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Dear sweet reader,



This was a challenging series to write. Which means it may be a challenging series to read, as well. To be fair, I did expect a broken time machine would complicate matters. For some readers, half the satisfaction will be in deciphering exactly how mangled time has become in this alternate world of historic Boston. There is a code hidden in the timestamps at the beginning of each chapter. If you’d like to attempt to unravel that mystery on your own, please skip the next paragraph of this note. If you find yourself turning in circles, and you become lost in time, come back here for a helpful hint.



The morning of September 13th, 1916, was rudely disrupted when a time machine built by Ezra Huxley and wired to the clock inside the Custom House Tower split reality, creating six versions of how the day began—and ended, once the timelines collapsed. The memories of these six timelines are now triggered by the hourly tolling of the clock, a constant source of agony for the quarantined citizens of Late Boston. The last digit in the timestamps reveals which timeline a chapter takes place in (for the September 13th chapters) or which set of memories the world clock is currently inflicting (for the December chapters). The timeline memories cycle in order, 1-6, four times daily to complete a 24-hour day. 8:33 a.m. is for the third timeline, while 11:16 a.m. is for the sixth, and so on. The few timestamps that end in 0 or 7 take place outside of these parameters. 



Happy reading and may time always be on your side,



Angela
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For Paul and Xavier,

who make my world go round.
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“The work of today is the history of tomorrow, and we are its makers.”






— Juliette Gordon Low 
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Prologue
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September 13th, 1911 – 11:50 a.m.








Visiting the Huxley workshop never failed to put a spring in Dorian’s step and a whistle between his lips. The thick aroma of coffee and grease greeted him as he stepped off the busy sidewalk, and a string of bells hanging from the door announced his arrival. 

The vestibule was empty, save for a desk pushed up against the far wall where a stack of mail and a basket of sweating milk bottles waited to be noticed. Much like Dorian waited now, craning his neck to steal a glance through the wide entrance that led to the tinkering floor.

Open books and brass, mechanical creations decorated every tabletop, and while they were generally enough to spark Dorian’s delight, something new snagged his notice today. A metal hoop encrusted with purple crystals had been erected in the center of the room, balanced atop a series of wire-wrapped poles. The strange contraption was at least a dozen feet wide, and every so often, a crackle of blue electricity flickered across the void, like a soap bubble attempting to take form, before arcing up toward the atrium’s glass ceiling.

“Ah, young Mr. Verne!” Ezra Huxley appeared at the top of a rickety staircase that led to a lofted living space behind the workshop. A sudden burst of electricity lit his eyes and reflected off the goggles nestled in his hair. For a moment, Dorian saw the mad scientist his pa’s customers carried on about in gossipy whispers—though the tattered waistcoat was admittedly less formidable than a white lab jacket. 

Mr. Huxley descended the stairs, working a rag over his oil-stained hands. His face stretched with a brilliant smile, a herald of the customary joke that opened their every conversation. 

“What time does a duck wake up?” 

“I’ve no idea,” Dorian said, yielding without a guess.

“At the quack of dawn.” Mr. Huxley guffawed at his cleverness and then asked, “What have ya got for me today, my good sir?”

“Just some old junk my pa said was taking up too much space.” Dorian’s face flushed as he handed over the crate of busted gears and clock parts. “He said to ask for two dollars but that I could go as low as one.”

Mr. Huxley chuckled. “Not much for haggling, are ya?” When Dorian looked down at his feet, the man gave his shoulder a playful slap. “Me either, kid. I like a straight shooter.” He took a quick poke through the rubbish and clicked his tongue. “I tell ya what... Why don’t we split the difference?”

“Really?” Dorian’s cheeks felt hot again. “But it’s just a bunch of garbage. I don’t want to take advantage—”

“Nonsense!” Mr. Huxley held up a bent pendulum from a grandfather clock that hadn’t survived being dropped off a delivery ship at the wharves. “I can think of at least three uses for this piece alone.”

“You’re lying,” Dorian insisted, though a grin had crept over his face.

The bells on the door jingled again, and Isla Huxley’s musical laughter sent a thrill through Dorian that he nearly blamed on the new invention. He shot the device a cautious glare, but his interest soon shifted to the redheaded girl. 

Freckles dotted her nose and cheeks, tinged pink despite the wide-brimmed hat she wore. The adornment sat slanted on her head, feathers and silk flowers piled at the crown like a bow atop a gift. Her frilly, cream-colored dress reminded Dorian of the cakes his ma used to make every year for his birthday.

Mrs. Huxley wore a similar hat and dress, though in a dusty violet color that complemented the purple pendant hanging from a cord around her neck. Dorian wondered if it had been cut from a crystal like those wired together over the tinkering floor. It was lovely, and it reminded him that Isla would turn fifteen next month. He’d have to find a suitable gift. Hopefully, something that could express his evolving affection better than the words he so often garbled in her presence.

Dorian had always found Isla to be the most interesting creation in the Huxley workshop, but he couldn’t remember ever having such a hard time hiding it. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to notice. Or she didn’t care. He wasn’t sure which, and he was too afraid to ask.

“Captain Gear Heart!” The paper grocery sack in Isla’s arms crinkled as she squeezed it tighter. “Do you come bearing treasure?”

Dorian’s ears burned at the nickname she’d given him when they were children, playing pirates and sea monsters in the workshop. Back when his only responsibilities had been winding the street clocks and delivering spare parts to Mr. Huxley. Before his ma had succumbed to tuberculosis and his pa had needed more help in the store.

“It’s just some old junk,” Dorian confessed again, stuffing his hands into his trouser pockets. He didn’t know what else to do with them now that he wasn’t holding the crate, and his palms had begun to sweat.

“We’ll give it a nice new home,” Isla said as if he’d brought them a kitten instead. “Oh! You should stay for lunch. Do you like blushing bunny with tomato soup?” She took a step closer and lowered her voice before adding, “We made chocolate brownies this morning to celebrate Father’s new machine. Have you seen it? Isn’t it wonderful?”

“Isla, give the boy a chance to answer one question before you go asking him ten more.” Mrs. Huxley offered Dorian an apologetic smile as she nudged her daughter aside. She waited for Mr. Huxley to set the crate of parts on the desk and then handed off a second paper sack of groceries to him before turning to close the shop door, muffling the car horns and clopping hooves on the street outside. 

“Well?” Isla asked expectantly. “Will you stay?”

“I... I don’t...” Dorian looked to Mr. Huxley for help, suddenly unable to make words.

“I’ll tell your pa you drove a tough bargain next time I see him. Surely he understands a good deal takes time and care,” he said with a wink.

“Right.” Dorian nodded. “Besides, he’s got Pearl there to help if it gets busy.”

“She’s such a sweet girl.” Mrs. Huxley sighed and pinched the fingertips of her crocheted gloves, delicately removing them. “And so smart. I can’t believe how quickly she picked up the trade.”

“Has she started talking yet?” Isla asked.

“No.” Dorian pressed his lips together and tried to smile. It was hard when thinking about Pearl. He hadn’t agreed with his pa’s decision to adopt her, but that wasn’t Pearl’s fault. And for what it was worth, she had lightened his workload. “Dr. Doyle says she might never speak,” he added. “But he’s teaching her how to talk with her hands—not that it’ll be much use with customers.”

Isla’s nose crinkled. “They didn’t teach her how to do that at the asylum before she came to live with you and Mr. Verne?”

“No, but she did learn to read and write, and they let her keep a slate for asking and answering questions,” Dorian said. “Pa hated it. The noise gave him headaches. He threw it out and got her a journal and penny pencil to use instead.” 

“The poor dear.” Mrs. Huxley stroked the pendant hanging from her neck. “I wish there was more we could—”

The bells on the door rang out, cutting her off as a bearded man in a black suit and Homburg hat entered the workshop. Gold glinted from the stickpin in his ascot, the eagle head of his cane, and the chain dangling from his pocket, where Dorian suspected he carried a watch much finer than any on display at his pa’s store.

“Orwell,” Mr. Huxley said by way of greeting, his jaw flexing stiffly. “What a pleasant surprise.”

“Good Lord.” The man’s eyes narrowed on the ring of crystal above the tinkering floor. “I didn’t want to believe it—the things they’re saying on the street—but there’s no denying it now, Ezra. You’ve gone completely mad!”

“Mind your manners, Abraham.” Mrs. Huxley gripped Isla’s shoulder and dragged her back a step, moving to put herself between her daughter and the newcomer. “That’s no way to speak to family.”

“Family?” He snorted. “You stopped being family the day you traded your good name for this crackpot’s.”

Mr. Huxley turned on his heel and headed toward the stairs at the back of the shop, a grocery sack still nestled in his arms. “The science is sound,” he called over his shoulder. “I suppose you’ll want to have a look before deciding how much to invest.”

“Invest?” Orwell scoffed. “What on earth makes you think I’d ever consider—”

“Why else would you be here?” Mr. Huxley paused at the base of the steps, but he didn’t look back. “If this isn’t a social call, that leaves only one explanation. Or two, I suppose, if you’ve gone mad.”

Orwell made a noise in the back of his throat that suggested he had considered the possibility himself. He passed his cane from hand to hand and eyed the door. When he spotted Isla, his gaze softened, though only briefly. A deep crease cut across his brow as his attention migrated to Dorian. “There is some other business we might discuss while I’m here.”

Mr. Huxley was already out of earshot and halfway up the stairs, but Mrs. Huxley picked up where he’d left off. 

“The drawings are all laid out on the dining table. Why don’t you come up and have a look while I prepare luncheon?” She aimed a gentle smile at Dorian before stashing her gloves in her pockets and taking the second bag of groceries from Isla. “I’ll call you two up when it’s ready.”

Dorian nodded, unable to find his voice under the scrutiny of the great Abraham Orwell. He’d never seen the man in person, but everyone knew the name of the domineering tycoon who had taken Boston’s Best by storm.

“I really haven’t the time for nonsense,” Orwell grumbled. “I’d much rather hear your plans for Isla’s future schooling.”

“Her weekly lessons with Winifred are far superior to anything she might learn at the schoolhouse,” Mrs. Huxley countered. 

“No, no.” Orwell waved his cane dismissively. “I don’t mean public school. Good heavens.”

“Oh. I see. Well...” She readjusted the bag of groceries on her hip and gathered up the milk bottles before heading for the stairs. “We’ll have to discuss it in the loft. This meal isn’t going to cook itself. And since you’re here,” she added, her voice perking, “you might as well have a look at the designs for the new machine.” 

“I’m not agreeing to anything,” Orwell insisted. “Even if such a device were to work—which I very much doubt—there are a great many other factors to consider.”

“Take your time,” Mrs. Huxley shouted back. “But you should know, one of Edison’s men was sniffing around early this morning. And Ezra has patron appointments scheduled all next week. This may be your only chance to have a proper look before it’s old news.”

“Very well.” Orwell huffed and stalked after Mrs. Huxley, taking his time on the rickety stairs and muttering under his breath the whole way. Dorian waited for them to disappear through the arched loft entrance before closing his gaping mouth and turning back to Isla.

“You’re related to Abraham Orwell?” he rasped under his breath. 

Isla nodded grimly. “My uncle. Though we hardly ever see him.” She removed the pins from her hat and slipped it off, knocking a curl loose from the nest of hair she’d been wearing up more lately than down. Dorian’s gaze fell to her neck, tracing a line from her ear lobe to the hollow at the base of her throat.

“What is it?” Isla fingered the lace on her collar. “Did I spill coffee on my frock?”

“No... I mean... I don’t think so.” His ears felt as if they were being seared to his head, and each breath took more effort to draw than the last.

Isla glanced up slowly, her honey-colored eyes peeking through dark lashes. “Are you well, Dorian? You seem out of sorts.”

He opened his mouth to answer, but a ruckus from the loft snapped his focus away.

“She belongs at a finishing school,” Orwell bellowed. “How do you expect her to find a proper husband after the way you’ve brought her up here—just shy of a feral cat.”

“A finishing school?” Dorian echoed. His head swam at the idea. “Like the ones for court ladies over in Europe?”

Isla laughed. “Don’t worry. They’ve had this argument before. Mother and Father are entirely opposed. I’m not going anywhere. Besides, Winnie’s lessons are far more useful than any of the silly things they teach at those charm schools.”

The shouting picked up again in the loft, but the subject had changed to the new invention. Namely, how ridiculous it was. How it couldn’t possibly work, and no one would fund it.

Dorian’s gaze narrowed on the strange device as another swell of electricity crawled toward the glass ceiling. “It sure is...unusual. Do you know what it does?”

“I do.” The corners of Isla’s eyes crinkled. She sucked in her bottom lip and clutched her hat over her chest. “It’s a time machine,” she whispered.

Dorian rolled his eyes. “We’re a little old for make-believe.”

“I’m serious,” she squealed, though a giggle bubbled through her words. “Look there.” She pointed at the ring of crystals. “Do you know what those are?”

“Amethysts?” he guessed. His pa stocked the display case with more ornate timepieces around the holidays, pretty locket watches adorned with gemstone beads he’d had to learn the names of in case a customer asked.

“Everyone else thought so too, at first,” Isla said. “The subway diggers found a cavern full of them when they were excavating for Atlantic Station and the eastern tunnel—the section where it goes under the harbor.” She tossed her hat onto a nearby table and rummaged through a pile of tools and wires, coming away with a stray bit of purple crystal. “One of the local jewelers bought a heap of it from the city before realizing their mistake. It’s apparently difficult to work with, full of impurities and whatnot. Father purchased it for a fraction of the original price.”

“If not amethyst, what is it?” Dorian asked.

Isla shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t have a name yet. But it vibrates at a different frequency than amethyst, and has elastic pluck—no, that’s not right. An elastic...pleochroism, I think is what Father called it.”

“Right, of course.” Dorian dipped his chin in an agreeable nod, deciding to hold out a bit longer rather than confess that he had no inkling what she was carrying on about. Isla’s sly grin suggested that she already knew.

“Look closely,” she said, holding the chunk of crystal up to catch the sunlight streaming through the atrium glass. “What do you see?”

Dorian snorted, sensing another tribute to their colorful childhood. But then something flickered across a smooth span of the gemstone’s surface—a fragment of a face. A wide eye and a mouth forming a startled o. 

“Something that’s happened already?” Isla pressed. “Or something that’s yet to transpire?”

Dorian reached for the crystal, but she pulled away. He caught her wrist instead and tugged it toward his face, searching the odd rock for another peek at whatever it had almost shown him. Isla’s breath tickled his neck as her body folded behind his. She rested her cheek against his shoulder, her bright eyes probing the purple quartz for answers, too. 

“Father’s been obsessed with the Curie brothers’ research on crystallography and piezoelectricity,” she said, her voice dropping as the shouting upstairs continued. “And some German physicist’s writings on spacetime and electrodynamics. He thinks he can manipulate the crystals so that they not only show distant fragments of time, but transport one to those times. Wouldn’t that be something?”

Dorian watched her from the corner of one eye. He admired the way she blossomed like a flower anytime she spoke about her father and his work. He wondered if he’d ever do anything so spectacular that she’d swell with such awe when speaking about him.

A crash sounded from upstairs, likely a chair being overturned, and then Mrs. Huxley appeared on the landing. She blew a loose curl away from her face and grasped her hips with both hands.

“I’m telling you, it’s possible,” she said. “We can prove it.”

“I didn’t come here for a performance,” Orwell snapped as he stopped in the mouth of the loft entrance. He sliced his cane through the air, pointing the end down at the tinkering floor. “You can save the theatrics for the crystal-ball-gazing carnival-goers. That’s the only paying audience you’ll find in this city.”

“It’s nearly ready for a test run,” Mr. Huxley said, trying and failing to slip past Orwell. “We’ll need a volunteer subject, naturally. I’m sure I’ll be able to round up a reliable chap within a day or two.” 

“We don’t need a volunteer for this demonstration.” Mrs. Huxley made for the stairs, but Orwell snatched her by the sleeve.

“For once, I agree with your husband. Don’t be a fool, Elizabeth!”

“You already think me one, so what does it matter?” She bared her teeth at him and wrenched her arm free. The landing trembled at the motion, the metal creaking and groaning as if it were a fourth party in the debate—and prepared to have the last word. 

Mrs. Huxley stumbled back a step. The railing connected with her waist, and then she was airborne. Dress flapping about her heels. Eyes wide and mouth forming a startled o. 

Just the way Dorian remembered.

But the murky slice of quartz hadn’t revealed what came next.

An arc of blue electricity crackled between the crystals. It danced across the void, funneling upward into a precarious cyclone. Then, just as Mrs. Huxley reached the metal ring, she vanished.
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December 13th, 1916 – 7:52 a.m.








Hating Dorian was always hardest just before eight o’clock. Not that Pearl thought she could ever truly hate him. But the fresh reminder of what they’d almost had made the idea of leaving seem impossible. That nostalgic heartache would diminish soon enough, though. 

Just a few more minutes, she thought to herself, her gaze darting between the grandfather clock in the corner and the closed door that led to the storeroom and stairwell to the apartments above. She looked back at the front window in time to witness three eggs splat against the glass, right over the shop name etched in swirling calligraphy. The Clockwork Apothecary. 

“Gearhead!” someone shouted. Muffled laughter filtered in from the street out front, fading as the young culprits made their escape.

Children were cruel.

It was a universal excuse many an adult had thrust upon Pearl ever since she was old enough to understand that she was different. Even before the Break.

If it were true that a gentleman preferred a soft-spoken bride, Pearl supposed she’d have enough suitors to fill the Boston Harbor—that was if ships were still allowed in the harbor. Nary a vessel had touched the slice of horizon visible from the city in at least three months.

It was anyone’s guess what excuse the rest of the world had been fed for Boston’s sudden withdrawal from civilization. There were plenty of rumors, of course. Secret military preparations for the country’s inevitable entry into the war. A polio epidemic that rivaled New York City’s. A hostile take-over by the Central Powers. A leprosy outbreak brought on by runaways from Penikese Island.

The truth was far stranger, yet just as dangerous as anything the governor might have told those unafflicted by the Break. The hourly time warps that radiated from the Custom House Tower brought a new kind of sickness to this isolated section of the city—to Late Boston, where a broken time machine rained hell upon poor souls lost to their history. 

But not everyone trapped in Late Boston had diverged from the original timeline. Not everyone suffered the same fate or required intervention to survive after the Break. And those fortunate, unscathed few had cast their blame and cruelty upon the mechanical abominations within the city. 

Gearhead. Clock slave. Tinker’s curse.

In any case, Pearl was no stranger to prejudice. Even something as harmless as a girl with no voice had caused her poor mother enough distress to abandon her at the nearest orphanage. Though the insult had felt like a blessing in disguise after Hugo Verne had taken her in, despite the headmistress’s warning that Pearl would be of little use in his store, given her silent disposition. 

That’s when Pearl had first met Dorian. He’d been fourteen at the time, three years older than her, and full of a familiar melancholy that most adults dismissed by proclaiming a child was wise beyond their years. But for Dorian, it was true. Pearl could tell almost immediately. Her survival hinged on her powers of observation and intuition, and she was rarely wrong about these things. These gifts also made her a fast learner. 

Once she’d mastered the household chores, Mr. Verne had tasked her with additional duties in the store. Sweeping the floors and polishing the timepieces was easy work and gave her the opportunity to watch Dorian’s careful hands toil over his father’s worktable. 

Where clockwork was concerned, Dorian was an artist. Mr. Verne had trained him well. His abilities enchanted Pearl, and she’d soon committed every clock part and its function to memory, as well as every tool and its place in the shop. It wasn’t long before she began helping with the repair work, leaving Dorian to focus on sales and deliveries—when Mr. Verne felt well enough to manage the store in his son’s absence, anyway. 

After they had closed for the day and retired upstairs, Pearl would cook dinner, stealing the occasional glance across the room at Dorian where he perched on the wide windowsill, an open book in his lap. He never looked up, not even when they gathered at the dining table to eat. 

Pearl supposed she could have snapped her fingers or clapped her hands to summon his attention. But that was how one garnered irritation—not interest. So, she’d been patient, hoping that one day his gaze would lift, and he’d catch her studying him like a tarnished mirror in search of her own reflection. That maybe he would look at her the same way.

She knew Dorian hadn’t wanted her. At least, not at first. That much was clear. But Mr. Verne had needed extra help after his wife’s death, and the asylum had needed to find Pearl a home. It’d been an ideal arrangement for everyone—except for Dorian. 

Pearl had desperately wanted to win him over. Only a few of the customers had taken a shine to her, but she’d found their pity suffocating. And none of them were her age. Dorian didn’t have many friends either. Except for Ezra Huxley, the deranged inventor who had designed the machine responsible for Boston’s downfall. 

Dorian had witnessed the first failed trial. He’d shared the details with his father after returning late one afternoon from making a delivery to the Huxley workshop. How Elizabeth Huxley had vanished into thin air, and how Ezra had completely unraveled. How their daughter had shown him the future in a facet of a crystal without a name.

Mr. Verne had called Dorian a liar and ordered him not to speak of the incident to another soul. Reputation was everything for a business in a big city where a competitor resided on every street corner. Losing credibility could very well mean losing the roof over their heads.

Soon, nasty rumors concerning Elizabeth’s disappearance had worked their way through Boston, spreading like poison from one social circle to the next. The whispers were heard in the darkest tavern corners and the brightest tearooms. And, of course, they’d found their way to the modestly lit store counter at the Clockwork Apothecary.

That’s when the deliveries to the Huxley workshop had stopped, and Mr. Verne warned Dorian to stay away from the inventor. For a while, Dorian even listened. But Pearl suspected that had more to do with the fact that the Huxley girl had been shipped off to some fancy school in Europe. Ezra was in no condition to care for her, and his workshop was evidently unsafe. 

True as that may have been, it didn’t help ease Pearl’s shame over how delighted she’d been to have Dorian all to herself. Neither did his melancholic mood that stretched on for months after. 

But then Fenway Park had opened, and Dr. Doyle, the retired physician who lived in the apartment above theirs, took them to a Red Sox game. They’d sat shoulder to shoulder, trapped in a sea of bodies crushing in on all sides. Pearl had felt paralyzed by the noise and the heat. The sun burned her eyes, and her lungs ached with every breath. Another second, and she would have fainted—if Dorian’s hand hadn’t found hers, gently squeezing to get her attention.

Would you like some popcorn? he’d signed.

Pearl had been too shocked to answer until she noticed Dr. Doyle’s pleased grin. 

Rome wasn’t built in a day, his hands had replied over Dorian’s shoulder. It was an expression the doctor used often—usually when she struggled to learn something new or felt sorry for herself for not having friends her age. 

Not that Dr. Doyle wasn’t good company. He made the most wonderful sweets and let her have free rein of his personal library, loaning her his most prized medical texts. After which, their conversations grew vastly more interesting.

But Pearl dreamed like any other girl. She wanted to find her place in the world, and she wanted to be loved—not just in a doting, grandfatherly way. She craved the kind of love that made hearts grow wings and take flight. The kind that came with roses and poetry. She wanted someone to find her more lovely than a summer’s day. 

These didn’t seem like such impossible desires. Not for a normal girl, anyway. And Pearl was very much a normal girl, aside from communicating a little differently than most, and having a respectable knowledge of clockwork and medicine.

Unfortunately, Dorian’s affection peaked at learning to sign and buying her popcorn at the occasional ballgame. And though he was kinder and more attentive, he still didn’t see her the way she saw him. Neither did anyone else.

The years dragged on. Then, Mr. Verne’s heart gave out one night, and he passed in his sleep. At the funeral, Dorian had wrapped his arm around Pearl’s shoulders and told her that everything would be all right. That she would always have a home and a job at the Clockwork Apothecary.

A few months later, the wedding invitation arrived. Ezra Huxley’s daughter was back from Europe and engaged to a French airship captain.

Something shifted in Dorian that day. Something Pearl’s intuition told her was about to change their lives forever. Although, she’d confused the dread knotting her guts for butterflies. It wasn’t until the big day that she understood just how horribly wrong things would go. For everyone. 

And it was Dorian’s fault. Of that much, she was sure. His guilt was evidence enough.

Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to hate him. Even now, knowing with absolute certainty that he had never loved her—couldn’t love her—not the way she loved him. No matter how her heart swelled at the memory of his hand on her waist as they danced. His warm lips against her cheek. The necklace he’d given her before the wedding reception, cool and heavy against her flushed skin.

That slice of time was a lie, despite the ghosts that lingered in her mind, rushing out to greet her every time the clock brought them back to life. She prayed for the spell to break, to cut her free from whatever kept her bound to Dorian, longing for a life that he’d almost given her and then snatched away.

Yes, children were cruel. 

The golden egg yolk streaked across the front window reminded her again. And while false memories of Dorian broke her heart in this timeline, something else wounded her in the next. Something a bit more fatal than crushed hopes and dreams. 

Pearl pried open the face of the brass collar housing the mechanism Dorian had built to revive her after the broken timelines converged. Delicate cogs spread like lace across her chest. The hidden escapement clicked out a series of ticks and tocks, keeping time with her pulse. 

In the center of the mechanism, slightly to the left, was a tiny hole encrusted with blood. Pearl inserted the key she kept on a cord around her neck and wound it clockwise until she felt a pinch of resistance in her breast. Then she scrubbed a tear from her cheek and yanked a pair of dark goggles down over her eyes. No sooner had she finished positioning them on her face, than the clocks in the shop came to life, tick-tocking and coo-cooing. 

A second later, the first deep bellow of the Custom House Tower’s eight o’clock shift vibrated through the walls, rattling the glass in the window and the pocket watches in the display case.

Pearl rasped out a quivering breath and clutched the arms of her work chair as reality split. With each strike of the bell, a fractured halo encircled her, visible only through the violet-lensed goggles she’d helped Dorian craft after the Break. They tinted her memories, shading each alternate circumstance with a different hue, helping her separate and sort them accordingly to provide a sliver of method with which to treat her madness. 

Eight agonizing strikes of the bell later, and she finally had the courage to leave the letter she’d written Dorian on the corner of his worktable. She gathered up her suitcase and quietly slipped out of the Clockwork Apothecary, making her way to Tremont Street and across the Common. Toward the cast-iron fence that surrounded the Post Boston Infirmary and separated it from the rest of Late Boston.
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Chapter Two
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December 13th, 1916 – 8:33 a.m.








There were six timelines in all. As far as Isla could tell, she’d only died in one.

This fact brought her little comfort, seeing as how she was obliged to relive the incident four times daily. At seven o’clock in the morning and one o’clock in the afternoon. Then again at seven o’clock in the evening and one o’clock in the morning. 

Thankfully, the laudanum helped her sleep through the worst of the late-night bells. Unfortunately, the tonic also ensured that she woke with one hell of a headache—made all the worse by the persistent, nightmarish tolling. 

She stood at her hospital room window and squinted out over the city. The stark morning light forced its way through the clouds, gray with the promise of snow, and glared off the empty harbor in the distance. 

Among the shadowy, squat buildings rose the slender column of the Custom House Tower with its infernal clock. Violet light seeped from its westward face and tinged the air with an unnatural glow, made all the more unsettling by the city’s pallor. Isla’s skin crawled, and her bones shuddered at the sight of it, but she’d committed herself to the chore of observing and documenting her recollections each waking hour. It was the only means she’d had of clinging to her sanity these past few months, cooped up in the unfinished west wing of the New State House that currently served as an infirmary for the more affluent victims of Late Boston. 

Many of the patients were medicated around the clock and with heavier solutions than Isla had been prescribed. Dying more than once or twice had left them in a state of hysteria after the timelines converged. And dying more than that had left some comatose or worse.

Like her husband. Captain Leopold Le Guin.

At least, she thought he was her husband. She’d married him twice and had only called off the wedding once. The remaining three timelines left their union unsettled, with reality collapsing before the scheduled nuptials were to take place. 

The uncertainty bothered her even more than the timeline in which she and the captain had been crushed to death under the bandstand in the Common whilst being photographed after the ceremony. 

But it was the nine and three bells she dreaded most—according to the data she’d been keeping track of in her journal. There wasn’t much else to do with her husband strapped inside an iron lung across the hall, hooked to all manner of tubes and machines. Her uncle’s men, as well as the federal agents outside the quarantine fence, held the city captive. Her friend Mabel was in a morphine coma. And Captain Le Guin’s mother and sisters weren’t speaking to her. Not because of the timeline where she’d called off the wedding—she didn’t think there had been enough time for them to discover that particular indiscretion—but because the man responsible for the machine that had caused the Break was none other than her father. 

Guilty by association. That was just how the upper echelon operated. It was the reason Isla’s uncle had encouraged her to use his last name when introducing her to his associates. 

For all the grooming she’d received from Madam Pittard at Institut de la Rose Raffinée, learning how to socialize and dine with the gentry, how to talk and dress and host a party, her name was the one thing she had refused to change. The one thing her uncle couldn’t enhance, no matter how many overpriced frocks or lessons he purchased. 

Isla had been proud to be the daughter of the great Ezra Huxley. Even after her mother’s accident, when her father had let her uncle ship her off to Switzerland so he could be alone with his grief and guilt. She’d believed he was only trying to spare her the weight of that misery. Now, here she was, trapped in an endless loop of suffering. And it was his doing. That was the saddest part of it all. 

She had nothing to believe in anymore.

A knock echoed hollowly through the hospital room. Then the door opened wide, making way for Winifred McCaffrey and the large serving tray she balanced against the crook of one arm.

“You didn’t join us for breakfast,” she said accusingly.

Isla shrugged. “Seven o’clock hit harder than usual.” 

“Are you using the oxygen mask?”

“Only at night,” Isla admitted, sure the nursing staff had already informed Winifred of her aversion to the apparatus. If she refused to put the mask on before turning in for the evening, they took the chore upon themselves after the laudanum knocked her out. 

Isla closed her journal and moved it and a stack of books from the table in front of the window to a small desk in the corner, making room for the breakfast spread. Her appetite was lacking, but she knew better than to refuse her uncle’s hospitality a second time. 

“It’s vital that you maintain your health, especially with winter settling in,” Winifred lectured as she arranged saucers of bread, butter, cheese, and berries in front of Isla. “You’ve lost weight, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed.” 

In the spaces between the dishes, she added silverware wrapped in a linen napkin, a poached egg on a pedestal, and a porcelain teacup that contained a thin layer of ground poppy. She filled the cup with water from a steaming kettle and added a splash of milk.

The meal was plainer than the breakfasts Isla had enjoyed at the finishing school but far richer than the stale oats her uncle’s men rationed to the needier citizens. She watched them from her window every morning, huddled together outside the cast-iron fence that separated the haves from the have-nots. They spilled across Beacon Street and into the Common, waiting in long lines for the scraps her uncle allotted them. 

It made Isla’s insides boil and rot with guilt, but she refused to look away. Even when they begged for medical assistance that would never come. The infirmary only served Boston’s Best. It seemed a silly distinction, considering the federal containment fence sliced through Beacon Hill, reaching all the way to the Charles River and trapping them every bit as effectively as the poor souls corralled on the other side of the city.

Winifred turned away to prop the empty breakfast tray against the foot of the bed, giving Isla a glimpse of the braid coiled in a tight bun at the base of her neck. It was threaded with silver, and Isla wondered if it had been that way before the Break or if it were a new development. She studied the end of her own braid draped over her shoulder and tried to gauge whether the fiery luster had begun to seep from her locks. Was the weight of six timelines aging them prematurely?

“I know this is difficult, kitten, but it won’t be long now,” Winifred said, her lips pressing into an unconvincing smile as she buttered a slice of bread. Isla knew it was the best she could offer alongside such a lie. “One day soon, you’ll be honeymooning in Paris with the captain, and all this will seem a distant dream.”

“If there’s anything left of Paris,” Isla replied. She cradled the steaming teacup to warm her fingers. The radiator kept her room a comfortable temperature, but her hands were always cold. Madam Pittard had suggested it was due to poor circulation—as she’d tightened the laces of Isla’s swan-bill corset.

Winifred cleared her throat, drawing Isla’s attention away from the bleak view outside her window. She opened her hand toward the empty chair at the table, her expression growing more pained by the second. “Do you mind if I join you a moment?”

“By all means.” The answer sounded terse, even to Isla’s ears. After learning the woman had taken a position at her uncle’s company, she’d been wary of her former governess. Of course, what was she to do after her only charge had set sail for Europe? A reference from the likes of Ezra Huxley wouldn’t have gotten her very far in Boston. Besides that, Orwell had paid the tuition for her to finish medical school.

“Thank you.” Winifred sat and adjusted the hem of her dark skirt before folding her hands in her lap. Her pensive stare prompted Isla to select a strawberry from the table. Perhaps she’d been tasked with not only delivering the breakfast but also confirming Isla consumed it.

Isla took a small bite, hoping the demonstration would appease Winifred and send her on her way. She washed it down with a sip of tea. The brew wasn’t as bitter today, though it still made her wish for honey and a slice of lemon—or better yet, coffee. Though coffee wouldn’t alleviate the throbbing in her temples.

“Sorry it’s not stronger.” Winifred nodded at the teacup.

“Are supplies growing thin?”

“No—well, yes, I suppose they are,” Winifred amended. “But that’s not the reason Mr. Orwell requested your dose be reduced this morning.”

“He’s punishing me for missing breakfast,” Isla said flatly, unable to muster anger or even annoyance at the slight. It was another side effect of the opium tonics, one for which she was grateful. She didn’t want to feel all the ugliness waiting for her on the other side of the drugs.

“No, not this time.” Winifred wet her lips and attempted another uncomfortable smile. “Mr. Orwell believes that if he gains a better understanding of how the machine works, he might be able to reverse more than just the damage done to Boston.”

“My uncle wants to win the war before it begins. I’m aware.” Isla blinked slowly, wondering how this conversation would differ from the last two they’d had on the subject.

Winifred sighed. “You were there when he built the first model.”

He. No one said her father’s name aloud if they could avoid it. It was like a mud puddle they danced around for fear it would muck up their boots—or send them straight to hell. Even Winifred, who had once called Ezra Huxley the most brilliant man she’d ever met, now refused to speak his name.

Isla frowned. “I was fourteen and struggling through your algebra lessons. I can hardly remember the Pythagorean theorem, let alone equations required for time travel.”

“He didn’t detail his work when he wrote to you?” Winifred pressed. “No notes whatsoever about his later machines or their trials?” 

Isla’s gaze shifted back to the world beyond her window. “He didn’t write to me at all. Not a single letter in five years.” She took another gulp of tea, praying it would wash away the stain of rejection that darkened her mind.

“I’m sorry, kitten.” Winifred pressed a hand over her heart. “I don’t mean to keep putting you through this. I just thought that if you had something to offer Mr. Orwell, maybe he wouldn’t...”

“Wouldn’t what?” Isla asked, swirling the grainy residue in the bottom of her cup. “Why is he withholding medicine this time?” She was still convinced it was retribution for her not adhering to his strict agenda. Like the night she had missed the World Clock Council dinner, and he’d ordered the nurses to withhold her evening laudanum, letting her suffer through the late-night bells.

Somehow, Isla suspected that watching the surviving State House legislators lick her uncle’s boots all evening would have been just as uncomfortable. It was disgraceful how easily they’d let him fearmonger them
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