

“Of course, Majesty. There is no longer doubt that the Kaiser’s self-appointed exile from the Theosophical Society has led to a first strike against our talents. He is preparing for war, thinking he has the advantage of chaos, first from taking his country from the Society, then our dear Mr. Wells. We have not had this much discord since our last … rupture.”

“Bonaparte,” she said, disgust vaporizing with the effort, the lingering nightmare of the Corsican demon coming into the bedrooms of her children, Boney coming to get them. “Russia?”

“They are onside, and stabilized. I have finally convinced your great nephew that their maji is a cancer and not an asset, though the Tzarina is less sanguine. Thus, the mad monk lives, but is now contained in the katorga of Siberia. So long as mighty Russia holds, Rasputin is no threat.”

“Heathen. Death.”

“I concur, but given that Russia keeps Germany in check with the largest army in Europe, I believe we should allow the Tzar to punish his rogue the way he sees fit. Contained he will no longer speak of the might of flesh over machine, of corpse magic, of the unholy power of the damned. The creature was replaced by Monsieur Fabergé.

“Acceptable.”

Churchill nodded. “And our focus must now be on the war to come. I suspect they will turn this Balkan debacle into—”

“Wells? Alive?”

“After a fashion, Majesty. He sits in Dorset under the finest care with our most talented healers, I assure you. Alive but unresponsive and, even if he returns from wherever that great mind is lost, he may… not be able to move again. The bullet’s damage to his spine, I fear, is beyond our best hands. I fear only Mr. Wells had the facility to bring himself back whole, as he has served with you.”

Steam hissed out of her back.

Churchill cleared his throat. “I can report that all houses of the Society are working toward breaking the Germans for their insolence, and returning the balance, as the Society has for centuries.”

“Understood.”

He nodded, turned, and then walked toward the open door.

“Minister.”

He turned.

Her metal teeth shook. “Prevail.”

“Always, Majesty. The alternative is unfathomable.”


CHAPTER ONE: THE TROGLODYTE WORLD



In the cold basin of a muddy shell hole, Warren Bishop inhaled the fetid scent of death that covered all of No-Man’s Land. What is this death scent doing to my innards? Did the mangled remains of so many rotting dead hunks of soldiers leave a wicked curse or spell in the living? A grim magic fouler than the eerie march of mustard gas or the hellfire of a creeping barrage?

Was there a hint of Alex in the air?

Guilt chiseled his dead brother’s face into the mud before him. And even in the numbness of soggy clothes and boots which sank into his flesh with a damp regret, he could still feel the echo of Alex’s slap at the train station three years ago. The word his younger brother had branded into his mind still stung as hard as the open palm shot.

Coward.

“Hey, Qimmiq,” Tikani Joe whispered, his Eskimo voice hard and jagged as the brutal landscape above the lip of the shell hole, but strong as the shark tooth that hung around his neck. “Eyes up. Stop staring at the earth. Plenty of time for that when we’re dead. Eyes up and on the Bosch.” Lieutenant Christopher, that prissy prancer who acted like he was a British-born member of the ancient Queen’s family, had yelled at them both when word got around that they were the only snipers who talked while stalking a Hun. Neither Warren nor Tik cared. What would he do? Send them to war if they got caught?

Warren smirked. “Good thing I got better eyesight than you then, huh, Tik?”

Tik picked more mud off the barrel of his Ross rifle. The moonlight was strong enough for Warren to see his old friend’s smile. Tik’s reputation as a sharpshooter had killed all the dirty-Indian jokes in the platoon, and those that didn’t know his rep ended up eating their teeth by Warren’s hand; it was sure as sunrise that if Tikani hit a white man, he’d end up on some suicide mission to nowhere all by his lonesome.

“How many Bosch you up to?” Warren said.

“Thirteen,” Tik said. “Bad number. Need to add another notch or I’ll have bad luck for seven days.”

“That secret Eskimo superstition?”

“Catholic wisdom, you godless shit. Now keep an eye out.”

Warren took his filthy periscope, cleaned the lens, and covered the top with dirt and a shattered branch, and slowly lifted it above the rim of the hole. Then, there it was, a reflection of No-Man’s Land.

Christ, he thought to himself each and every time he forced himself to look. Alex had called him a coward for not signing up in ’14, but how could anyone blame you for not wanting to run headfirst into hell’s shithouse? And, apparently, joining the Experimental Flying Corps in the West didn’t take guts, as if breaking the laws of nature and heading into god’s country on a flying gas tank was for sissies and mollycoddles. Not everyone had to die in the trenches to prove themselves.

But Alex did.

“Anything?” Tik said.

“Wait,” Warren said. “Yes.”

Tik loaded his rifle in two movements with barely a hint of sound.

“Yes, there’s a hole in the earth. And … movement.”

Tik began to rise.

“Wait!”

Tik froze.

“My God. It’s a skeleton army rising from the ground, killing every man, rat, and Eskimo in its path, consuming the earth in its wake, like a tidal wave from hell!”

The rifle butt jarred Warren’s back hard enough to kill his chuckles. He fell down laughing in the mud and sludge.

Tik shook his head. “You read too many dime novels, Qimmiq.” That was funny, since Tik didn’t read at all. Instead, he took great pleasure in harassing Warren to tell him tales he’d stolen from Burroughs, Kipling, a stray penny dreadful or a bawdy story he’d picked up in Edmonton on the Flying Farm, where he’d heard the news that Alex was dead. “Combat is not for jokes.” Warren had enjoyed the listless life of a thousand jobs and loud women before scratching out stories while those American experts of aviation sent their consultant to Edmonton to teach the foolish and criminal and otherwise unfit for duty to fly in contraptions that he was sworn to keep secret.

But Tik? The Eskimo had been a warrior without a war. Ever since they were kids, Tik had been looking for a good fight, bad fight, any fight until there were no more critters on two legs that would test him, so he wandered with Warren and started his own trouble until he found out Europe was in need of fresh corpses while Warren saw the sun go down while flying like a dust mote in the face of god.

Until he got the letter about Alex, hit the canteen, and so too tight that the next thing he knew he was in a night sky, trying to reach heaven in a Sopwith Camel that the Corps claimed had been invented by Thomas Edison himself, a flight so light that you’d think it ran on good intentions. But heaven was closed, Alex was gone, and Warren still didn’t know if his crash landing was intent or accident.

Neither mattered. Alex was dead. And now, kicked out of the Flying Corps, the only thing he could do was punish himself on the Western Front.

But with Tik, he kept on living.

“So, is this combat all they promised?” Warren spit dirt and set his scope back up. “How long they been at this shit now, three years? This ain’t some storybook war of daring and courage and glory. They turned Europe into a bleeding graveyard. How many dead now? Can we even count that high? All of it for some king they’ve never seen, safely tucked away in his castle. Any idiot who gets caught in this whirlwind deserves his fate.”

Tik’s face stiffened. “Even Alex?”

The last word stung in his back like he’d fallen on a hornet’s nest. Alex, five years younger and five years smarter, hadn’t waited until he was eighteen. He had bribed the doctor for a medical with a fake birth date and steamed it across the Atlantic to London, then France, in 1914.

Dead three years later. At Vimy Ridge. Great victory, they all said at the Flying Camp Barracks, the American advisors and the British instructors and the Canadian meat packed into the winged coffins. What a hero, what a soldier, what a guy, they all said. What good is being a hero if you’re dead and buried and no one can slap your back, buy you a round?

No one said that.

Mother had sent him Alex’s Victoria Cross, just to rub iodine in his sour soul. It arrived while he was still on a drunk about Alex, working tables at a tavern in Edmonton, stealing sips and tips while the last of his sprains healed. The whole bar, old drunks and young soldiers, cheered the boys of Vimy when they saw it. Victoria Cross in his tight fist, Warren had knocked five down and nearly strangled a brash soldier to death before he was arrested, beaten, and jailed.

When an MP came to see him swollen in shackles, and asked if indeed he was the brother of war hero Alexander Bishop, Warren showed him the bloody VC and traded jail for the Western Front.

Tik spoke low while dark winds caressed the air above. “Sorry, Qimmiq.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it was a dirty punch.”

“Forget it, okay? Let’s just focus on not dying tonight.”

It sounded good for a lie. But Warren saw no point in this goddamn rich man’s war besides keeping his friend from heading off to the afterlife.

“Okay,” Tik said. “You want the rifle? I could use the dummy head?” The dummy head sat in a sack with a couple of boards and other sniper junk to fool the enemy into giving up their position. They’d named the dummy head Christopher after their lieutenant, who seemed to think dispatching raid after raid would get him noticed by General Currie. Once he heard about the dummy head, Warren and Tik ended up lead snipers on the next raid. And the next. And the next.

Prissy shit couldn’t take a joke in a war that was nothing but absurd. “Nah,” Warren said.

“You sure? You’re almost as good a shot as I am.”

“Almost?” Tik had taught Warren how to hunt, shoot, and live in the wild, something that drove Mother crazy. Unlike Alex, Warren wasn’t latched to the idea of the cozy home of Mother. Too much blood on the floor, even if Alex had never seen it. “Hell, I tied us up last raid with two kills.”

“They don’t count.”

“Why not?”

“Because those Germans were fat. Too easy. Like hitting a wall with an apple.” He chuckled and Warren did, too, feeling nothing. Tik always did this to keep Warren trying, practicing, striving to do better, trying to beat the mighty Tik. Mother hated the Eskimo for teaching him about hunting, about woodcraft, about how to fight like it’s your last act in a deadly play.

But here, Mother’s disgust and the sting of her rod were fading from memory. Warren would find death here, he was certain. And with it, maybe rub the stain of his brother’s disgust from his mind.

“Thanks,” Warren said, scratching the louse-itch on his neck. “But I’m fine being your eyes tonight. Let me get the lay of the land before we get Little Christopher out of the bag.” The perpetual gloom of No-Man’s Land was easing with a bright summer moon, as patches of clouds swam the sky like ghostly sheets on a window. Looking through the periscope, Warren wondered how many moments he had left for peering over the hills to hell before the devil found him. Focus, he told himself. Just focus. You never hear the one that gets you, anyway.

Their goal was simple. Scope terrain. Make notes. Run back with the specifics, then get back to the hole and wait for the raid to start. Once it did, and the enemy gave up their machine gun nests, put as many holes in them as you could.

Somewhere, hidden in the cracked landscapes like ants in their caves, the Hun sat. And, if you believed the trench papers, they polished the skulls of the dead Canadians and used them for toilets.

God, he thought, the trenches were full of macabre stories far worse than magical monkey’s paws or chatty ravens or any other wild maelstrom of monstrosities that rose out of Poe’s head. In the filth and the unyielding stench of death came tales of crucified soldiers on church steeples. Of the Germans harvesting corpses for their dreaded tallow machine to churn humanity into grease for artillery. And the most sensationally bizarre of them all, the tale of the Lost Battalion, soldiers who abandoned both sides to live, fight, and die in No-Man’s Land against anyone and everyone until the war was finally over.

I wonder if they’re hiring, Warren thought as he blinked away the sweat itching at his eye. He ignored the aches in his neck and joints, the lice down his neck, the fear that rats were chewing through his boots when he wasn’t looking, the mercurial shiver that every night was the night that his number was up, and that he might snuff it just because Lieutenant Christopher couldn’t take a goddamn joke.

Fact was, Christopher didn’t consider Tik and Warren real soldiers.

Real soldiers were the ones who signed up when King and Kitchener called, not the ones who hightailed for some wild experiment on the prairie, riding planes against the winter sunlight, dressed like flying Eskimos, planes that could withstand cold better than a man covered in seal blubber. No, these pilots were freaks and remittance creatures who had no value on the front and were turned into flying lab rats.

Real men, like Alex, died when asked and did not make fun of their superiors. White and proud. Tik at least was a warrior born, probably served in as many battles as …

Alex. The bitter look on his face, the hard crack of his soft hand. The branding word of coward.

It infected Warren, awake and asleep. To be a coward and shirker to the one soul you tried to do right by, tried to teach, the one who followed in your footsteps and avoided Mother’s rod and tongue because you took the blows first. The good son.

Rotting in a mass grave in France. All Alex was, all Alex ever would be, was that bitter face inside Warren’s head. Haunting him like a frozen ghost against the Western sky.

The cracked landscape was unshifting, and after a while his mind wandered again. War was an awful dream, he thought. And no one is waking up anytime soon. Clouds rolled over and the blue moonlight was snuffed, only returning in splinters and small waves.

“Qimmiq,” Tik said, back to the shell-hole wall, holding his rifle as if it were Excalibur. “Tell me a story.”

“Thought you didn’t like my dime-novel mouth?”

“Not when you’re lying to me. Tell me more about that place like this. The Earth with an open wound.”

He adjusted the periscope, and the mirror world filled with pock-marked fields blossoming with barbed wire and lumps of ruined earth, mangled trees like the bones of shattered giants, and busted sandbags filled with spare body parts. If the Hun was out there, he was hiding better than a snake in tall grass. “You mean the hollow earth? Sure you don’t want me to tell you about Tarzan?” He smirked, but cut his breath short when he saw … something.

“You keep your noble savage stories and shove them up your ass, Qimmiq.”

Whatever he’d seen move, it vanished.

“Forget that hollow earth,” Tik said. “How about one of your own stories?”

The beaten earth held shadows in the silver moonlight that stayed still and quiet, though the sound of vermin was everywhere. “You might find this surprising, my warrior friend,” Warren said, “but I haven’t had much time to type things up in the parlour.”

“Bah, the best stories are told, not read. What about that one about the duelling pilots?”

“Winter Knights?”

“Tell that one.”

“You’re not sick of it?”

“How can I be? It ends with you crashing on your ass!” Tik laughed.

Warren mumbled. “Well, it was a lot less funny when I walked away from that mangled heap of wood and wire.” It was a strange thing, desiring a profession your mother hated and yet supported. She’d made sure there were buckets of books in the house, but as soon as Warren told her he wanted to be just like Edgar Rice Burroughs, he had the dream beat out of him. Almost. How quaint and strange that she found it odd he didn’t want to stay on the farm.

But that dream was eaten by the moths of war. He’d barely saved enough for a Remington before the drunken brawl he’d started at the Lonely Horse, Victoria Cross in his hand. And if he survived, what then? After this kind of hell, he thought, how could you write about adventure without it drowning in the red shadow of combat? War is just a grave for the brave, and the spoils of victory go to the snakes.

His thoughts snapped.

Through a low fog, movement on the rim of a shell hole. His eyes focused with an icy precision.

A rat? Too big. Dog?

No, wait … a … head. Someone was out there. Maybe this was the machine gun nest.

Warren whispered quiet as a church mouse. “Tik, get ready.”

Shoulders.

“No joke?” Tik said.

He shook his head, eyes unflinching in the viewer.

Torso.

“Ten o clock over my shoulder. Ready?”

“Ready.”

Clouds ran by, then moonlight returned, and what blood was left in Warren’s face fled to the soles of his boots and into the grave dirt of Europe.

Emerging from the shell hole, dragging another body out.

Face grey, filthy black hair over his eyes and button nose, but the three little scars on his cheek from the wild dogs that had plagued Fort William when they were kids, made it impossible for him to be anyone else. He looked sick, stumbling on the churned earth. But it was Alex, as sure as Warren knew his own face.

“Hell.”

The world roared to life with machine gun fire shredding the air and plugging his brother like iron hornets.

Warren screamed as the soldier fell back, out of sight. Warren began clawing his way out of the shell hole. Before Tik could stop him from charging into No-Man’s Land, the thunder of artillery filled the air, consuming all sound in its wake, including Warren’s guttural scream.

“Alex!”


CHAPTER TWO: A LADY OF INVENTION



Hazy afternoon light flittered in through the window of the hospital where Vasilya sat, waiting for word of Monsieur Fabergé, for almost three hours. His ragged cough had all but dissipated from the barred hallways where he was kept, until there was nothing left but an echo of a memory.

Wait until we hear from my contact, Oskar, he’d said, before collapsing on the rail platform and those soldiers in long coats and hard, German faces dragged them to the nearest hospital.

Across from her was a German soldier in battle dress, head bandaged, face covered in bubbled flesh. Mustard gas. Three years of war had consumed the world and there was no end in sight. Vasilya tried not to stare at the soldier, tried not to hate him and everything he and his uniformed kin had done to Russia. War was the enemy of creation, Monsieur Fabergé had said. And she’d never agreed with him more. It twists the progress of industry into a forge of hate and has a bottomless appetite for all that is good in the world. And it was destroying Monsieur Fabergé and his family, and tearing her away from Russia, casting her into the heart of the enemy.

God, she thought. Here I sit, staring at my worn summer boots, hoping no one notices my Slavic features, or French dress, torn, dirty, but nicer than any cloth on the thin women of Berlin. To be Russian, let alone a pacifist, in Germany’s terrible capital … this was tantamount to suicide. Mother had screamed as much when Vasilya told her she was going with M. Fabergé, and that she could not stay in Russia as it collapsed in on itself with that awful revolution, tearing the royal family to pieces and staining the streets with their blood. Dark whispers followed Vasilya from St. Petersburg. The Tzar was dead. His wife murdered. The children butchered and the corpses hanging outside the Duma.

She held her thin hands in a still and perfect pose. Bolsheviks, she ruminated, were monsters and barbarians seeking to use the talk of progress into sending Russia into a new dark age where the peasant mobs ruled instead of those suited by birth and ability. Vasilya wanted no part of such a nightmare. Even if she wasn’t a royal, but only the bastard daughter of the Tzar’s jeweler.

So, here she was, sitting quiet in the heart of the German Empire, with her protector now ill and vanished. She was as lonely as a star in sunlight, invisible and distant, but it would keep her from harm. Temporarily. How long would she be sitting here in the open? Monsieur Fabergé had not said. Questions produced the worst coughing from him, the kind tinted red. She simply trusted his word that he had a way out of Russia, and away from the lynch mobs of those who served the royal house. And she believed him.

Her only suitcase lay across her lap like a writing desk. Inside, Click and Clack, her greatest creations yet, slept like real mice after a long meal, though she was grateful they did not leave a trail of droppings wherever they went. Monsieur Fabergé had called them “magnificent creatures,” his kindest word yet on her meagre, independent efforts, and none could have been possible if he hadn’t seen the talent in her, worthy of his attention. It was her proudest moment, since after she’d shown him their mechanical hearts, he’d again asked her to work with him on the next Egg. The Tzarina’s Easter Egg.

Her last Fabergé egg.

Also hidden inside her case was a worn Tom Swift book she ached to read, to transport her mind away from war and the sallow looks of the people everywhere, to a place where genius saved lives, where invention trumped savagery, where science was a savior. Mother had destroyed her copies of H. G. Wells, for fear they would be found by the Red gangs who were breaking into homes, searching for any reason to drag you away, including books by “foreigners.”

Peasants, she thought. Mindless, thuggish peasants. She’d saved her Swift books while Mom was tossing Wells in the fire.

The great man had been in a coma for three years, another visionary destroyed by German savagery, or so everyone said in St. Petersburg. Wells was too visionary to keep alive, so some kraut assassin had silenced his mind to prevent another far seer from telling humanity there was a future that did not involve ruined cities, ruined earth, and generals and revolutionaries with bloodstained hands.

She caressed the locks on the case … Click and Clack always returned a glimmer of hope to her heart that she could make things of wonder, that maybe, one day, she too could take part in the Fabergé legacy and create magic for the royal family, maybe even rise to the premier jeweler of the nation…

No, she thought as her flight of fancy began to drag with the harsh grip of reality. I would remain in the shadow as Monsieur Fabergé’s sons took the family business while I toiled in the workshop he had provided, where he would teach me his secrets, because while they may lay claim to the name Fabergé, they did not have their father’s gifts. Not like I do.

You must be strong, Monsieur Fabergé had said in low whispers to keep himself from coughing on the train. We are noble servants of the Tzar, and we remain so. We do not coddle weakness. Be strong and patient, my protégée, or else all I have planned for is lost.

She folded her hands.

“Ms.…?”

An ancient nurse with sharp green eyes and not a single iron-grey hair out of place stood beside her, a model of Prussian womanhood. “Eva,” Vasilya said, quietly, in practiced German. “Eva Klein.”

“Ms. Klein, you may see your uncle now.”

Cold rivets of fear sliced down her back. Vasilya stood, gripped her suitcase, and followed the nurse through the antiseptic smell of the hospital. It made her gag.

They walked to a far wing, where the sounds of patients’ moaning could no longer be heard. Nor was there a hint of Monsieur Fabergé’s demonic cough. “In here,” said the nurse, jutting her chin to the door on Vasilya’s right, then stalked off with precision steps that would have made a Swiss watchmaker swoon.

She pushed the door open and before her was a screened off portion of the room, shadows lying behind it. The door closed behind her. A sound, like a rusty bellows, heaved in the air. Shadows flared against the wall in time with the wretched sound.

“Hello?” she said in German. “M. Fabergé?”

“Hello,” said a voice. In Russian. “Come forward.”

She gripped the knob, but the door was locked.

“Unless you have the strength of steel or a lock picking kit in your suitcase, I’d suggest not wasting my time any longer.”

Click and Clack could pick the lock, but she wasn’t supposed to have even brought them, one of the few times she’d disregarded one of Monsieur Fabergé’s commands.

“I won’t ask again.” The voice was grizzled and curt, as if his lungs had been branded with hot tobacco and never cooled. The shadows rose and lowered with the rusty grind of gears about to spark. “Come forward.”

Vasilya parted the curtain and dropped the suitcase in horror.

Monsieur Fabergé lay lifeless on a worn and rusting hospital gurney, arms tied to the sides with blood-stained bandages. A sheet covered his naked form to his neck.

And that’s only where the horror began.

His face was a mechanical bug, some iron and widget fly-face with massive dark eyes and a mechanical snout and snorkel made of plastic and cloth that looped over his shoulder and attached to the hideous metal bellows that rose and fell above a metal canister with a series of dials and switches. Another tube led from the side of the canister and fitted upon a bucket filled with a repulsive-smelling, green-and-red liquid she’d seen stained on his handkerchief. Her mind ran over the machine like water, trying to figure out its operating principles.

“Impressive, no?”

She gasped, having just focused on the motionless man behind the machine. His silver moustache was like a broom, each hair cut level with the rest, no nicotine stains, no dirt or grime. The elderly German wore a full officer’s uniform, chest adorned with more medals than Vasilya had seen on any soldier in Russia or Germany.

But for all his impeccable attention to detail, two things were missing. An arm and an eye. A folded jacket sleeve revealed the one; an eye patch covered the other.

Her lips trembled, wondering what to say.

“Choose the language you are most comfortable with,” said the German. “I speak most of them.”

“What have you done to him?” she said in French.

He smiled and returned in kind. “Saved his life. He has influenza. A virulent strain. I suspect given to him by a mutual foe If not for my invention, his lungs would be drowning in his own liquids.”

“You … built this?”

“Only the weak allow their handicaps to stop them,” he said coolly.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Yes. You did. Vasilya Savorov.” He stamped the floor, startling her. “Illegitimate daughter of the esteemed jeweler and master craftsmen Monsieur Fabergé.”

The words were cold, factual, and yet her temper began to rise. But Monsieur Fabergé had warned her that just being talented does not give you license to lose your head. “And who are you?”

“Colonel Gustov Balk. The man who is keeping your father alive, and you would do well to remember it. You are swimming in hostile waters, child.” The bellows creaked and M. Fabergé’s body seized.

“Sir!” she said, gripping M. Fabergé’s hand. “You can’t die. Help him!” she yelled at the colonel. “Do something!”

“I am and I will, you have my word.”

“Then why are you just standing there like a corpse!” Monsieur Fabergé’s whole body fought for air, gripping at nothing behind the metallic bug-eyed mask.

“Because I need your word that you will help me.”

Her whole body shook. “Help you what?”

He stood back, taller. “Help me win this war.”


CHAPTER THREE: THE PERILOUS INSTANT



The world shook from hell to heaven as Warren’s feet touched No-Man’s Land. Star shells bloomed in the black sky as planes flew above them with the grace of metallic hornets, while in front of Warren shells returned to earth like god’s fists. Streaked with lightning, they rolled toward the enemy lines, churning earth, abandoned corpses, and barbed wire into a mess that could be traversed by infantry or maybe those monstrous ironclads on land, tanks.

When battle came, everything shifted, everything moved, like millions of pieces on the clockwork chessboard. And the horrific shit was internal, too. In a perilous instant, when battle began, but before he could turn his will to action, Warren’s heart and soul flared.

And into that fury of fire, metal, and death Warren plunged to save what he had seen, the impossible mirage he could not ignore:

Alex. Alex was there. Alex was hurt, he was dead and hurt and out there.

Legs trembling on the shaking earth, Warren cut across the savaged battleground, breathing dirt and smoke, running into the maelstrom. Questions --Where has he been for a year? What hell is he living in? -- stabbed him then vanished as a shell exploded and sent him thundering back in the hole.

Tik grabbed him by the collar. “Idiot! The barrage has just started! We need to get that machine gun nest on the hill that just rattled off!”

Warren shoved Tik back with anger that actually moved the massive warrior. “Alex is out there! They hit him! He’s there!”

Tik stared hard.

“I’m not mad,” Warren screamed. “I saw him. I know it’s him.”

Tik shook his head while hell thundered above. “You won’t live to find him if we don’t take out that nest. Do you hear me, Qimmiq? Listen. I’ll help you find him, but we need to do this first. Get it?” He gripped Warren’s shoulder. “Do you hear me?”

“Get the fuck off me.” He shoved Tik away, and with his free hand grabbed his own Ross rifle.

Tik glared.

Warren picked up the periscope and gazed.

Alex had vanished from the jumbled vision of the battlefield, and for the first time since he saw his kid brother off at the train station, tears swelled Warren’s eyes. I’m a fucking coward, he thought, as the wall of burning artillery fire thundered forward. I’m a goddamn coward if I don’t get him out of there. Soon, there would be the charge of the battalion, the asshole veterans who hated the snipers because they hadn’t bled with them at Vimy, but waited until the war was old before getting thrown in the ranks.

Fuck them, Warren thought, but bit his trembling lip. If Alex is out there, I’ll find him. He scanned the rugged ground until he caught sight of blasts of machine gun fire three hundred yards away in a mess of a tree trunk and sand bags.

“Three hundred,” Warrens said. “One o’clock from your position.” Tik fixed his own scope. “Bet there are three there.” Above the parapet of their shell hole was a block of wood covered in filth and slit near the bottom for the barrel to go out and the scope to see through. “You take the shield,” Warren said, and unslung his rifle, and pulled down his helmet. “I’ll use the naked eye.”

“Dangerous work,” Tik said. “You take the shield.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m less scared to die than you, Qimmiq. Fear can make your hand tremble.”

“Bullshit!”

The Barrage crept away. “No time,” Tik said, moving away from the base of the shield. “This is our best chance. Go.”

They acted in unison like two cowboys fighting a last stand battle with their backs against the Alamo wall, slow and certain and bodies synchronized to one purpose.

They stood, back to the mud wall, and slowly got into position. Warren checked his scope to make sure it was clean, then loaded the rifle in two movements.

Tik nodded, Warren nodded back, and took a long deep breath. One, two—

They turned in unison, slid the barrels into position, Warren with the shield, Tik the exposed shell mouth. Warren focused his sight on the distant head of a German machine gunner, visible between the splintered halves of a dead oak trunk. He fired first and the man’s head snapped out of view and the gun died as another man took his place. Another bolt of rifle fire and his head vanished in a sea of red mist. Then another for the next idiot to take his place.

Tik was on fire and smiled when a fourth shot cracked. Tik hit the bottom of the shell hole, gurgling, as if kicked by a mule.

“Tik!”

Warren dropped as bullets cracked into the shield. Snipers. The Germans’ snipers.

Blood leaked out of every hole on Tik’s face.

“Stretcher bearer!” Warren cried, and Tik shook his leaking head. Because he knew a bearer would be fodder for the sniper, even if it was Florence Nightingale. And Warren saw that Tik knew it wouldn’t do him any good.

Tik reached into his shirt and snapped off his necklace, handing it to Warren.

A single shark’s tooth hung off braided hemp, the rest having been lost in the muck of the shell hole. Tik’s massive fist folded Warren’s hand around it and held his hand tight as a crimson smile came across his face.

This is the way he wanted to die, Warren thought. A warrior looking for a war. “You bastard, don’t you leave me, too.”

But Tik gurgled a laugh, clasped his hand tighter, then stared at the heavens before life snuffed out of his black eyes.

The dead grip on Warren’s hand was tight.

But he broke it.

He grabbed his Ross. Then Christopher’s dummy head.

He tossed the head in the air and stuck his head above the parapet.

Three shots cracked, all from the same position. Chickenshits, he thought. From a mound of corpses, a hundred yards away to the east, he saw the first German’s head, saw his eye wide for a second before he trained his rifle on Warren.

Lightning-quick, Warren aimed and fired, then scrambled up the hole and ran across the mangled landscape, reloaded, and fired at the next bastard’s skull, watching its gory plume before diving behind mangled mounds of earth as a shot snapped by his ear. He charged across No-Man’s Land like a lunatic past the asylum gates. Screaming nonsense as the last German got closer, as the scope bruised his eye, he fired and fired until another German’s face imploded.

Twenty yards away, another one popped up like a mole from the rotten ground. Warren fired again, piercing another Hun’s hand. Ten yards, he reloaded, and didn’t use the site.

With his naked eye, the pained look of the last sniper’s face fueled his anger, his motion, his malice until he stared the last son of a bitch down from the top of the hole he’d fallen in. Warren fired.

The German winced.

Nothing.

The gun, covered in dirt, jammed. Warren seethed. Miserable Canadian-made piece of shit!

The German grabbed his pistol and Warren tossed his rifle at him, then yanked out the spare bayonet from his belt like a sword and dove, screaming, into the hole.


CHAPTER FOUR: FAUSTIAN BARGAIN



The greenish brown liquid in the bucket smelled like disease itself. But Monsieur Fabergé was sleeping now, and Vasilya was grateful.

And trapped. And terrified.

Colonel Balk gazed at her with the unmoving glare of a Sphinx. She wanted to run, but where? To grab an orderly in the heart of the country that had crushed Russia’s spirit into shards so that those Bolsheviks could destroy her themselves?

She’d felt powerless before, disdained in the eyes of Monsieur Fabergé’s sons, who hated her so much she wasn’t allowed near their shop and had to be content with the one Monsieur Fabergé had built for her near Mother’s house. A small, dark sanctuary where she could tinker in peace, where she’d made Click and Clack, and where Monsieur Fabergé sometimes came to ask for her assistance on the Tzarina’s eggs …

Like the final one.

Shattered dreams, one and all.

A nurse arrived to retrieve the bucket of foul phlegm. Colonel Balk’s one eye had an impatient stare that made the nurse move fast to replace the bucket like it was on fire.

The door closed.

“Is he saved?” Vasilya said.

“For now,” Colonel Balk said. “This machine is expensive, and experimental. There are many sick people in Germany, heroes of the front, who could use it. Heroes who will die choking on their own fluids before the night is through.”

Vasilya cringed. “What do you want of me?”

He marched slowly around the bed while Monsieur Fabergé slept beneath his bug mask, the bellows rising and falling with the rhythm of his chest. “I want to make your dreams come true, child. I want to give you your own workshop. All the materials you could need. And all I ask in return is that you do everything in your power to end this war.”

This German is a fool or a madman; how could Monsieur Fabergé stick me with him? “How can I end a war?”

“I know about your talents.” She took a step back, towards M. Fabergé’s machine, as Colonel Balk rounded the bed. Her suitcase lay between them but she was too scared to pick it up, to hide Click and Clack from possible exposure. Colonel Balk stared her down, and the eyebrow rose above his eye patch. “You have your father’s gift for creation. Intricate machines, such as the last egg for the late Tzarina. The Constellation.” There was malice in his smile. “You finished it for him.”

“No,” she said, looking at her suitcase. “I just helped with—”

“He told me.” His boots lay at the foot of her suitcase and she worried he would crush Click and Clack with his stampeding German feet.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Believe this. My codename is Oskar.”

She froze her surprised look and remained perfectly still.

“You are right to be suspicious,” Colonel Balk said. “But we do not have time for games, so I will make this clear. Carl was going to help us end the war in the West. In return, the German empire would save Russia from the Bolsheviks and restore … a suitable royal line. One that had not failed in its duties …” Then maybe it was true, Vasilya thought, that the Tzar and his family were killed. “Carl and I have known each other for years. We both collect … unusual machinery.” He kneeled down. “I have been to his private workshop dacha, child. I’ve seen the toy army. Before Lenin and his creatures burned it down, the fools.”

Blood ran out of her face and the smell of Colonel Balk’s breath was almost as vile as the liquid in the bucket. What the colonel was talking about was something she’d only heard in whispers and caught only once, when he was forced to take her to his shop because the dynamo he was working on was too small and fragile to move. And she saw them. A wall of dolls of all shapes and sizes, faceless but to scale, and large holes in their chests. She was sworn to secrecy, though she had only a glimmering of what they were. “Yes,” the colonel said. “I know all about his automatons. I sold him parts for the last project, the replica of Descartes’ fabled fortune-teller. Though I must say when he was finished it looked more like you than anything.” He smiled, and nicotine teeth revealed themselves above black gums. “We were friends, child. Your father was trying to help us.”

Lies! she thought. They were toys, just toys, not an army. Toys for the Tzar’s youngest, once he was well enough to play with them. “He … was a pacifist.”

“All parents lie to their children. He served the Tzar and his idiot family in many ways, but when the Bolsheviks infected him with the influenza currently killing him, he saw the light on who to side with.”

“They did what?”

He stood. “They are crafty vermin. And some are trained in dark … medicines, similar to your talents. They had served another master until he was killed. Now, they are Lenin’s alchemist. They tried to kill your father and make it look like illness.”

Words shot past her lips faster than her mind could stop them. “Then perhaps your nation should have stopped him from returning to Russia. Or is it a lie he received free passage from the kaiser, himself a crafty vermin?”

Regret stained her lips bitter as the colonel held her gaze and the reality of her place in this world threaded into her nerves with precision. “If your tzar had not mobilized his army in an ill-fated attempt to intimidate us, his country would not have suffered such defeats and he would still be alive. We had no desire of war with Russia, and there are older bonds than nationhood that your fair Tzar ignored because he was convinced his mighty army was invincible. He put his hope in a demon who he then had to kill…” The colonel exhaled hard. “Listen. You have a free tongue. I suggest you chain it before I have to cut it out. You’ll kill your father with such asinine outbursts.” The fact that he was right annoyed Vasilya to no end. “Mistakes are made in war, child. Which is why we must end it, sooner, not later. Pacifism is a luxury no one can afford today.” Colonel Balk straightened his back. “Monsieur Fabergé was to help us end the war quick, but the sickness curtailed his efforts. The Empire has poured sacred treasure into his work and now has nothing to show for it. Except you. His greatest protégée.”

“You are mistaken,” she said, ignoring the word “father.” “His sons are master craftsmen.”

“Yes, though most lack the uniqueness of your talents.”

“What talents?” she said, anger rising. “I make toys, not armies. Just stupid, childish toys.”

He nodded. “Animated ones.”

She leaned against the rail of M. Fabergé’s bed as Colonel Balk kneeled and picked up her suitcase and handed it to her.

“Like something from one of your Tom Swift magazines. Though I would keep those terrible books hidden. Such foreign literature might bring suspicions.” How fitting that the Germans were just as barbaric as the Bolsheviks, she thought. “But in your own workshop, you will build marvels so wondrous and sublime that they would make Mr. Swift jealous. Creations even the late Mr. Wells could not dream, Build for us, and we will continue to pour our efforts into saving your father. After all, at war’s end, I suspect that you will be the one to inherit his empire of marvels. And the new Tzar will need a jeweler.”

She held the suitcase close to her chest, fighting tremors. No, this was a dream, a nightmare, a mistake, a cruel joke.

But it was as real as the phlegm staining the white bucket. As real as Monsieur Fabergé, finally sleeping peacefully, the wheeze in his chest lessened, but still sticking to his lungs.

She took a long deep breath. “What do you want me to build?”

The door swung open and a young German officer in spotless uniform and shaved face glared at them. “What the hell are you doing, Balk? That machine—”

Colonel Balk’s face puckered. “You forgot to salute, Captain Stenner.”

Stenner swallowed the sneer emerging from his face and saluted. “That machine was not to be moved. We have soldiers dying, Colonel. German soldiers.”

The hate radiating from his presence made Vasilya grip her suitcase as she had once held a pillow as a shield against nightmares, until she heard Colonel Balk’s voice bite back with iced words. “Do not presume to remind me of the hardship of soldiering, Captain. I’ve lost more in war than you’ve ever had in your short life, hiding damn far from the front!”

Captain Stenner was shaken, but held his ground. “The machine is the property of this hospital.”

“And the hospital is under the command and behest of the Army, who, I remind you, paid for this machine, and will use it as they see fit.” His gloved hand took a sheet of paper from his breast pocket and handed it to the captain. “Or would you prefer to tell Ludendorff and Hindenburg that you think their orders are out of line yourself?”

Slowly and methodically, Captain Stenner read the note, seething. His words were cool and low. “When you fail, Balk, when whatever idiotic scheme you’ve planned turns to dust, and all the money the high command shoved into your monstrosities vanishes, I’ll be the first witness at your court-martial. And the first to pull the plug on your sacred friends.” He scrunched the note in his fist, glared at Vasilya, then stormed off, but the last words stung the air. “Baltic German toad.”

The door closed.

“Doctors,” Balk said. “Think themselves gods among sheep.”

“Will he hurt M. Fabergé?”

Colonel Balk snorted. “Not now. But he’ll not be idle. Stenner has friends in high places who play chess with the home front and we must be a few moves ahead. Or I fear your father—”

“Don’t.” Vasilya said. “Don’t call him that.” He’d never allowed it. Not in Mother’s home. Not on the street. Not in the secrecy of his late-night visits to her tiny workshop. Even long past midnight as they had pondered, experimented, and unraveled the mechanical secret of the Tzarina’s egg, Vasilya’s hands thrumming with instinct as she refined his design for the heart of the motor into a smooth whole, it was still Monsieur Fabergé. No matter what she did to please him, how smooth the gears ran, how silent the motor; no matter how bright the illuminated glass and the movement of the ornate figurines; no matter how deep she listened to his every word, studied his every move—even when the praise of his word and the sun in his voice made her feel happy and safe and loved …

He was always Monsieur Fabergé.

“Captain Stenner won’t rest until he has this machine for himself.” Colonel Balk said. “If we are to save … Monsieur Fabergé, you need to help me win this war. Or else, we’re all doomed to a fate far worse than we can imagine.”

Vasilya hugged her suitcase, as close as she could be to Click and Clack, and looked at M. Fabergé. A cough burst form his sleeping form, and the machine chugged hard and long until the bucket began to fill again.

She swallowed. “I’ll do it.”


CHAPTER FIVE: FRESH FLOWERS ON AN OLD GRAVE



Blood, dirt, and fire—the whole world was made of it, destroyed by it, reborn of it. Whirling against the jagged edge of the enemy shell hole, Warren and the German waltzed with a bayonet, while a symphony of the assault filled the darkness, the familiar music of a battalion chasing the wall of fire toward the German line.

Bright blood pulsed out of the German’s hand, Warren’s shot having gone right through. Their tussling had painted them both with shiny redness, but Warren had not been able to disarm or kill his enemy.

The bastard knows how to fight for his life, Warren thought. Time to show ’em the rough-and-tumble ways of Fort William.

He charged and their arms locked up for a tussle like in a wrestling match, each bayonet eating some flesh, but Warren had to close the distance and make this count before a shell or stray bullet killed any chance he had hunting for Alex.

Hard and fast, he nailed his forehead against the kraut’s nose. A nostalgic “crack” echoed through Warren’s head, and he may as well have been in a saloon brawl with Tik. The kraut’s grip loosened some, and Warren let go of his shoulder, yanked the bayonet out of his other hand, and jammed the blade under his neck, pressing him hard against the shell wall and staying there while the kraut’s life burst from his muscles, trying to hold him back. Blade and skin touched with shaking force as each man pushed the other.

The kraut whispered words of prayer, of begging, of mercy in the brutal, broken tongue of the Germans. He slipped, losing leverage and the blade inched into his neck.

“No!” Warren screamed, pushing forward. “You killed Tik, you killed Alex. Twice! Before I could even find his goddamn ghost, you rotten son of a bitch!”

Dirt slipped from under his foot as pain gored his balls. The German’s knee nailed in to his crotch. Pain shimmered and everything contracted, before Warren was shoved to the ground. The German stomped Warren’s left hand and the bayonet rolled out as Warren rolled to the side, breathless, and leaned against the shell hole and scrambled up while the German, bayonet in hand, charged. Eyes wild—

Just like an idiot at a saloon fight.

Old habits flushed fresh in his reflexes. He ignored the pain and the urge to run, to drop, to get the hell out of danger’s path, and let the bastard charge him.

The screaming face came closer, the same look he’d seen in countless brawls, so familiar it was sickening, and the moves Tik had shown him years ago ran like instinct.

He raised his arms. The Hun stabbed. Warren shucked right, the blade tearing into his uniform, then dropped his elbow down on the hand that held the blade. The wrist broke. The kraut pulled back in fear and Warren tore the bayonet from the kraut’s hand and drilled it into his neck.

He yanked the blade back and fell backwards on his ass while the kraut twitched in a spewing fit of blood and gurgles. It was a long while until he passed out and died in a heap next to the ammunition case next to his two dead comrades, pistols still in their holsters. “That’s three, Tik,” Warren said, huffing air and then cackling in the dark. “And none look fat to me.”

He touched his sides and hissed. The blade had taken a chunk out. Not too bad, but it was covered in the fetid soil of Europe and that meant infection. He tore his old handkerchief from his pocket and pressed against it, then tried to regain his senses as the lightning-quick adrenaline ran out.

A cold, dark wind pierced Warren until he swayed like a willow. The strings that had driven him to act as the battle had surged … had snapped. Alone with the dead, bright blood running down his muddy skin, Warren held his knees before the men he’d killed by gun and hand.

And around them, worms. Sickly creatures, mindless monsters of the ground that he’d detested since before he could remember, even killing them on a hook brought no relief. He stabbed them until they were mulch, but more were coming. A million more to eat the dead and inherit the butchered world.

He dropped the bayonet and held his knees hard, rocking back and forth to work up the strength to climb out, on to the new world the war had made, a landscape void of life. All the rotten worms would inherit were machines and corpses.

His fingers trembled, then shook. He hardened his grip. “Steady,” he told himself, “Steady. You ain’t the first man to kill another, you won’t be the last, and not all killers have gone mad.”

But that’s what he was.

He’d been a scrapper for years. A soldier for months. And he’d killed men in battle, but always at a distance. Like a game. A deadly, vicious game. But he was surprised at how easy it had been, through a scope, well hid.

But with your own hands … the sensation possessed him like a thunderstorm on Christmas.

Tik had killed men with his bare hands. But he’d never shared the dark wisdom of how to live with it. What would Tik have told me? Warren wondered. Anything useful? Or would it be some Catholic Eskimo wisdom on each man needing to go his own way, or some riddle about blood and the snow his grandfather had taught him?

Now, instead of a snort or laugh from his only ally in this world over the past ten years, there was nothing. Tik sat in his own shell hole, a warrior who finally found a war grave that fit him. Son of bitch left me alone, Warren thought. He’s probably laughing at me for being such a goddamn weak-kneed, mollycoddle white man.

But I bet Tik had never been this alone

This abandoned.

Lost.

Alex, Warren thought. Think of Alex. You saw him, you did, he was there, before the machine gun burst lead into him so he danced like ice under heat …

The image of Alex faded, and he could not call it back. Stains of mud and blood covered his eyes as he blinked them away, away, away. The war above was raging without him. Forgotten.

If it was Alex.

Oh lord, I’m cracking. Shell shock. Battle grind. Slipping into darkness—

Alex. You did see Alex. Least you could do is give him a decent burial. Walk through No-Man’s Land, just like he did, bring him back home. “Yeah,” Warren said, voice breaking. “Then try calling me a coward.” That is, if I can find the guts to get out of this festering hole.

Think of Alex.

Memories would not stick. And he couldn’t think three seconds ahead. Past and future blurred like dirt on his eye skin and Warren sat in the perpetual now of the war as it burned on and on toward Judgement Day. The tether to the lunar world above snapped and his bones became anchors as his hands shook against his will. Despair, fear, and rage were old friends. He had a bottomless well for lust and laughter and dodging the world’s blows. And he’d seen death since—

The
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