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Chapter One
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Nyssa Glass picked through a collection of broken clocks and discarded videophones she’d salvaged from the trash bins. With her tweezers she separated a gear from inside one of the clocks. A draft crept in from the cracks in her attic room’s walls, and her already cold fingers stiffened. A lock of her wiry brown hair escaped from the twine she’d used to keep it out of her face. She ignored the tickle, focusing on her task. 

“You look about the right size,” she whispered to the part. 

She returned to her rickety workbench and picked up a magnifier she’d made out of pocket watch crystals. The magnification wasn’t as high as she would’ve liked, but if she fitted it over one eye and closed the other, it gave her a slightly better look at the smallest gears and cogs.

The new gear snapped into place with a pleasing click. Nyssa exhaled and flipped the switch on the side of the mechanism. The clockwork whirred to life. Grinning, she shut the casing and turned it over to admire her work. Behind a glass window a tiny ballet dancer extended a tin-slippered toe then began a slow pirouette. As the clockwork wound up, the dancer spun a little faster. Tiny bells played a gentle lullaby from within. 

“I did it!” Nyssa’s smile broadened. 

It had taken weeks of scrounging to find the right parts, but finally she’d reconstructed the broken music box from the dismembered corpses of a half-dozen other machines. 

“If I can do this without any training, imagine what I’ll be able to fix after a year of instruction.” She beamed down at her creation. “Chief will just have to understand.” She reached into the pocket of her patched vest for the brochure. On its cover was a stately seal depicting a wrench and quill pen crossed like swords. Bold lettering advertised, “Miss Pratchett’s School for Mechanically Minded Maids: Scholarship Program.” 

Nyssa had read the application at least a dozen times. She could definitely pass the entrance exams. Though she had left school at ten when her parents had first fallen ill, she’d taken every opportunity in the four years since to learn, especially about machinery, and technical aptitude was 50% of the grade. If given a chance, she could earn her place at the school. It was only Chief she had to convince. She put the brochure back in her pocket. 

The pawn shop that served as a front for Chief’s lair would be closed now, and Chief, who never drank on the job, at least a few drinks in. Perhaps that would make him easier to convince. 

She slipped down the stairs, the old boards creaking under foot. When she opened the door at the bottom, heat and smoke hit her. Her fingers tingled as they came back to life. 

I wish Chief would let me leave this door open, so some of this would make its way up to me ... of course, the stench might come with it. She wrinkled her nose at the mix of cheap cigar smoke, spilt beer, and sweaty, unwashed men. 

Chief and two other men huddled around a rickety table covered in coins, cigar stubs, and playing cards. Heat radiated from the pot-bellied stove behind them. Sweat crept down their red faces. They stared at their cards, not looking up when Nyssa approached. She took a moment to warm herself and plot out her argument. 

Besides Chief, the other two players were both crew members—Old Barney and the new recruit with the ginger beard she knew simply as “Red.” Barney, balding and arthritic, tended to be the kindest of the bunch, perhaps because she’d picked up the slack when his gnarled fingers could no longer handle the intricate work of lock picking. Red, on the other hand, often leered at her in a way she didn’t like. 

Maybe all this could wait until he’s gone ... 

She glanced at the wall clock. Just after six. Generally when Chief got a game going, it would last until the men were broke or blackout drunk, whichever came first. That could be hours. 

Chief had rolled up his shirtsleeves, and a cigar dangled beneath his impressive black mustache, dripping ash. Judging by his share of coins, he’d won the majority of hands, and that should put him in a good mood. Still, there was a strong chance her request could set him raging. 

I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t kick me out into the snow. I have to phrase this carefully and wait for the perfect moment.  

Standing as close to the stove as she could bear, she savored the warmth. I really have it a lot better than some kids. Normally I’m fed, and if I do my job, he doesn’t knock me around. Plus while the attic isn’t a mansion, it’s far better than an alleyway or under a bridge. She eyed the door to her room. Her hand strayed to her vest pocket. The paper of the brochure crinkled when she pressed against it. But I don’t want to be a thief forever. What if Mom and Dad can see me somehow? What if they’re looking down from heaven right now, knowing their little girl breaks into houses for a living? They’d be so disappointed in me. 

A fuzzy memory of her mother’s adoring eyes sent hot shame sweeping through Nyssa’s chest. No, Mom wanted me to be more than a thief. Even if she didn’t, I want to be more. 

She stepped forward and opened her mouth, but before she could begin, Chief let out a whoop and slammed his cards on the table. Nyssa shrank back, her heart pounding in her throat.

“Full house, Red, I knew you was bluffin’.” He chuckled and leaned over the pot. 

Red’s face darkened to match his beard. 

Chief raked the coins from the center of the table into his pile and began stacking them. He jabbed a finger at the space before Red and the few dull coppers that remained there. “You don’t have enough for the next ante. Better luck next time, eh? Barn and I will finish off this game.”

The older man shook his head and scooped up his own small pile of currency. “Nope, that’s enough for me tonight. This’ll be one pint at the pub and maybe a meat pie.” 

“Suit yourself.” Chief snorted. 

“You can front me enough for one more hand.” Red’s fingers clenched around his playing cards. “I feel my luck shifting.” 

“Luck don’t pay the bills.” Chief bit one of the coins, squinted at it, then set it on a stack. 

“How about I pay in something better than coin? Information.” Red grinned. “I know about an easy heist that will set us all up like kings.”

Chief narrowed his eyes. “If there was a score to be had, I’da heard it.” 

“You don’t know everything, Chief.” Red put his hands behind his head, a smug smile on his face.

Chief raised an eyebrow, and a chill shot through Nyssa. For a few seconds, all she could hear was her own pulse and the ticking of the trusty wall clock. 

Chief’s chair screeched on the wooden floor. His hand flew like a piston firing across the table.

Red yelped as Chief’s fingers closed about his throat. 

“You’ll tell me what you know, else you’ll be leavin’ this house short an ear.” 

“All right! All right! Was just a joke.” Red wrenched free and rubbed his neck. Welts rose where Chief’s fingernails had scraped him. “See, my lady knows a man who begs outside one of the big churches downtown, St. Pat’s, she says. The word is some wealthy man sent them a big cash donation ... but he also says, they still let their treasurer keep the funds in his safe off church grounds.” A malicious twinkle returned to his eyes. “It’s not in a bank or anything. Just a safe at the back of his store. Easy job.”

Chief scowled. “A church charity fund? Not worth my time.”

“I tell you, it’s a big donation. Chessa—that’s my lady—she says it’s enough to build the church up all over again. And St. Pat’s ain’t no small church. It’s got stained glass and one of those big pipe organs and everything.”

“How’d you know?” Barney chuckled. “My right eye says you’ve never seen the inside of a church.” 

“Don’t need to go inside one to know that’s a lot of cash,” Red snapped.

Nyssa exhaled. A big heist would put Chief in a good mood, maybe even good enough for her to bring up the school, but would even he stoop so low as to rob a church?

Chief shifted his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. “Did this girl of yours say where the shop is?”

“Clockwork Row. Keeper is a bachelor type, old, lives above the shop, but even if he catches us in the act, he won’t be much trouble.” Red placed his hands together and made a snapping motion.

Nyssa winced.

“Nah, I don’t like adding murder into the mix.” Chief shook his head. “Police get more nosey if someone dies, ’specially on that side of town. Still ...” His gaze darted to Nyssa. “You’re lurking, girl. You got that frilly frock still? The one you used casing the hotel job last month?”

Her tongue stuck to the roof her mouth, but she managed a nod. 

“Good. Clean up a bit and no one will question you poking around Clockwork Row. An old bachelor like that probably’ll trip over himself if a waif like you starts buttering him up. Probably show you right to the safe.” He laughed. “Tomorrow you go there, scope out the security, the locks, alarms, you know the drill.” 

Another job. I’d really hoped to get out of here before one came up. Figures flashed through her mind. Her math was rusty, but even if Chief took his usual forty percent, that still left 20% of what sounded like a small fortune for her share, more than enough for tuition. But to start my new life with funds gained like that ... though with how many sins are on my conscience, one more burglary seems a hole in a sieve. 

“Barney, you up for another job?” Chief narrowed his eyes at the old man. 

“I’m too near the grave to tempt God by robbing a church, plus my rheumatism’s been acting up.” Barney stood. “I might be able to pull lookout duty if you need another hand, but I’d rather sit this one out, Chief.”

“For a small shop shouldn’t need more than three.” Chief stood. “More take for us, then. Nyssa, you’ll be on safecracking duty as well as casing then.” 

“Okay.” 

Barney winked at her. He probably thought he was doing her a favor, giving her a bigger role in their heists, passing on the torch to another cracker. Nyssa’s stomach churned. 

I need to get into Miss Pratchett’s or that will be me in fifty years. 

“Wait for my word and don’t go blabbing about this to your woman.” Chief wagged a finger in Red’s face then swept Red’s few remaining coins into the pot. “That’s for trying to bully me for information. Get out of here.” 

Red flushed, grabbed his coat off the back of his chair, and stomped out of the backroom. 

“I’d best be going, too. Night, Chief. Darling.” Barney winked at Nyssa before following Red out. 

Nyssa bit her bottom lip. Chief brought a leather purse from inside
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