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      The English Countryside
    

    I have a heart-shaped hole. Like an empty bird’s nest, it rests among marigold-hued ruffles above the topmost hook of my corset.

    The hole was not left by something removed, but for something anticipated.

    I am an automaton. I have never moved of my own volition—never lifted so much as a finger, save by the power of the windup mechanism at my back. Never felt a goose bump, or the copper-orange yarn rising on the back of my chicken-wire neck. My amethyst eyes follow my young master without motion. The dead, glass eyes of a doll. My face is no more than a bone-colored mask with faint pink smudges where my cheekbones would be.

    If I were alive.

    My brain is sacking stuffed with cotton, my torso salvaged from a discarded mannequin. My limbs are dark, spindly things, like the ones on crows. But my master has wrapped them in ivory silk, and in the dim light of his workshop, I can pretend they are arms like his.

    I am not a living thing, but the work of man’s hands. Man does not give life. Not since The Regression. The Digital Age machines are all dead.

    How does a stuffed-head, cobbled-together, life-sized doll know this? Because my master talks to me. Reads to me. From the time he was a schoolboy, he has shared every lesson with me, from The Odyssey to odious French (his descriptor, not mine). I was his schoolmate. Watched him grow to manhood while I remained the same, unless he himself wrought change—replacing dingy fabric with fresh, tinkering with moving parts, shifting my head so I could watch him work.

    I spend many lonely hours in my master’s workshop, when he is away at school or in the city with his family. In those hours I collect dust, and I await his return.

    For my master is everything to me, though I am no more to him than the toy ships he played with as a boy. Less than the pup who licked his heels, followed his footsteps, and finally sank into a straw-stuffed bed near the stove, from which, occasionally, I still hear the thump, thump, thump of tail against floorboards.

  

   

  
    “Hullo, Dutch. Hullo, Copper.”

    
      Thump, thump, thump.
    

    If I could have wagged, I would have. Master William entered the workshop, light beaming from his every feature. I knew the expression well. He’d been out in The World. He’d encountered something—or someone—interesting. Something he wished to share with me. You’d think he’d tire of my colossal implacability.

    “I have something for you,” he said, sinking onto the stool in front of me.

    At moments like these I almost imagined that the hole in my chest had been filled. I could feel an ache there—an ache that should not have been. His eyes were green as the ribbons of my corset. His hair black as the coal in the bin. His lips were soft and expressive, like the women of the house—his mother, his elder sister, the chambermaids. Master William was everything lovely, everything beloved, in my dust-dark world.

    He slipped a bronze chain from his pocket. A necklace, with a heart-shaped pendant—the shape of the symbol, not of the visceral, beating thing itself.

    The shape of the hole in my chest.

    Tiny metal gears and copper springs were encased behind a small glass window embedded in the crimson resin. It was beautiful, a work of art. As I watched, he slid open a small compartment in the back of the pendant and produced a key. He held out the pendant in the palm of his hand.

    “Happy birthday, Copper,” he whispered.

    If my lips had breath, his proximity would have stopped it as he moved to slip the chain around my neck, letting the heart fall into its readymade grave. Pinching the key between his fingers, he inserted it into a tiny keyhole in the tapered bottom of the heart.

    Bolts sprang from the sides of the pendant, penetrating the stuffing in my chest, locking the heart in place. I felt it as if I were flesh and bone.

    A loud, dry, sucking sound came from my throat as I took my first breath.

    

  

  




  
  




2



  
  
    Master William’s eyes widened as the change took me over. The pain was excruciating.

    “The old woman has done it,” he murmured, aghast.

    I could barely hear him from behind the wall of pain—or over the very real pounding in my chest. His face blurred, and I was sure I felt moisture seeping from the holes in my mask. What was happening to me?

    “You must choose your own life, Copper,” he continued. “Hephaesta said if you want to be like me, you must give me the key. If you want to be like you, you must keep it.”

    I glanced down at the tiny thing of brass still lodged in the base of my heart.

    What did it mean? What was I to do?

    “Quickly,” he said, worry dimming his brightness. “The heart will stop beating without the choice.”

    Pain spiked up my arm as I raised it from my side. My wooden, wire-jointed fingers wiggled to life. I grasped the key and removed it. How could I make such a decision in mere moments, without understanding the consequences?

    I closed my eyes, and I asked myself a question. What was it I had wanted my entire non-life?

    To be like William.

    I held out the key, fingers trembling. He grasped it gently.

    Dutch rose from his bed with a bark, something he hadn’t done in years. But Master William didn’t notice. His mouth had fallen open, and he stared at me with an expression I could not interpret. Was it shock? Horror?

    Master’s distress, coupled with the quickening of the tiny machine in my chest, caused me to cry out with fear. My voice was full of crackle and tin, like the disks he played on the phonograph.

    But I had a voice.

    Master’s eyes were still wide, but he closed his jaw and crossed to his workshop table. He came back with a mirror and held it before me.

    At first I failed to understand. I reached toward the stranger in the glass, and she reached toward me. Gasping, I covered my mouth with my hands.

    
      How can this be? 
    

    She was lovely. The marigold silk complemented her fair skin and soft-copper curls. The corset hugged her bosom and the curve of her waist, just kissing the tops of her hips, where more of the marigold silk flowed down to her feet. She lifted her hand in wonder, touching a full, petal-pink bottom lip. Grazing the soft skin below an amethyst eye. Brushing the tops of copper lashes.

    She is me.

    “Copper, I —”

    I lifted my gaze to his face.

    “I believe you’re the loveliest woman I’ve ever seen.”

    The muscles in my face began to pull and contort in a way that felt oddly satisfying. I glanced again at the mirror and saw that I was smiling. I raised my hand slowly and held it in front of my face, examining slender fingers, tiny half-moon nails.

    “Is this real?” I whispered.

    Master William set the mirror down in the armchair I’d occupied my entire life. He reached for my hand, closing it between his. The sensation was delicious—I felt all the blood in my new body rushing right to that spot—except for the blood that rose to my face. Certainly he’d touched me before. Dressed and undressed me, even. But I’d never really felt him until now.

    My head swam. “Master, I…” My knees suddenly folded, but he caught me in his arms, shoving the mirror aside as he eased me back into my chair.

    “Are you well?” he asked, his expression anxious.

    One of his arms was still around me and my new heart seemed to be trying to beat its way out of its cave. “I…Yes,” I breathed. “I feel dizzy.”

    “You’re overwhelmed,” he said. “Of course you are.” His lips curved in a quiet smile, and the flush of excitement returned to his cheek. “I’m not sure this is altogether proper, now.”

    He gently released me and took a step back.

    Leaning back in the chair, I watched my breasts rise and fall with my breathing. It was then that I noticed the hole was gone. Sealed over with flesh. My chest quivered with each beat of my heart.

    “Copper.” I glanced up at him. He continued, “You mustn’t call me that.”

    Again the muscles of my face pulled, but this time in a downward motion. “What mustn’t I call you?”

    “Master. I’m not that. Not anymore.”

    I stared at him. “What, then?”

    He pressed his lips together, thinking. “At school it’s just ‘Starley,’ but that will never do. I’ve known you since I was a boy. It will have to be William.”

    He’d misunderstood my question, but I considered his answer. “You haven’t, though,” I said.

    He raised his eyebrows, confused.

    “Known me since you were a boy,” I explained.

    His brow furrowed. “But of course I have!” he said, dismissing the idea with a laugh. “Would you like to go outside? Into the garden?”

    “Outside?” It was as if he had spoken Greek, a language at which neither of us had excelled.

    “It’s so much more than the pictures you’ve seen in books,” he continued. “Wouldn’t you like to feel the sun?”

    The realization that it was now possible for me to leave his workshop finally took hold. The center of my chest seemed to expand, and my new heart sprinted. “Oh, yes!”

    He came to me and held out a bended arm. I took hold of it and stood up.

    I moved slowly at first. Jerkily, as if I still had metal rods for limbs and all my hinges needed oiling. Master steered us carefully for the door and then shoved it open. Sunlight fell across the threshold and I stared at it in wonder.

    “Come,” he urged.

    I stepped out into a world impossibly bright and green.

    “It’s a lovely day,” he said breathlessly. “I want to show you everything.”

    Master’s workshop was in an outbuilding behind the main house. He guided me through the back garden, out of sight of the house. I wanted to stop and examine everything—every dapple of sunlight, every blushing tea rose—but he urged me forward, only slowing when we reached the wood beyond the garden.

    He led me under the canopy of trees, where we encountered a monster. A gargantuan oak, like the illustrations in his fat books of fairytales. I stepped close to the massive roots and sank in a poof of silken skirts, picking up shiny, capped acorns and rolling them between my fingers. He had brought me things from outside, of course. I’d seen acorn, but never tree. Rose, but never bush. Feather, but never sparrow.

    “Master!” I cried, overwhelmed by sensation and emotion. Letting the acorns fall, I jumped up, laughing for pure joy.

    “William,” he reminded me so softly I stopped to look at him. The quiet smile again rested on his handsome face.

    “William,” I repeated. “Thank you for…” I glanced about me, confused. “For this. For everything.”

    “I’ve dreamed of this moment,” he said, stepping closer to me. “I knew you would be beautiful. I knew you would be…you.”

    He reached out his hand. I took it, the clockwork in my chest ticking double-time.

    “Things have changed,” he began, hesitating. “You’re a woman now. No longer my invention. But I…I can’t help…”

    I was a babe in the wood, but he was right that I was also a woman. I understood his expression. How many times had he looked at me like this in his workshop? I could almost hear the command in his head in those quiet, desperate moments:

    Live.

    And how I had longed to reach out to him. Smooth away the wrinkles that creased his brow. Tidy the hair that had been ravaged by distracted fingers. Respond to the questions he left hanging in the air—hoping for an answer, knowing better than to expect one.

    I knew him.

    I easily read the expectation in his expression. But we were as we had ever been: the windup doll and the young inventor. Self-propelled though I might now be, a gulf still stretched between us.

    I let go of his hand and stepped back. “Tell me, William, who has wrought this miracle?”

    His smile thinned, filtering disappointment. “Hephaesta,” he replied. “She’s an alchemist. And a tinker. Some say she has clockwork magic. I only half believed it until now.”

    “Clockwork magic?”

    “The art of breathing life into machines. The post-Newtonian methods are forbidden, of course. Lost to us. But the ancient ways—no one can root them out completely.”

    My master had been born into the Neoclassical Age, named not for cultural or artistic reasons, but for the laws of science to which all citizens were required to conform. Animation of inanimate beings by technological means was forbidden.

    “But won’t there be consequences for this?” I asked.

    He reached again for my hand. “If we are discovered, there could be an inquiry. But I’m not afraid. I have broken no law, not as the law is written.”

    As I stared at him, I was reminded he was barely more than a boy. “But what if the authorities don’t agree? What might happen to you? What might happen to me?”

    He squeezed my hand. “Copper, I’d never let anyone—”

    “William?”

    I started, and he dropped my hand. His sister, Lilith, had entered the wood.

    “Who is this?” she asked, eyes widening as her gaze took me in.
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    I glanced at William, alarmed. He and Lilith had never been close. She was older, and she used to tease him cruelly. She had sometimes visited his workshop when he wasn’t there. The first time Dutch jumped on her in greeting, soiling her dress, she slapped him so hard across the nose he whimpered for a whole evening. She once stole a paste gemstone right off my face—pried it off with her fingernails. I hadn’t felt it, of course, and I had consoled myself that she had no idea there was any sort of intelligence lurking within the amalgamation of rags, wire, and yarn. But I had never forgotten.

    “Sister, I’m glad you’ve come,” he replied, sounding relieved. “I’ve found this young lady. She’s lost, and she doesn’t remember who she is. I think we should take her back to the house.”

    Lilith’s shrewd gaze shifted from her brother to me. The clockwork in my chest ticked faster.

    “How odd,” she said in a light, dispassionate tone. “I’ve never seen her before.”

    “On holiday from London?” proposed William. “I’ve seen a dozen pedal-larks since noon.”

    I glanced up, but the sky was veiled by leafy branches. I’d seen only photographs of the multiseat, bicycle-powered flyers invented by the elder Lord Starley, William’s father.

    “Perhaps one has gone down,” he continued. “She struck her head, and—”

    “In that dress, William?” Lilith clucked and adjusted the angle of her feathered, black top hat. “And everyone thinks you’re the smart one.”

    Instead of waiting for him to answer, she held out her hand, gesturing to the path that led back to the garden. “It’s teatime. I suppose Papa will know what to do.”

    William offered his arm to support the potentially concussed amnesiac, and the two of us obeyed Lilith’s tacit command. I felt her eyes on my back as we followed the path, winding around William’s workshop and toward the manor. The sun sank toward the roofline, limning the structure in light the same color as my dress.

    I wasn’t sure how I felt about William’s deception, though I also wasn’t sure I’d have wanted him to reveal my identity to Lilith. At least the story he had fabricated would provide an explanation for the stiffness of my gate, propelled, as it was, by limbs that were taking their first steps.

    As we neared the house, Lilith took the lead, guiding us around to the south lawn, where afternoon tea had been laid out on a crisp white cloth. William’s father and mother were seated already, but Lord Starley stood as we approached.

    “Well, well,” said the old man, with a bemused smile and a twinkle in his clear blue eye. The other eye was covered by a strange sort of telescoping eyepiece, which he removed to get a better look at me. “Who might you be, my dear?”

    “Another of William’s foundlings, Papa,” sighed Lilith, seating herself at the table.

    “What’s this?” asked Lord Starley, eyeing his son with surprise.

    “It’s true, Father,” replied William, sliding out his chair for me. Not knowing what else to do, I sat down. “Some accident has befallen her,” he continued. “She can’t even remember her name.”

    “Oh dear,” clucked Lord Starley, alarmed.

    “Will she have tea?” asked Lady Starley, eyeing her son—and the pile of triangular, crustless sandwiches—with apprehension.

    “She shall have mine,” William assured her. He bent over the table and filled my plate with sandwiches and scones. As he reached for the teapot, a servant approached with an expression of horror. But she was too late. He lifted the pot and poured my tea.

    “Have you a lump, my dear?” asked Lord Starley, resuming his seat.

    Confused, I glanced at William.

    “A bump on the noggin, dear.” Starley tapped his temple with a knuckle.

    “Oh—no, my lord,” I replied in a tremulous voice, hand fluttering to my butter knife.

    “Her mouth still works,” murmured Lilith into her teacup. “More or less.”

    “Really, my dear,” complained Lady Starley, eyeing her daughter severely. “Would it inconvenience you greatly to behave like a lady?”

    “Probably.” But Lilith replaced her cup on the saucer and straightened minutely.

    Then the whole family—excepting William, who sank down on a footstool next to me—commenced to take tea as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. As if he’d brought home an orphaned kitten. I nibbled a scone and drank two cups of tea weakened with milk, hardly tasting my first meal for worry over what would happen next.

    But the Starleys withdrew into themselves until the teapot and trays were emptied. William sneaked reassuring glances at me as I ate, but I was not reassured.

    “What are we to do with her, Papa?” asked Lilith as the servant cleared away the plates.

    “Perhaps you children could have a game of croquet,” replied Lord Starley around the stem of the pipe he was lighting.

    “Papa!” the young lady protested.

    The lord gave his grizzled head a funny shake, like a shiver had run through him, and lifted his newspaper. He replaced the odd eyepiece and began to read, smoke curling in the air about his head.

    Lilith stared whole hailstorms at him, and finally, without raising his eyes from his paper, he offered, “I daresay someone will come looking for her, or her memory will return. If not, we shall consult Dr. Gardner, who will no doubt advise something sensible. Meantime, we’ve rooms enough for the entire East End, and William will like having someone his own age to talk to.”

    I breathed a little easier at this reprieve. William had put alarmingly little thought into the consequences of his actions, and Lord Starley’s distracted pronouncement would buy us time.

    Lilith narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips at William. She rose from the table and stalked off, bustle swaying to and fro, crimson ruffles of her skirt trailing in her wake.

    “Come,” said William, holding out his arm to me, “I’ll show you my workshop.”

    He smiled encouragement. I waited for one of his parents to raise an eyebrow at this, but Lord Starley continued to frown at his paper, and Lady Starley’s head had tipped onto her ample bosom. She was snoring softly.

    I again slipped my hand into the crook of William’s arm, and he guided me back around the house toward his workshop.

    “Was it advisable to lie to your family?” I asked him quietly.

    He closed his hand over mine, and the warmth that flooded through me at the simple touch made my head feel light again.

    “For now,” he replied. “You were right that I hadn’t—that I hadn’t thought things through.”

    We returned to the privacy of his workshop. Safe again in the womb that had prepared me—and yet not prepared me—for life, he suddenly turned and took hold of my hands.

    “Copper, I’ve waited so long for this day,” he said earnestly. “And though I plotted and planned it, never did I dream that Hephaesta’s device would work such a miracle.”

    There was something beseeching in his gaze, and I knew he was seeking encouragement to say more. Instead, I gently freed my hands and turned toward the stove, where coals still glowed from the morning’s fire. Dutch rolled his eyes toward me from his cushion. A half-hearted growl rose in his throat, and then his tail thwacked once against the floor.

    “What’s wrong?” asked William.

    “I don’t know,” I said honestly, my voice edged with anxiety. “I’ve wanted this since…since forever. To be like you. To be able to walk and talk with you.”

    I heard him step closer. “So have I. You know I have. You’ve been more like a sister to me than Lilith. More than a sister.”

    I spun to face him. “But how can that be, William? Until today, I had never spoken a word to you. How could you know that I would one day be brought to life, or that when I did, you would find me pleasing?”

    He shook his head, confused by my protests. “I promised you from the day I created you that I would find a way. And how could I not find you pleasing? I created you with my hands, taught you everything I know, spent hours talking to you. Of course you would please me. I made you in…in…”

    I closed my eyes. “In your own image.”

    I listened to the beat of my new heart, slow and steady, through the moments of silence that followed.

    Finally he replied, “Copper, please.”

    Opening my eyes, I said, “You don’t know me, William. How could you? I don’t yet know myself. Your regard…” I shook my head. “It is kind of you, but I am no longer the windup doll from your workshop, nor am I truly a living woman. We’ve had to lie to your family about who I am. I don’t know where we go from here.”

    He looked stricken, and his gaze slipped beyond me while he considered my words.

    “I understand you,” he said at length. “And I am sorry if my assumptions and enthusiasm have caused you pain or confusion. I have perhaps been carried away.” He studied me a moment, lips set in a line, before continuing, “This feeling I have of knowing you…I do not imagine it. But I can see how it might sound childish.”

    Breathing deeply, I raised my hand and pressed it lightly to my chest, where the hole had once been. Where William’s gift now dwelled. I noted an ache there, and I wondered whether something had gone wrong with its machinery.

    In my own mind, I could concede the truth of his words. I too felt the bond between us, and always had. It was only the availability of choice that had complicated things. Painfully so. And yet I would not choose to go back to my former self.

    “Let us take a fortnight, Copper,” William continued, sounding resolved. “Fourteen days to adjust to this change. Then we shall see where we are.”

    “What will we say to your family?”

    “Leave that to me,” he replied. “When the time is right, I will tell my father the truth and seek his advice. I give you my word.”

    I considered. A fortnight was something. The idea of it somehow created more space in my chest for breathing. Finally, I nodded. “I agree.”

    With a determined nod and hopeful expression, he crossed to the workshop door and opened it. As we passed through, the breeze from my skirts swept a black feather up from the floor and into the air, carrying with it the whole host of uncertainties I felt on what should have been the happiest day of my life.
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    In the remaining hours before sunset, William escorted me on a tour of the grounds. The wood behind the workshop was large and crossed by footpaths until we reached the stream, which was spanned by a picturesque bridge. Beyond the bridge, William said, the woods thickened and became impassable but for foxes, rabbits, and other forest dwellers. Just beyond the wooded border of the Starley estate was the home of Hephaesta.

    Also on the grounds were flower and herb gardens, an apple orchard, and even a hedge maze guarded by automaton soldiers. William wound the soldiers so I could watch them perform a salute and change places. Their movement was more sophisticated than mine had been before my transformation, and William explained that his father had built them. I was eager to try the maze, but there was insufficient light, and William promised it for another day.

    Dinner with the Starleys was a formal affair. William and the others dressed upstairs, and I was handed over to a maid and installed in my own room. I would not change for dinner, as I had nothing but the dress on my back. But the maid declared the marigold silk suitable and suggested only a strand of pearls, borrowed from the lady of the house, and a more formal arrangement of my hair.

    Lord and Lady Starley were kind to me at dinner, asking after my health and whether I had remembered anything about myself or what had befallen me before I landed among them. It made me uncomfortable to lie to them, but it could not be avoided. The ordeal was of brief duration, however, as no sooner were these polite questions asked than they seemed to forget all about me. Lord Starley again read a newspaper for the duration of the meal, and Lady Starley’s attention was claimed by the dishes placed before her. Lilith complained of a headache after the first course and excused herself.

    Unlike the afternoon’s tea fare—which might as well have been sawdust, so great was my anxiety—dinner turned out to be one of the greatest adventures of the day. I found that our long stroll upon the grounds had left me with appetite, and I was eager to sample each dish. There was a soup of spring asparagus, a poached fish from the stream, and roasted and stuffed fowl. The meal finished with coffee, which I found to be too strongly flavored for my pallet, and a delicious pudding with cream sauce, of which I could have eaten a double portion. I was grateful for the inattention of my hosts—except for William of course—which allowed me to study them and learn how to use the various glittering implements before me. I had watched William take meals in his workshop, but those had rarely required more than a knife.

    After dinner, Lady Starley excused herself for bed, and I followed William and his father into the drawing room, where I watched them play a game of chess. The board was another of his father’s inventions, and when a piece was taken, the attacking player could press a lever that collapsed the square like a trapdoor and deposited the piece into a small cage beneath the table. When at last William’s king was taken, his father rose and clapped him affectionately on the shoulder, and then he too retired.

    “Shall we play?” asked William when he was gone.

    I knew the game, for he had taught me by setting up a board between us and playing both sides. I took the chair his father had vacated. “If you like. Though I don’t expect it will be very challenging for you.”

    He shrugged, eyes twinkling as he gazed at me across the board. “It’s only an excuse to continue talking with you, anyway.”

    My cheeks warmed. “You don’t need an excuse, William.”

    He smiled and glanced down. “What would you like to do tomorrow? I intend to fulfill your every desire. Anything you like.”

    The warmth in my cheeks crept down over my neck and collarbones. I hardly knew what to say to him. Having never left his workshop, I had a very limited understanding of what people did with themselves in the wider world. The windup doll had possessed a burning desire to see the things she’d learned about in his school texts and picture books. I was only a handful of hours (and one clockwork heart) removed from that creature, and it seemed like a good place to start.

    “I would like to see the world, William.” Then, realizing how naïve that sounded, I amended, “I would like to see your world.”

    He brightened. “Of course. I have waited a long time to show it to you.”

    I continued to marvel at his devotion to me. Since our discussion in his workshop, there had been no presumption about our relationship to one another. He had been an affectionate friend and guide. I had believed that I knew him well, but now that I was like him—now that I was alive—I realized I was mistaken. Expressions crossed his countenance that I had never seen before. He was more animated, and quick to smile, than he’d ever been in his workshop. But there were also moments he seemed unsure of himself. He blushed at some of the things I said. And sometimes I would catch him watching me with a somber expression, tinged with tenderness, I perceived, but also somehow with sadness.

    As I followed these thoughts through my mind, they began to dissolve, and I felt like I was falling away from them, and from him. The falling sensation was ended by a little jerk of my body, and I felt a strange pressure in the back of my throat. My mouth opened widely in a yawn, which I belatedly covered with the back of my hand.

    William smiled. “Perhaps you’d like to retire. It’s been an eventful day.”

    “Indeed it has.”

    He stood up, and I gladly took the arm he offered. It would have been easy to tell myself that I worried the falling sensation would return, but in truth I liked feeling the warmth and strength of his arm under my hand.

    When we reached my bedchamber, he took a step back from me. “Good night, Copper,” he said softly. “Ring for the maid if there’s anything you need.”

    “Thank you,” I replied, my heart sinking a little at the thought of parting from him.

    “Tomorrow we’ll go into the village, if you like.”

    I smiled and nodded. “I’d like that.”

    With a gentlemanly bow, he turned to go.

  

   

   

  
    For three days William continued as my guide to the world, just as he’d been my teacher for all the years before that. We took long walks through the rolling English countryside, lovely in the green of spring, and we visited the village on market day. We explored all the rooms of the great house, which I learned had been built in the sixteenth century. The estate had been awarded to his father for his scientific work with the new government at the end of the Digital Age.

    One day I even donned goggles and changed my fine dress for wide-legged trousers so he and Lord Starley could take me up in a pedal-lark. Spinning down the country roads alongside cow fields and woodland was the most exhilarating experience of my short life. But when we lifted from the earth in a great puff of steam, flapping of wings, and whirring of wheels, I knew a moment of sheer terror. And the duet of boyish laughter that accompanied takeoff—I hope to remember that joyful sound my whole life.

    On my fourth evening with the Starleys, after a late supper, I drank a glass of port wine with William and Lord Starley in the old man’s dark-paneled study. While the father charmed me with descriptions of his fanciful inventions, I felt the warmth of the son’s gaze on my face. Over the course of our time together, William had proven himself a gentleman, introducing a respectful distance that had been absent up until the day of my transformation. And yet I felt his regard in the way he watched me when my attention was turned on something else. In the earnest way he listened to me, and in the way he smiled, like we shared a secret. Which of course we did.

    William had promised to speak to his father about me the following day. I tried not to let the dread of that event sully my enjoyment of the evening at hand. Lord Starley was an eccentric old gentleman, but nothing if not kind, and I hoped that he would have compassion for the son who’d followed in his footsteps, as well as for his creation.

    When it was time to retire, William escorted me to my chamber, and my first most exhilarating experience, aloft in the pedal-lark, was toppled from its place by a second.

    Outside my door, William lifted my hand to his lips. He studied me a moment, perhaps catching the longing in my gaze, and instead of releasing my hand and bidding me goodnight as on previous nights, he bent and caught my lips in his. His mouth pressed lightly at first, but when I let my lips open like a flower, his breaths came faster. He deepened the kiss and held me closer, my bosom flush against his chest.

    A man less pure of heart than William might have pressed his advantage, or perhaps controlled his reaction and departed from me in a cloud of cool triumph. But William simply smiled, all his happiness showing plainly on his youthful face.

    “Good night, Copper,” he said.

    “Good night, William.”

    He kissed my cheek and moved off down the corridor.

    I stood mute and smiling to myself, fingers absently rubbing the brass doorknob. Perhaps a minute later, perhaps five, I gave myself a shake and pushed open the door to my room.

    I’d just begun to unpin my hair when a figure slipped through the door I’d left ajar. I turned, expecting the maid, but instead found Lilith closing the door behind her.

    Her usual finery had been traded for a ruffled white nightdress. Her raven hair fell loosely over her shoulders. None of this softness had done anything to soften her. Something cold and hard glinted in her dark eyes.

    “Can I do anything for you, Lilith?”

    “How dare you speak to me like that?” she spat. “As if you belonged here among us. I know what you are.”

    I swallowed and gripped the edge of the dressing table behind me. My heart flopped like a fish in a net.

    “My brother is a fool,” she continued, “and I won’t let him endanger us all for the sake of a cotton-headed toy.”

    My legs shook, but I straightened, forcing myself to take a step toward her. There was no point in arguing with her. While I did not agree that William was a fool, he was admittedly naïve. Lilith was not.

    “Is that all?” I asked, managing to keep my voice steady.

    “Hardly,” she sniffed. “I expect you to leave this house tonight. If you don’t, at dawn I’ll ride straight to Town Hall and turn in the both of you to the Court of the Inquisitor.”

    I stared at her in horror. The Court of the Inquisitor, according to William, was where violators of the ban on post-classical sciences and technologies were tried. Convictions resulted in long imprisonments. And what might they do to someone of dubious personhood?

    “You wouldn’t do that.” My voice quavered now. “He’s your brother.”

    Lilith smiled, and she spun on her heel and left me.

    I sank to the floor, clutching at my chest. My cheek began to tickle and sting, and I reached up and wiped away my first tear. I stared at my fingers, rubbing them together until the saltwater reabsorbed.

    I walked to the writing desk and drew out a piece of paper, forcing myself to focus on the business at hand. When I’d scribbled my note, I sat back in the chair and waited, my body automatically resuming the position I’d held for all the long years in William’s workshop.

    When I guessed half an hour had passed, I slipped out into the hallway and went to William’s bedchamber. After knocking faintly, I slowly opened the door.

    William slept the sleep of the innocent, a wisp of his earlier smile still tugging at his lips. I reached out a hand to smooth the hair back from his forehead, but stopped short and instead pressed it against the aching space between my breasts.

    I turned and placed my note on his desk. I intended to leave then, but found my eyes straining again toward the childishly formed words. William had taught me to read long ago, but only in the last few days had he been able to teach me to write.

    
      Be well, William. I cannot stay and be a cause of grief to you, but I will think of you always. Perhaps we shall meet 
      again one day.
    

    I lifted a pen from the inkstand on his desk and added:

    
      Thank you for my life.
    

    Then I signed my name. A tear slipped from my eye to the paper, blotting the signature.

    As I turned to go, I noticed a heart-shaped box near a vase containing a single pink peony. Knowing I shouldn’t, I lifted and opened the box, and my breath caught. Inside was a tiny brass key. I fished it out and squeezed it between my palms, choking back a sob.

    It was only the availability of choice that had complicated things. The day I was given a heart, I had also been given a choice. I had chosen my heart’s desire—to be like William. But that had been the choice of a child.

    Opening my hand, I pressed the key between my breasts and closed my eyes.

    A sharp pain convulsed my chest, and it was all I could do not to cry out. Stumbling to the floor, I pressed my lips together and listened for William. The bed creaked as he rolled over, but after a single quiet sigh, he settled again.

    I reached to wipe perspiration from my brow—and noticed a bit of ivory fabric dangling from my wrist.

    The transformation had reversed.

    Crawling on my hands and knees, I made it to the door, the metal rods of my legs scraping across the floor. Still William slept.

    In the hallway I rose to my feet and fled the house through the kitchen, dark and abandoned at this late hour.

    The moon was full and bright, the air crisp, as I stumbled through the garden. Dutch barked a few times as I passed the workshop, but quieted as I continued to the path that led into the wood behind the house.

    Branches tore at my clothing and my limbs caught in hedges as I fled blindly toward the stream. I crossed the footbridge into the deeper woods, continuing until I’d gone farther than I ever had in William’s company.

    At last I tripped over a tree root and pitched forward, landing hard on the ground. I dug my fingers into the dirt, feeling its grainy texture, wrinkling my nose at the sharp mingling of minerals and decayed vegetation. Rolling onto my back, I stared up at the moon through the tree branches.

    I watched the rise and fall of my chest, wondering at the miracle of my mechanical existence. My insides were no more than gears and belts. I could feel them turning as I ran. What need had I to breathe in this body? Lacking the appropriate organs, how was it possible?

    But I didn’t lack them completely. I remembered well the day William parted the two sections of mannequin trunk and inserted a pair of black rubber bags. It was the first inkling I’d had that he meant for me to live. Inside me they pumped away like a bellows.

    As I had no real destination, I felt no urgency to stir from where I was. My eyes tracked the moon on its march across the heavens. I saw the low, yellow-gray glow forming in the east. I listened to the early morning music of the birds.

    At last I pressed my fingers against the clockwork heart, counting the slow ticks as I thought of William. Was he awake now? Had he discovered my note? How I missed him. I had never been alone before. Not so completely. In his absence there had always been Dutch, who had sometimes licked my hands or rested his head in my lap, perhaps sensing that I was alive inside. Or at least had that potential.

    I must go.

    “But why?” I wondered aloud. “And where?”

    “Why go?”

    I bolted upright, my gaze flying wildly around the little glade. Something popped from behind a bush and I yelped—the wooden head and torso of a toy soldier. I scrambled backward as the rest of the body emerged.

    The torso rested on a bug body—a sort of mechanical cricket, but rolling on a small, wheeled platform. The wheels made clicking sounds as the creature moved tentatively closer.

    “Stay away!” I cried.

    “Why go?” chirped the soldier, wide eyes staring. The tip of its pointy nose was missing.

    The forest erupted with clicking and the morning shadows began to shift. A dark shape descended right next me and I scooted away, glancing back to see a large spider alighting on the bed of ivy where I’d rested. The back portion of its body—formed from a naked light bulb—suddenly lit up, revealing more creatures around me. A crab scuttled over the ivy and knocked against my ankle. The head of a toy dog had been fixed to the crab body, and it glanced up and gave me a tinny yap.

    “Who—who are you?” I stammered.

    “Hephaesta’s children,” chirped the soldier. Its head spun so it appeared to gaze in the direction I’d come. “We too are hiding from the Inquisitor.”

    Before I could ask how he knew I’d fled the Inquisitor, someone stepped into the clearing and my breath caught.

    An old woman held up a lantern—a mechanical owl with beams of blue light streaming from its eyes.

    The curved beak clicked open. “Who-who-whu-HOO?” it demanded.

    “This is Copper, Horace,” answered the old woman. “We were expecting her, you old ninny.”

    “Hephaesta,” I breathed, remembering the name. The woman who gave hearts. The woman who required choices.

    She eyed me keenly. “Welcome to the Clockwork Forest, child. Follow me.”

    She pushed through the foliage on the opposite side of the glade. Chirps of “Follow! Follow!” rose up from her creatures, and they pressed in close around me.

    Even if I hadn’t felt uneasy about being alone with them, I would have followed her. I had questions.
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    The sun had risen by the time we finally broke free from the dense tangle of branches and vines, and I was able to get a better look at my guide. She wore her long silvery hair atop her head and crowned with a tall black top hat. Her black corset showed her figure was still quite neat, and yards of colorful patchwork skirt flowed around her hips and legs. She had ageless brown skin, and her dark eyes glinted through a pair of wire spectacles that rested on her gently curving nose.

    “You made a brave choice, my dear,” she said kindly. Her gaze was sharp and deep, with a spark of what I suspected was habitual amusement.

    “Where are you taking me?” I asked, my voice almost a whisper.

    “My home and workshop.” I followed her gaze to a stone-and-thatch cottage in the middle of the clearing.

    An alchemist and a tinker, William had said, but I wasn’t sure what that meant. “What sort of work do you do?”

    Lifting her skirts with one hand, still holding the owl in the other, she started for the cottage. “Quickening. Citizens of this spacetime call it clockwork magic.”

    She opened the door and waved me inside. My ears were assaulted by many small voices chirping, “Time for tea,” and I shrank back. Dozens of clocks began chiming the hour—seven in the morning. When they finished, each clock’s tiny inhabitant spun around and slid through a door that clicked shut behind it.

    “Yes, my loves,” the woman called out cheerfully. She slipped past me and set the lantern on a table.

    I remembered what the soldier had said about the Inquisitor. “It’s forbidden, isn’t it? What you do. What William has done.”

    “There’s no law against alchemy in the Neoclassical,” she replied, placing a tea tray on a long, wooden table. “Not yet, anyway. Using it to quicken automatons…it’s a sort of loophole I expect to be closed.”

    “What will happen to you and these others?” What will happen to me?

    Hephaesta winked at me. “I never borrow trouble.”

    She heated water in a kettle with three spouts, all pointing different directions, their steam causing tiny tin shapes (star, heart, moon) to spin on thin wires. After she’d filled a teapot, her deft fingers assembled cream cheese and cress sandwiches so quickly there was soon a pile high enough for half a dozen people.

    She sat down and ate them one by one, washing them down with cup after cup of black tea. I watched her as I’d watched William at tea in his workshop too many times to count. I recalled the wonderful meals I’d been served at Starley Manor over the course of my brief human life. I wondered what would happen if…

    “You’re mechanical, child.” I looked at her, startled. She raised an eyebrow. “It’s poison to your insides.”

    I folded my hands in my lap, contemplating the nature of this new existence, which was really just the old existence all over again, except for now I could more competently regret the things I lacked.

    Tasting the bitterness of these thoughts, I recognized they weren’t precisely true. Through Hephaesta’s art, I had evolved from automated to animated. I had free will. I was no longer a windup doll, but a creature suspended between machine and human.

    Finally Hephaesta swallowed her last bite of sandwich. Tapping her temple with one finger, she said, “Now then, that’s got Hephie’s gears spinning again.”

    “Why the choice about the key?” I blurted. “Would it have been better for me to keep it from the beginning? Was that what I was supposed to do?”

    I couldn’t help thinking that keeping the key would have saved me pain—would have saved William pain. Even so, would I erase those days at Starley Manor? I felt a hard, gnawing ache inside my throat, and I swallowed with difficulty.

    “That’s the point of choices, dearie,” she replied, resting forward on her elbows. “We don’t get to know. As to your first question, I wanted to see what you were made of.”

    I glanced down at my fabric-wrapped arms and hands.

    The old woman gave a low chuckle. “Not what I mean, child.” She pressed a closed fist against her heart. “I wanted to see what you were made of.”

    I frowned. “Riddles.”

    The door opened suddenly, and I joggled the table in jumping to my feet.

    “Sorry, Gran, I’ll get the fire—”

    A man froze in the doorway with his armload of wood.

    A man like me. Made of bits and bobs and castaway things. His mannequin head adorned with a mop of black ribbons.

    “Come in, my boy, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

    The man took a step forward, but froze again, as if his key needed winding. His gaze moved over my raggedy form. Ridiculously, I reached to straighten my branch-torn dress, but stopped myself before patting my mussed yarn hair.

    He carried the wood to the other side of the room and dumped it into the grate of a large fireplace before returning to the table, hand outstretched. I reached out and clasped it.

    “Silk,” he said. My eyes dropped to his chest. A twin mechanical heart peeked between the edges of his jacket.

    “Copper,” I said, and his gaze moved over my ropey twists of orange hair.

    He nodded. “From Starley Manor. The inventor’s boy made you.”

    I felt a tug in my chest. “Yes.”

    His painted mannequin lips jerked into a grin. Light glinted off the black buttons of his eyes. “Pleased to meet you. Nice to have someone my own size to talk to. Besides Gran, I mean.”

    “Who!” hooted Horace from the end of the table.

    “Copper,” said Silk and the old woman in unison—loudly, as if they were talking to someone hard of hearing.

    I glanced at Hephaesta, suddenly feeling small and lost. “I have nowhere to go,” I admitted.

    She rose from the table, brushing crumbs from her skirt. “That’s not entirely true, my dear. You’ve yet to really look about you. But you’re welcome here until you sort it out. As long as you like.”

    I glanced at Silk, who watched me quietly. His eyes were as expressionless as my own, but I sensed his pity. No, not pity—something warmer and softer.

    “I’m not sure what I’m to sort out,” I replied. Again I felt the pain in my throat, and the cloth around my eyes grew damp and cool. “I don’t know who or what I am, or even if there’s any point to me.”

    “You’re far from the first to ponder the nature of your existence, I assure you,” said Hephaesta. “The answer is in the question itself.”

    Sighing, I rested an elbow on the table and my chin in my hand. “Do you always talk like this?”

    “You get used to it,” remarked Silk.

    “I’ll have you both know I’m a woman of science,” protested Hephaesta. “It’s clear enough if you pay proper attention.”

    I frowned, and she eyed me over her spectacles. Despite the edge to her tone, her dark eyes twinkled.

    “You feel you can’t make decisions because you don’t know who you are. You had to make at least one decision to bring you to my forest. You had to make another to wind up in this room. We are our decisions, child. You’re becoming more you every moment.”

    I could see the wisdom in this, yet I struggled to apply it to myself. Hephaesta rose from the table murmuring something about needing to talk to someone called “Chirp.” I remained in my seat thinking about William and his choices. He had created me as a companion for himself, partly out of loneliness and partly out of intellectual curiosity. He had worked diligently toward his goal of giving me life. Finally he had given me life, with the expectation we would continue as we always had. When he recognized that goal was in jeopardy, had he become resentful? Shown regret? No. He continued to hope, and he continued to be my friend.

    Constant. Loyal. Worthy.

    But he had also been captivated by my physical transformation, and I couldn’t help wondering how he would feel about me now.

    “Did something happen?”

    I glanced up to find Silk studying me, broom in hand but with its bristles resting on the floor.

    “I’m sorry?”

    “It’s none of my business,” he said, glancing down the handle of the broom. “I just wondered what caused you to leave. Was Starley unkind to you?”

    “William?” I shook my head. “No, never.”

    “Someone else?”

    I glanced away, recalling how menace and satisfaction had mingled in Lilith’s expression.

    “His sister,” I confessed.

    “I’m sorry.”

    “She was the first,” I said, more to myself than to him, “but would not have been the last.”

    “It’s better that you’ve left. You’ll be safe here.”

    “Yes,” I agreed faintly.

    He began to sweep, and I listened to the dry scraping of bristles against floorboards as I tried to shift thoughts of William to the back of my mind.

    “Would you like to see Gran’s workshop?” he asked brightly. “Might take your mind off things.”

    I looked up. “Will she mind?”

    “Not if we don’t touch anything. Come on.” He rested the broom against the wall and gestured for me to follow.

    Leaving the cottage, we circled around to the back where there was an old stone shed with a roof completely overtaken by moss.

    “How long have you been here?” I asked as he opened the door.

    “In England? Five or six years.” He ducked inside and I followed.

    “And before that?”

    “Before that we were in Paris.” He lit a gas lamp and turned to smile at me. “Clockwork gargoyles for the cathedral.”

    “Paris!” It had never occurred to me I need not stay with William, or at least near William. In my current form I had no need to eat, or perhaps even sleep. I could go where I liked. Do as I pleased. I only needed to be mindful of the damage moisture could do to my mechanical parts.

    Silk moved around the room lighting lamps, and I was struck by how similar Hephaesta’s workshop was to William’s. The same wooden workbenches—Hephaesta had three instead of one. The same tools and implements, the same bins of “bits and bobs”—buttons, ribbons, string, spools, gears, wires, and paste jewels. There were piles of books everywhere, and many volumes lay open. In addition to these recognizable items, there was also a shelf devoted to vials filled with liquids and granules of various colors.

    “What are these?” I asked, stepping in for a closer look.

    “Not for you!” I jumped back at the sudden warning. The voice was deep and grating, like the sound of stones rubbing together.

    Silk moved to my side, placing a steadying hand on my back. “It’s all right. His bark is worse than his bite.”

    I followed Silk’s gaze to the top of the bookshelf and spied a tin gargoyle, head hanging and red eyes glaring.

    “Easy, Gryf,” soothed Silk. “This is our new friend, Copper. She doesn’t want your treasure.”

    “Not for you,” the creature repeated in a slightly more moderate tone, craning his head to get a better look at me.

    “Not for me,” I repeated with a nod.

    Gryf slowly retracted his head, settling it on his clawed forelegs. The red eyes blinked out behind tin lids.

    “Gran’s particular about her potions,” explained Silk, letting the steadying hand drop.

    I studied the bottles a few moments more—long enough to note that their labels were in Latin but contained no words I recognized. Gryf’s eyelids lifted slightly during my inspection, but soon closed again.

    “What is Paris like?” I asked, turning.

    Silk ran a leather-wrapped hand through his mop of ribbons, just as I’d seen William do countless times. Not being as coarse as real hair, it fell right back into place, and I wondered at the human gesture.

    “Crowded. Filthy. Noisy.” He smiled. “Glorious. There are others like us, and they move about in the open. No one worries about Inquisitors. Of course that’s all thanks to Gran.”

    I frowned. “How so?”

    “She tends to stir things up. Starts things, if you know what I mean.”

    I didn’t really, but I did know she’d created some trouble for William by helping him bring me to life. I wondered whether he’d discover Lilith was behind my disappearance. I wondered whether he’d try to find me.

    It was best he didn’t, and it was a foolish thing to dwell on. Running my finger down the center of a book opened to an illustration of a dragon, I asked, “So you work for Hephaesta?”

    “I do my part to help out,” he said. “We all do. We’re a family here.”

    “Family,” I murmured. Speaking this word caused a response in my body. My chest warmed, and my breathing slowed.

    “A strange one, I guess,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice, “but that’s how we think of ourselves.”

    “It’s lovely, actually.” Hephaesta and her creatures seemed more like a family than had William and his sister and Lord and Lady Starley, though William and his father were obviously very fond of each other.

    And William and I had been family in a way—the only thing like family I’d ever known.

    And I left him.

    It was natural for me to miss him—to continue to think of him. In time it would get easier, or so I told myself. I desperately hoped I was right, because this missing…it was a constant gnawing ache.

    I turned and crossed the room, where I pretended to examine a dormant forge. “Have you ever lost someone, Silk?”

    My heart ticked a few beats before he replied, “Not yet.”

    “Not yet,” I echoed faintly, noting the ring of inevitability.

    “I had friends in Paris,” he continued. “But Gran’s job was finished and we came here. I do think about them sometimes.”

    I touched the cold anvil with the tip of a finger, noting the char mark it left on the fabric.

    “You miss him?” asked Silk. “The inventor’s boy?”

    I turned to him, forcing a smile. “It will pass. Thank you for sharing this with me.”

    He studied me a moment and then said, “Of course.”

    “Perhaps I can help you with your chores,” I suggested. “I’d like to be useful.”

    Silk’s gaze shifted from me to the desk next to the forge, piled high with books. “Actually, there is something you could help me with.”

    “Yes?”

    “Gran is teaching me to read.” He hesitated, and then met my gaze. “She’s very busy, and I’m afraid I’m not exactly a quick study. I know that Starley taught you things—he used to talk about it with Gran. Do you think that you could…?”

    “Certainly,” I replied quickly, hoping to ease his discomfort. “I would be happy to.”

    His shoulders relaxed. “Thank you. Once you’ve settled in, I mean—”

    “Why not now?”

    He raised his painted-on eyebrows. “Now?”

    “There are plenty of books to choose from. We can work on it for a while, and then I’ll help you with your chores.”

    He nodded, but I sensed his uncertainty.

    I walked over to the desk, pleased to have found a diversion. Even more pleased to have found a purpose. I shuffled through the books, examining titles, and finding none of them suitable, I toured the workshop and checked the others. Finally I found a battered copy of a children’s picture book—The Velveteen Rabbit. Based on the publication date, I knew that this was a banned book—the ban applied to all books published between 1900 and 2030—but it was the most suitable title I could find for a beginning reader. We were practically banned objects ourselves so it seemed fitting.

    We dragged stools over to one of the workbenches and began our lesson.

    Silk was more adept than I had expected based on his assessment. In fact, all that was required of me as his teacher was to follow along while he read, helping him with the more advanced words.

    At one point as he turned a page, I remarked, “You don’t really need me for this. All that’s wanted for improvement is more practice. In time, you’ll read as fluently as anyone.”

    “I think what was wanting was more inducement to practice, which you’ve provided, so thank you.” He smiled at me and then quickly dropped his eyes to the page, continuing to read aloud.

    Heat flashed across my face, as if the forge had suddenly kindled. Silk was pleased to have my company, or so I had inferred, and indeed I was pleased to have his. He was like me. Understood me in a way William probably never could.

    I felt a confusion of loyalties, which was compounded when Silk read the following passage:

    “Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real.”
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    Over the next few days, I grew to feel more at home with Hephaesta, Silk, and the myriad little creatures into which she’d breathed life, and which were in turn devoted her. When she would tolerate it, they’d follow her about like small dogs, humming and clicking and all but licking her heels. They possessed a far more limited intellect than Silk and I—they could not answer any but the simplest questions. The cricket soldier, whom Hephaesta called Chirp, was by far the brightest and most attached to his mistress.

    Gryf, too, was curious, and gradually he migrated to our workbench and curled up next to our book, peering over Silk’s forearm at the page he was reading. He was a funny little beast, about the size of a fox, and as we read, his glowing red gaze would occasionally lift to study each of us in turn. At first it made me nervous, but I soon grew accustomed to his presence and even fond of his silent companionship.

    I also had opportunities to watch Hephaesta work, and thus learned that my heart was the result of painstaking labor that began in the forge with a bit of glowing metal. I asked few questions about it, or about any of her work. She was unfailingly kind, but still she intimidated me. She had such an aura of competence, wisdom, and indeed power, my questions felt extraneous and small. She knew a great many answers, of that I was certain, but I sensed that she wished me to discover my own answers in my own time.

    Though I had many diversions—and though I felt a warm and mutual regard developing between myself and my pupil—I couldn’t help wondering about William. When I’d first left him, I’d feared that he would follow. In my heart I had believed he would be frantic to find me gone, and that it wouldn’t take him long to track me to Hephaesta. When after a fortnight that had not happened, I began to suspect that his attachment to me had been frailer than either of us imagined.

    These regrets were childish, I knew, occurring as they did in tandem with my feelings of relief that he had not chased after me, causing both of us to suffer even more. And yet I began every new day wondering whether he was well and happy, and whether I would ever see him again.

    One morning when Silk was out feeding the chickens and Hephaesta was sitting down to breakfast, I finally gave voice to my concern.

    “Hephaesta,” I began in what I hoped was a casual tone, “do you ever speak with William?”

    If I had possessed blood, it would have all rushed to my face as she glanced up from her eggs and toast.

    “On occasion,” she said, pinioning me with her gaze.

    Nodding, I picked up a stray spool of thread and began to fiddle with it. “Is he…I’ve wondered whether he is well. His sister had threatened to expose him, and I…”

    The old woman took pity on me, replying, “William is still at Starley Manor, and in good health the last time I spoke with him.”

    Again I nodded, and I set down the spool. Life had gone on, then, and that was as it should be. I stood up, murmured “thank you,” and went outside to find Silk.

  

   

   

  
    The next morning, Silk and I read by the fire in the cottage. I was still distracted by my conversation with Hephaesta, but determined to attend to our lesson. We had almost made it through a children’s book about the English navy, one of William’s favorites as a boy and a current favorite of Silk’s, when suddenly Silk got up and went to the door. He stepped outside and peered up at the sky.

    “It’s one of old Lord Starley’s demented flying machines,” he said, but with a tone of wonder and more than a glint of curiosity.

    I jumped up and joined him outside. “Pedal-lark,” I said breathlessly.

    The small craft made a controlled drop from the sky and I gasped. It set down right next to the cottage, great black wings—more like crow than lark—settling on the ground on either side of it.

    Hephaesta joined us as a man climbed down the ladder. My heart ticked off half-seconds as he turned and strode toward us.

    William removed his goggles and tipped his hat first to Hephaesta, then to Silk. “Good morning.” He was fresh and handsome in his gray morning jacket, the forest green tie at his neck bringing out the green of his eyes.

    “Good morning, young man,” Hephaesta replied brightly.

    He can’t even look at me, was my first thought. Then I realized I didn’t want him to. He’d known me in my current form my whole life, but after four days in a form like his—a form that I was well aware had appealed to him—I could no longer bear it. An uncomfortable tickle in my stomach was accompanied by a surprising wish that he had not come. The persistent longing I could live with. This anxiety and uncertainty—it was too much feeling all at once.

    “We’ve taken good care of your protégé,” said Hephaesta. “Or Silk has. I’m afraid I can be a little neglectful.”

    He studied Silk a moment, and then finally he looked at me. I dropped my gaze. “She’s quite well, then?” he asked.

    A warm wave washed through my clockparts.

    “As you see,” replied Hephaesta. “Found us straight away. Clever young lady.”

    “Thank you for finally allowing me to come,” said William.

    “It was time,” she said simply.

    He had known I was here. And Hephaesta had kept him away. But why?

    To give everyone time. It was my thought, but it came to me in the old woman’s voice.

    “Might I speak with her alone for a moment?” asked William.

    “If she likes.”

    This would do more harm than good, I knew it. But how could I deny him? Slipping away in the night was one thing. Saying no to his face…I began to fear that this heart of mine was neither strong nor brave.

    “Come along,” said Hephaesta to Silk as she went inside. But he hesitated at the threshold of the cottage, watching us. I didn’t need to read his nonexistent expression. Having a friend who understands us without any need for talk or explanation—it is truly a gift.

    “I’ll be fine,” I told him.

    He nodded and followed the old woman.

    When the door had closed behind them, William turned to me. The tenderness in his gaze caused my little apparatus to momentarily seize.

    “I’m an idiot,” he said, removing his hat. “Please forgive my ungentlemanly behavior.”

    I stared at him, uncomprehending.

    “I’ve known you for most of my life,” he continued. “I designed and assembled you from carefully scavenged parts. But you don’t belong to me, not anymore. I was wrong not to make that clearer from the beginning. And I was wrong to take advantage of your uncertainty.”

    Now I understood. He was talking about the kiss.

    “William—”

    “You were right to question me about my regard for you. I was always an odd little boy who had trouble finding playfellows. Creating you—it gave me something to fill the lonely hours. Someone to talk to who wouldn’t scorn or bully me.”

    He didn’t know about Lilith’s threat. I had to tell him, but I was not about to interrupt him now.

    “I confess to you that I little thought things would change once you were alive. I told myself it was a gift for you, for all you had been to me. But it was a gift to myself. And when your transformation proved to be so compelling, so complete…” His eyes moved over my clockwork form, but I knew that he was seeing me as I’d been in Starley Manor. “Well I knew right away that I would have to win your regard, for you could have any man you liked. But I didn’t give you any real choice in the matter.”

    A tightness in my chest eased, and my heart ticked a little more freely. Despite the fact I no longer looked the part, William had discovered that I was a person, like him. And somehow his conviction of this bolstered my own. There was some shame in this acknowledgment—wasn’t it more important to believe in myself? But I was beginning to suspect it was our connection to others that made us human.

    “Thank you for telling me this, William,” I said when I’d found my voice. “It means more to me than I think you can know.”

    He offered a troubled smile. “I hope you know I don’t blame you for running from me. I heartily deserved it. And I’m glad you have your key back. Your heart is not mine to hold.”

    “No,” I replied, addressing his statement about what he deserved. Then I realized it would seem I was agreeing with what he’d said about my heart, but he continued before I could clarify.

    “I hope you will permit me to see you sometimes. I would wish…” He hesitated, and color rose to his cheeks. “I would wish to court you properly, but I know you need time, and maybe you don’t even…I don’t want to…”

    As he trailed off in confusion, I couldn’t help laughing in disbelief. I glanced down at my doll hands and arms. “Court me. William, look at me.”

    “I am looking at you,” he insisted. He reached for my wire-and-cloth appendage, holding onto it as though nothing had changed since the night I left him. “You look the same as you always have. You are as dear to me as you ever were. Dearer, now that I can hear your voice and you can tilt your head up at me, as you’re doing now.”

    My mouth hinged open, but I failed to produce any sounds. Finally I closed it and shook my head. “William, I didn’t leave you for the reason you think, though I am glad that my leaving has given you time to think on all these things. It means the world to me that you came here and said them.”

    He frowned, confused. “Why did you leave?”

    “Because of Lilith.”

    He stared at me blankly, but I noted the moment fire kindled in his kind eyes. “Lilith?”

    “Speak of the devil…” a voice chimed suddenly. Both of us turned to discover the source. Lilith had broken through the trees on the edge of the clearing and was striding to the cottage. When she reached us, she planted her parasol in a gesture of triumph, straightening her skirt with one hand. Dead leaves clung to her dress in places. A chilly smile curled her lips as she continued, “And she shall appear.”

    “What are you doing here?” demanded William.

    Ignoring his question, she fixed her eyes on me. “What a strange, sad little creature you are. You were to leave my brother. Had we not agreed?” Her gaze moved lazily to him, and her eyes widened in mock surprise. “And yet here he is.”

    “I was just about to send him away,” I assured her.

    William’s gaze moved between us, thunderclouds gathering above his brow.

    “I always knew you’d do something like this, brother,” she continued. “Perfect William. Father’s protégé. The two of you always leaving me with Mother and the servants. Did it not occur to either of you that I had talents? That I might wish for more than fashionable dresses and parties?”

    “No,” replied William flatly. “Because I was never permitted to get to know you. I was hardly permitted to speak to you. You were cruel to my pets, and you took my things. You were never sisterly to me, and you’ll not play the victim.”

    She gave a bored sigh. “It hardly matters now.”

    We heard the telltale whirring of a pedal-lark and glanced up to find another craft landing in the clearing. Three men disembarked. They wore tufted helmets above their flight goggles, and their uniform jackets were emblazoned with the letters “CI.”

    “Inquisitor’s men,” said William, causing a prickling sensation along the back of my chicken-wire neck.

    “Stay where you are,” called one of them, hand on a pistol at his waist. “You’re to wait here for extraction to the Court of the Inquisitor.”

    “What have you done, Lilith?” William snapped.

    “You’ve brought it on yourself,” she replied mercilessly.

    “I’ve done nothing illegal,” he insisted, sounding more a man than he ever had.

    “You knew it was wrong, else you wouldn’t have lied to us all. But why don’t we leave it to the Court to determine?”

    “Have you thought about what this will do to Father?”

    “I assure you,” she said quietly, “I have.”

    My heart broke for William. I had hoped that her threats against him were merely a bluff to rid them all of me. Now I suspected she might even be glad he had done something she could use against him. Even a windup doll could see there was something broken inside Lilith.

    William moved to stand in front of me, raising his walking stick.

    “Don’t be a fool,” muttered his sister.

    The men stopped on the path a few yards away, pistols now free of their holsters. I glanced at the front window of the cottage, but all inside was quiet and dark. Had Hephaesta and Silk seen the officers arrive? Were they hiding inside? My gaze slipped to the doorknob with its keyhole underneath, and something occurred to me.

    William’s body mostly shielded me from view, and I slowly slipped a hand into my pocket, closing my fingers over the small key I always carried. I hadn’t spoken since the Inquisitor’s men arrived. I possessed no expression for anyone to read, and though I reflexively filled my artificial lungs on occasion, there was no need for me to breathe. If I were to return to my previous unanimated state, there would be no evidence to back up Lilith’s accusation.

    When an officer asked one of his fellows a question about the ship that was coming for us, they began to talk among themselves, and I eased the key from my pocket, raising it to my chest. I quickly married key with keyhole—what followed was not at all what I had expected.

    Instead of loss of consciousness—loss of animation and life—a wave of warm energy expanded across my chest, surging out to engulf my whole body. Glancing down, I watched as I was made flesh again—and as key, heart, and hole were sealed over in the process.

    I might have rejoiced at this unexpected result had it not been exactly the opposite of what was required to save William.

    Perhaps sensing the disturbance behind him, William turned, his eyes opening wide when he saw me.

    “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

    “Move apart from her, boy,” ordered one of the men, waving a pistol.

    William complied, exposing me to their gazes, and all three froze from the shock of my transformation. Before the men could recover and raise their weapons, a series of loud clicks erupted from the bushes on either side of the path. The little clockwork figures swarmed the ground at the officers’ feet, and Lilith yelped and staggered backward. The mechanical crab-dog locked onto the back of one man’s knee, causing him to stumble onto the path and drop his pistol. Chirp rushed forward and scooted the weapon out of reach, and the crab-dog returned to the fray.

    Another officer took aim and fired at the small assailant—but instead shot his comrade in the foot. That man, too, went down with a cry of pain. The officer who’d shot him kicked out wildly and sent the crab-dog flying through the air. The poor creature struck the front door and tumbled away, lifeless.

    Suddenly the door flew open and Hephaesta stepped out, glaring balefully at the trio. The officer still on his feet raised his weapon in threat, but William had already let fly his walking stick and it struck the man square in the forehead. He collapsed to the ground unconscious.

    Silk joined us outside and he and William hurried over and collected the weapons. William turned one of the pistols on the officers, but they were in no state to offer further threat. The gunshot man was still groaning in pain, and the one attacked by the crab-dog was fending off the other clockwork creatures that had swarmed him when he fell.

    I glanced at Lilith in time to see her hurrying back into the trees.

    “It’s time to go,” announced Hephaesta, efficiently straightening her hat and corset.

    “Indeed,” agreed William.

    “Go where?” I asked.

    “Underground for a while,” she replied. “There’s a place for you among us, my dear, if you want it.”

    “Come, children!” she called, and her creatures withdrew from the battlefield, clicking and clacking along the ground until they filed one-by-one into the cottage. She bent and picked up the lifeless crab-dog, softly clucking, and slipped it into a pocket. “We don’t have much time,” she reminded us, turning to follow the others inside. I puzzled over what they were doing—surely there was no time for packing.

    Silk hesitated on the threshold. “Will you come?” he asked.

    William backed toward me, still holding the gun on the officers. The two conscious men were still wholly concerned with their own troubles, and eagerly watched the sky for reinforcements.

    “What will you do?” I asked him.

    “I’ll go away,” he pronounced. “I’ll have to.”

    “Away from your family?”

    “Away from England, at least for now. To Dublin, perhaps. Or Paris.” He smiled at me, and though sadness tinged his expression, I caught a glimpse of the boyish excitement I knew so well. “I hear they have clockwork gargoyles atop Notre Dame, can you imagine?”

    I smiled back, and I thought of running my fingers through his hair.

    “It’s time you struck out on your own.” I tried to emulate his resolve, but my voice quavered. “And I’m sure your father will help you all he can.”

    “Yes, I think he will. And I haven’t studied the law for nothing. Perhaps I’ll even write a petition. The ban on Digital Age science should not be interpreted to include clockwork magic. It evolved from ancient practices.”

    I watched the thoughts spinning behind his eyes, but soon his gaze came back to my face. My own gears slowed, and everything came to focus on that moment.

    “Come with me, Copper. Come with me to Paris.”

    “You don’t have to do it,” said Silk. “You don’t owe him anything. If you come with us, there are no expectations. No obligations. I know it’s not my business. But there’s very little time, and I thought you should know.”

    “It is your business,” I said softly. “You’ve been kind to me. You’ve been my friend.”

    He managed a smile then, but I could feel his regret. “And you’ve been mine. Thank you.” Then he turned and went back inside.

    It was impossible not to imagine what kind of life I’d have among them. In many ways, it would be easier. Safer.

    “You don’t owe me anything,” said William, and I looked at him. “There are no expectations or obligations. It’s just…these past weeks…I can’t imagine what my life would be like without you. But Silk’s right—of course it’s your choice, and you should do what will make you happy.”

    
      We are our decisions, child. You’re becoming more you every moment.
    

    It was early yet, but one thing I had learned: I was a person who trusted her heart. William and I had that in common. It wasn’t a bad place to start.

    “I can’t imagine my life without you.”

    He smiled, and I stepped closer to him. As I reached up to thread my fingers through his hair, he hooked his free arm around my waist and pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was urgent and grateful and so ardent it resulted in my feet lifting off the ground. It was broken only by the shouted command, “Fly, children!”

    The earth began to rumble and roar beneath our feet. A whistle pierced the air, and steam poured out of the cottage door. We faltered backward, and I felt something massive rushing belowground. Gradually the whistle faded, and the steam and vibration dissipated. We took only a moment to peer into the cottage and found it completely empty—nothing but a shell.

    Then we ran. We traveled north until we reached a bend in the nearby stream, where William intended to borrow a neighbor’s rowboat.

    “When we reach the edge of the forest,” he said, helping me into the boat, “we’ll hide and then travel at night. We’ll make our way to London, and then an airship to Paris. It will be risky, but I think if we—”

    “William.” I laid a hand on his arm before he could shove off from the pebbly beach. “You’re sure about this? There’s still a chance your father could smooth all this over, and I don’t want—”

    He bent close and pressed his soft, warm lips against mine. Then he nuzzled my cheek. “Think what an adventure we’ll have.”

    I smiled. “Clockwork gargoyles.”

    
      The End
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First Chapter of The Absinthe Earl


  
  The first chapter of my upcoming book The Absinthe Earl is available on my website now.
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