The Escapement of Debt

Book I: The Ticker's Waltz

The shop bore the scents of oil and rust, and beneath them, something sweeter—a copper tang,
lingering since yesterday. Eliza wound the mainspring of her father's finest clock, watching as
the gears commenced their eternal dance. Her reflection shown in the glass of the clock face. Her
curly red hair in a top-bun as usual due to her work, her pale blue eyes focused on her work, to
Eliza Mercer the clocks were her life's work she was fascinated and highly skilled at the job.
Outside, the autumn rain rendered the cobbles black as mourning cloth.

The mortgage man would arrive by noon. He was ever punctual, as death itself.

Her father had not left his chamber in three days. She heard him, overhead—the clink of glass,
the low, muddled apologies addressed to no one. Her mother, meanwhile, had ceased her
weeping that morning, which felt somehow the crueler. She sat at the kitchen table, hands folded
like broken wings, eyes fixed upon the stack of red-stamped papers.

Eliza was fifteen. Old enough to perceive that time was a mechanism never arrested, only
redirected; old enough to possess clever hands and a methodical mind. Yet too young, perhaps, to
comprehend what such gifts might truly cost.

The bell above the door chimed. Not the mortgage man—it was far too early. This visitor wore a
coat of good fabric, well maintained but not new, and his visage was angular and weathered, his
gaze attentive as that of a seasoned detective.

"I am told your family has debts," he began, voice smooth, yet empty of all warmth—well-oiled
gears devoid of grace. "I am told you are clever with mechanisms. Keen hands. A methodical
spirit."

Eliza did not speak, but her fingers stilled upon the clock’s casing.

"My name is Silas Thorne. Once, I made my living in pursuit of justice through lawful means. I
learned, regrettably, that law serves more often to shield the powerful. Now, I seek a different
justice—one that demands instruments of precision and hands the authorities have not yet come
to know. Such hands, I fear, must belong to someone invisible—someone of whom the system
takes no notice."

He set a wooden case before her. Within, lying upon velvet, were tools she recognised—fine and
sharp, meant for meticulous labour. Yet there was something darker in the steel; edges keener
than any fashioned for brass and springs.



"There are debts in this city beyond reckoning—debts no court will collect, whose consequences
are borne by the innocent. I have marked their crimes—Iledgers, testimony, patterns none but
myself could see. What I require is an instrument to bring those patterns to a close."

He looked to her directly. "You could be that instrument. Carefully applied. For each target, I
provide the rationale, the means, and the compensation. You provide the result. Nothing more,
nothing less."

She ought to have refused, sent him away, locked the door and sought another path. Yet the red
stamps swam before her eyes. Her father’s sobs echoed above, and the memory of the mortgage
man's impending arrival pressed upon her.

"What, precisely, would be required of me, sir?" she asked, her voice subdued.

"To stop them," came his reply, calm and unwavering. "As one halts a clock. I shall instruct you
where; you will learn how. We need never speak of why."

The Training Sequences
Lesson One: Anatomy as Mechanism

The workshop in Southwark lay concealed behind a reputable clock-repair establishment. The
Machinist—an older fellow, sightless in one eye, hands marred by the ravages of fine
work—greeted her only with a nod. He spoke not at all, by choice or by necessity.

Mr. Thorne unfurled anatomical drawings across the bench—no medical treatises, but diagrams
of his own devising, the body rendered as a system of mechanical functions, each artery or
pressure point labeled as though upon the workings of a clock.

"The body is a clock," he remarked, gesture trailing across the parchment. "The heart—your
mainspring. Vessel—gear train. Nerves—the escapement. Halt any vital juncture and the whole
apparatus is undone."

He extended to her a modified screwdriver, the tip reshaped, the handle weighted for the surest
control.

"Here—Dbetween the third and fourth ribs, angled upward precisely thirty degrees. Depth: no
more than three inches. Twist once and only once. The mark shall be small, mistaken for some
sharp instrument, a common accident. Demise will follow in minutes; you will have departed in
seconds."

Eliza balanced the tool in her hand. "How, sir, have you come to know these things?"



"I was a detective, twelve years in service. I studied death—by accident, by illness, by malice. I
learned the marks left, the patterns that speak of foul play. It is this knowledge I pass to you: how
to commit a deed, leaving not a whisper of suspicion. You shall conduct your work with such
finesse, that not even a detective, trained as [ was, will ever suspect."

He nudged a dressmaker’s dummy, its internal structure reimagined as human form.

"Practice. One thousand times, each angle and depth as exact as winding a clock. When your
hands locate the spot by habit alone, you shall be ready."

Lesson Two: The Professional Distance

Three weeks hence, Eliza returned to the workshop following her first contract—the merchant in
Whitechapel. The act had been as clean as taught, yet her hands trembled unceasingly thereafter.

Eliza felt the constant, chilling presence of the merchant's final gasp—not a sound, but a cold
void that clung to her like the soot of Whitechapel. Her conscience, steeped in the fear of God
drilled into her since childhood, screamed of damnation and the certain ruin of her soul.

Thorne looked up from his Archive—a great ledger, its pages filled with names, addresses,
routines and the weaknesses of men.

"You experience guilt," he observed, dryly clinical.
"And how might you know?" Her voice faltered, soft.

"Because I, too, have felt it. All who carry out such work must, else they do not last. The work
demands it." He placed his pen upon the desk with deliberate care. "The man you dispatched
today ruined seventeen families by loans no honest soul could repay. Three had daughters your
age. Two such girls are dead—one through toil, one by the river. The law permitted this. You
stopped a machine built to grind the poor to dust."

"But I killed him," she whispered.

"No. You halted a mechanism that killed others. It is not the same, though you will not sense the
distinction in these first days. Your guilt is proof of humanity. Cherish it while you are able. Yet
do not allow it to burden your hand—hesitation renders you both useless and exposed."

He resumed his writing. "Your next task arises in three days—a landlord responsible for the
death of seventeen souls, burned by fires he made impossible to escape. The coroner declared it
accident. Here are his habits, his weaknesses, and the recommended method. Read. Practise.



Carry it out. If your hands tremble again, you shall endure it alone; do not return here in such a
state."

It was compassion as cold as winter, yet it steadied her.

Lesson Three: The Architecture

Six months as the Ticker, and Eliza found herself compelled to ask, "Why do you not execute
these tasks yourself? You possess the knowledge. The skill. Why are you in need of me?"

Thorne glanced up from the Archive, an unfamiliar edge of amusement on his features.

"I am known. My reputation, my manner, my history. There is a lad at Scotland Yard—Elias
Finch, once my protégé—who possesses a gift for patterns. If I were to conduct these acts
myself, he would soon recognise my hand. He would not desist until I was brought before the
law."

He tapped his ledger. "You, on the other hand, are invisible. A girl who smells always of
clock-oil and keeps her gazes lowered. Even as Finch discerns the design—and he will—he shall
never suspect you. He seeks a man, an adult, a professional. Such blind spots serve me well."

"So I am your shield, sir?"

"You are my instrument. The architect is nothing without a craftsman. I devise; you carry out. If
ever you are caught, there remains but the tools and the Machinist, who serves many clients. I
remain in shadow."

His logic was merciless, yet she understood the sense in it. Thorne had engineered a mechanism
to survive—one that could endure loss, even of its most vital parts.

"And when Finch uncovers the pattern?"

"He already suspects as much. I have read his reports. He collects cases, studies the peculiar
marks, and builds his own records. He searches for a spectre. The contradictions confound him:
the victims unconnected, no suspect to fit the crime."

Thorne’s expression hardened. "As he draws nearer, the work grows perilous. Finch is both
brilliant and relentless—haunted by his own failures. He will not cease; thus, you must never
leave him the evidence he needs to draw you into the light."




The Ticker

The first was an easy mark—a merchant who had borrowed from the Southwark syndicate and
fled northward. She found him ensconced in a boarding house in Whitechapel, fat and
comfortable, living off money that was not his own.

The tools fit her hands perfectly. Years of learning where the mainspring laid, where the
escapement locked, where but a single pin might halt an entire mechanism had honed her skill.
Bodies, she discovered, were not so very different. There existed points where all was
connected—places where measured pressure, applied precisely and methodically, could bring the
whole to a stop.

The modified screwdriver slipped between his ribs with the same practised ease she would
employ when accessing the innards of a clock. The puncture was small, discrete, likely to be
mistaken for some trivial injury by those unacquainted with what to seek. She twisted once,
finding the mechanism of his heart—and caused it to cease.

He struggled briefly, but she was swifter than he expected. Her hands did not tremble. They had
never trembled while she worked.

When finished, she arranged him with care, as though he had merely fallen asleep in his chair.
The mark was hidden beneath his raiment—a tiny puncture, perhaps the prick of a pin or a
splinter. The syndicate’s satisfaction was swift; the payment cleared two months of her family’s
debt.

The second was far more grievous. A woman, desperate, who had taken money to save her ailing
child—though the child had died all the same. Eliza found her in a workhouse, already half-dead
from sorrow.

“Please,” the woman whispered at the sight of the tool case. “I have naught left to give.”

“I know,” Eliza said softly. This time she employed the modified mainspring wire—thin as a
human hair, supple and flexible. Inserted with care at the base of the skull, it severed the link
between thought and breath. Swift. Painless. The mark would look like nothing more than a
pinprick, if noticed at all.

That, she told herself, was mercy.



Six months passed. The debts were resolved; the shop was saved. Her father had ceased his
drinking, and her mother smiled again, neither questioning whence came the money. They had
learned better than to look too closely upon providence.

Eliza kept her tools locked beneath her bed. She had grown efficient—methodical. Each
instrument bore its own signature, subtle to the untrained: the gear-shaped bruising from the
escapement pick pressed just so against the temple; the circular mark of the balance wheel spike,
inserted behind the ear; the uncanny parallel lines etched by the pendulum wire of a grandfather
clock, thin and weighted, wrapped precisely about the throat.

To ordinary eyes, these were but accidents—strange marks, certainly, yet explainable: a fall, a
seizure, an unfortunate coincidence.

To those versed in the underworld’s ways, however, they were a calling card. The Ticker’s work
was unmistakable in its cold precision.

The man in the fine coat, Silas Thorne, brought new names to her weekly. The payments came
steadily. She told herself she performed a necessary task—sustaining society’s machinery,
collecting what was owed, ensuring the gears turned unabated.

She told herself this even when night brought dreams.

In these dreams, she was the one upon the table, looking upward at her own
face—expressionless, focused—as her hands sought the pressure points, the places where all
things connected. She awoke gasping, fingers cramped as though they’d laboured throughout the
night.

Her hands began to tremble during the day. But only when she was not working—when she
attempted breakfast, aided her father with repairs, or strove to be a normal girl. The tremors
ceased the moment she opened the tool case. Her hands knew their purpose now.

Whispers began—names breathed in street corners. Among the underworld, they called this
phantom “The Mainspring.” Some claimed a man; others, a ghost. None suspected the
sixteen-year-old girl who smelled of clock oil and kept her gaze low.

Then, on a Tuesday, the letter arrived—her own name inscribed in delicate script.

Your family s debt is settled, it read. But yours has only just begun. Every mechanism requires
maintenance. Every debt collector eventually becomes a debtor. You have taken sixteen lives in
the span of a year and four months, Eliza. Who do you think will come to collect from you?



She looked at her hands, truly looked. Stained though she scrubbed them raw—beneath her nails,
in the creases of her palms, the whorls of her fingertips—an unyielding darkness. Oil, rust, and
that sweeter copper scent that would never wash away.

She was sixteen. She had ended sixteen lives. She had saved her family.

She recalled Thorne’s final lesson: “The debt is always paid. When one becomes too visible, too
recognizable, one must evolve or end. I offer you evolution.” It was never a threat but a
checkpoint—a mechanism to ensure the instrument remained useful, or was disposed of properly.

Three weeks later, the man in the fine coat came again. She awaited him in the shop, tools lined
upon her father’s workbench in perfect accord. Sixteen instruments for sixteen deaths—each
bearing faint traces of its purpose, discernible only to the learned.

“One more name remains,” he said, placing a card on the counter.

She took it, reading the name twice.

Her own. Her own address.

“I do not comprehend,” she breathed, although some part of her had understood from the outset.

“The debt is always paid,” Thorne said, his voice clinical as ever. “One way or another. | told
you at the beginning that this work leaves marks. I did not lie. The question is whether those
marks destroy you, or whether you evolve beyond them.”

He indicated the tools with a hand that had never shed blood—never needed to.

“First option: flee. Vanish. Live with trembling hands and memories until someone collects the
pattern and finds you. Second: end it. Cleanly. Professionally, as I have taught you.”

“Third...” His voice faltered nearly to respect. “Become what I crafted you to be—fully,
permanently. No longer a mere instrument of mine, but an architect in your own right. Take
contracts on your own judgement, build your own network, devise your own methods. Evolve
beyond the tool I fashioned.”

“Why?” she queried. “Why would you desire such a thing?”

“Because systems require redundancy. Because I grow old. And because”—he almost
smiled—*“it amuses me to fashion something that may surpass its maker. I wrought you as a
precision tool. But tools become more. I wonder what you shall become.”



She thought of her parents upstairs—her father humming as he worked, spirits restored; her
mother planning dinner with a smile unburdened. They had their lives back because she had
surrendered hers.

To return was impossible.
“What is the recompense?” she asked.

His smile broadened. “Enough for comfort. Enough to expand the shop, to secure doctors when
your father’s hands fail, to ensure your mother never sees another red-stamped paper. Enough
that they shall never know what you became to save them.”

She lifted the modified screwdriver, tested its weight and balance. The tip had been sharpened to
slip between ribs with the least resistance. Her hands no longer shook.

“And the work itself?”

“Varied. Not solely debtors. Sometimes mercy—old men worn thin by pain. Sometimes
justice—those who prey on children, escaping lawful punishment. Sometimes...” He shrugged.
“Business. People who must be stopped, and someone with the precision to do it.”

She set down the tool with care, aligned it with its fellows.

“I require fresh instruments. These have served, but if [ am to proceed properly—to act as a
professional—I need tools made expressly for the task. Different marks for different purposes.
Some that leave no trace.”

His smile took on warmth. “Of course. I know a superb craftsman in Southwark—deaf as a post,
blind in one eye, and asks no questions. Whatever you require, he shall make.”

“And I choose my contracts. No work involving children. No one whose sole crime is poverty.”
“Agreed.”

“And my family must never know. Ever. Should anyone threaten them, confide in them, or use
them against me—" Her voice fell cold as autumn rain. “Then you shall discover how many
marks my tools can leave. And how long it might take each one.”

The man extended his hand, finely gloved.

“Welcome to the profession, Miss Eliza. Or—as you prefer—to what shall I henceforth address
you?”



She regarded the tools, the clocks that ticked around her in endless measure, and her hands,
never clean again, but full of purpose.

“The Ticker,” she said. “When the deed is done, they shall know the Ticker was here. That their
time had run out. And should fools investigate...” She lifted the escapement pick, revealing the
tiny gear-shaped dent upon its tip. “They will find the marks. But never understand what wrought
them.”

She shook his hand, cold as machinery itself.

Finch's Early Investigation (Interlude)
Chapter: The First Anomaly (1843)

Detective Inspector Elias Finch perused the autopsy report for the third time, seeking in vain for
that which his instincts assured him was present, though his eyes could not find it.

Thomas Blackwell. Merchant. Cause of death recorded as heart failure. Natural causes.
Save for the mark.

It had nearly escaped his notice—a small, circular impression just behind the left ear. Perfectly
round. Far too precise.

Finch had secured the body prior to burial and had himself examined it under magnification. The
mark was gear-shaped. Exacting. Deliberate.

“It is nothing,” his superintendent had said when Finch presented his findings. “A pressure mark
from lying against some debris. The man was corpulent, fond of drink. His heart gave out.
Concern yourself with real crimes, Finch.”

Yet Finch could not so easily dismiss it. He had seen such marks before—in his tutelage under
Silas Thorne. Marks indicative of exacting instruments, not accidents. Marks that bespoke the
hand of one who understood mechanisms.

He began scouring files. Deaths listed as accidental, natural, unexceptional. He found
them—scattered across London like a trail of crumbs. Minute marks that ought not to be;
punctures precise beyond chance; bruising in patterns suggestive of tools rather than blunt
force.



Someone was committing homicide by means designed to masquerade as accident.

Someone who thought as a detective. Who understood evidence. Who knew exactly which
marks might invite suspicion and which could be attributed to happenstance.

Someone who had been schooled by a man such as Thorne.

The thought struck him sharply as cold water to the face: What if Thorne had not vanished?
What if he had but altered his methods?

Chapter: The Pattern (1844)

Finch's office had become a shrine to obsession. One wall covered with a map of London,
colored pins marking each suspicious death. Red for confirmed gear-shaped marks. Blue for

possible tool punctures. Black for strange circular bruising.

His colleagues thought he was mad. His superintendent had ordered him twice to abandon this
"phantom investigation" and focus on real crimes.

But Finch couldn't stop. Because the pattern was there, elegant and terrible.

All the victims were connected to financial crimes or exploitation. Not obvious criminals—these
were legitimate businessmen, landlords, officials. But when Finch dug deeper, he found the
corruption: usurious loans, illegal evictions, bribery, fraud.

Someone was executing judgment. Someone with access to evidence, documentation, proof of
crimes the law couldn't or wouldn't prosecute.

Someone like Thorne.

Finch pulled out his old training notebooks—the ones Thorne had given him years ago, before
the fall. He flipped through pages of meticulous instruction: how to analyze crime scenes, how
to identify tool marks, how to reconstruct methods from evidence.

And there, in Thorne's precise handwriting, were notes on pressure points. Arterial locations.
Methods of death that could appear natural.

Thorne had been teaching him how to recognize these murders before they existed. Had he
been planning this even then? Or had Finch's notes simply provided the blueprint after Thorne's
fall?



The guilt was crushing. If Thorne was behind this—and Finch was increasingly certain he
was—then Finch had helped create the monster by his betrayal. Finch’s testimony had
destroyed Thorne's faith in law, and Thorne's training had provided the methods.

He was hunting the ghost of his own creation.

The burden of guilt weighed heavy upon him. If Thorne was indeed behind these acts—and
Finch's certainty grew daily—then he had himself fashioned the monster through betrayal. His

testimony had shattered Thorne’s faith in the law; his training had forged the means.

He found himself pursuing the ghost of his very own making.

Chapter: The Contradiction (1851)

Detective Inspector Elias Finch’s investigation entered a new, unsettling phase.

Fresh deaths emerged bearing different hallmarks—needle punctures, fine thread-like
lacerations, wounds easily mistaken for mishaps with sewing implements. Though the victims

bore similarities, the methods diverged sharply.

Finch endured three tormented weeks, striving to reconcile this perplexing data. Had Thorne
altered his approach? Or was there a copycat? Or were the deaths altogether unrelated?

Then came the magistrate’s demise—the case that unveiled both signatures in tandem, layered
with such care as to forge alibis through contradiction.

Finch’s grim understanding crystallized: there were two at work—partners, complementing one
another’s methods with impeccable precision, forging reasonable doubt where suspicion might

otherwise have flourished.

Thorne had conceived a system. A mechanism of multifaceted parts, each shielding the others
by design.

Finch opened a fresh section in his private journal—the one concealed within his desk, hidden
from prying colleagues. There he inscribed two names atop the page:

* The Ticker (employing clockwork methods—possibly Thorne’s hand)
* The Seamstress (needlework methods—unidentified)

Beneath, he penned a solitary question: “Is Thorne the architect or the executor? Am | pursuing
my former mentor, or that which he set into motion?”



For now, Finch dwelled alone in his chamber, encircled by proof of homicides unacknowledged
by others—pursuing a pattern shaped by the very man who had schooled him in perception.

“I beg your pardon, Silas,” he murmured into the emptiness. “Forgive what | have wrought. But |
shall halt what you have become.”

The gas lamp flickered. Beyond the window, London’s machines ticked relentlessly onward,
heedless of one man’s remorse or another’s vengeance.

Tick-tock.
Tick-tock.

The hunt persisted.

The Seamstress / The Second Hand
Five years passed. (1849)

The shop prospered. Her father never questioned why wealthy patrons had taken sudden
interest in his work, commissioning elaborate timepieces and paying handsomely. Her mother,
too, never inquired after the anonymous donations that arrived punctually whenever bills fell
due.

Eliza—though she seldom thought to call herself by that name anymore—resided in a modest
flat above a tailor’s shop three streets away. Each Sunday, she paid her parents a visit for
dinner, lending an ear to her father's tales and assisting her mother with the washing up. She
smiled, laughed, and feigned thoughts of suitors and the future—those ordinary preoccupations
expected of a young woman of twenty.

But through the remainder of the week, she was the Ticker.

The underworld was acquainted with her now—not her visage, for she guarded it carefully—but
by the signatures she left.

The police had begun to discern a pattern—not sufficient to understand it fully, but enough to
trouble their minds. A sequence of deaths, apparently unrelated save for those peculiar marks.
A detective at Scotland Yard had commenced compiling reports and had even assigned the
killer a moniker in his private notes: “The Clockwork Killer.”

He was not far from the truth.



One Tuesday evening, as Eliza was meticulously cleaning her tools after a most challenging
contract—a duke’s nephew, known for his cruelty to serving girls—there came a knock upon her
door. Three precise raps, a pause, then two more.

The signal.

She opened to find a young girl, perhaps no older than thirteen, her eyes aged beyond her
years. Her hands bore stains of some dark substance, trembling as she extended a folded piece
of paper.

“The man in the fine coat said you might understand,” the girl whispered. “My family is burdened
with debts. The collectors are coming. My father drinks. My mother weeps. And |, | am deft with
needlework—he said so. My hands are steady.”

Eliza regarded those shaking hands and saw her own from five years past.

She accepted the paper but did not unfold it.

“Go home,” she said softly. “There must be another way. There has to be.”

Even as she spoke, she knew the words were false.

The girl's eyes brimmed with tears. “Please... He told me you could teach me. He said you
would understand. He said—"

“l do understand,” Eliza replied, closing the door gently behind her.

Eliza lingered with the paper in hand long after the girl had departed. Then, stepping to her door,
she called softly down the stairwell.

“Wait.”

The girl halted and turned, hope and fear mingling upon her youthful countenance.

“What is your name?”

“Catherine. Cate.”

“Return tomorrow, Cate. At noon. And bring your needlework.”

She told herself it was practical reasoning. Two pairs of hands could execute their contracts

more swiftly, cover greater ground, and watch one another’s backs. The work grew more
perilous as the detective inched closer to unravelling the pattern.



But that was a lie, and Eliza knew it.

The truth was simpler and yet far more complex: she was weary of carrying what she had
become alone.

The training took six months. Eliza was careful, methodical.

They became collaborators as much as teacher and student. Eliza showed Cate the anatomy,
the pressure points, the places where a small puncture could stop a mechanism. But Cate
developed her own techniques, her own tools.

"The Seamstress," the underworld started calling her. "The one who mends problems."

Eliza's style remained mechanical—gear marks, circular impressions, the evidence of clockwork
tools applied to human mechanisms. The Ticker's precision.

Together, they became something more formidable than either could have been alone.

Three months into working together, they took their first collaborative contract. The magistrate
died in his study, apparently of a heart condition. The only mark was a tiny puncture behind his
ear, easily attributed to an insect bite.

The Ticker and the Seamstress had made their first stitch together.

They developed their own language. Not words—words could be overheard, misunderstood.
They'd pass each other in the street sometimes, two young women who'd acknowledge each
other with a nod, and in that moment they'd convey everything: I'm safe. The work is done. I'm

still here.

"You could have said no," Cate said once, two years after her training was complete... "Why
didn't you?"

Eliza was quiet for a long time... "Because | was tired of being the only person in the world who
understood what this costs. And because... | thought maybe if there were two of us, we could
keep each other human."

"Can we?" Cate's voice was small. "Stay human?"

"l don't know," Eliza admitted. "But | think we have a better chance together than apart.”



Five years after Cate's training completed, they sat in Eliza's flat, working on a collaborative
project.

"Do you regret it?" Cate asked suddenly, her needle pausing mid-stitch.

"No," Eliza said. "Do you regret coming to my door?"

"Sometimes." Cate's honesty was sharp. "But then | think about my family. My mother in her
new house. My father, sober for five years now. My little brother in a good school." She paused.
"And | think about you. About having someone who understands. Someone who makes me
better at this work, but also someone who makes me want to stay human despite the work."
"It's not enough either."

"No. But it's what we have."

"l was thinking," Cate said after a while, her voice soft. "That contract next week. The shipping
merchant who's been trafficking girls. It's complex... What if we combined our methods fully?
Not just collaborative planning, but actually working in tandem..."

"Risky. Two of us in the same space, same time. If something goes wrong..."

"But if it goes right, we could handle more complex contracts. The kind that need stopping but
are too well-protected for standard methods."

"The kind that really deserve it," Eliza said slowly.
"Exactly."

"All right," Eliza said finally. "But we practice first. Multiple times. | won't risk losing you because
we were careless."

Cate lifted her head, looked at Eliza with something soft in her eyes. "l won't risk losing you
either. That's why | suggested it. Two of us watching each other's backs, working in concert.
We're safer together."

"We are," Eliza agreed, and felt the truth of it settle in her chest.

The shop bell chimed on Sunday mornings when Eliza paid her father a visit, sometimes with
Cate accompanying her.



And oftentimes, late at night in Eliza’s modest flat or Cate’s lodging by the docks, when the
burden of their shared profession proved too grievous to bear alone, the two would sit together
in silence.

No words were spoken. None were needed.

Simply two craftswomen who had learnt to sustain one another; who had come to understand
that precision might be applied as much to the care of one another as to their darker
endeavours.

Thorne appeared one final time, three years into Cate’s apprenticeship. He lingered within the
shadows of Eliza’s room, observing the two young women engaged upon a joint
commission—plotting, revising, fashioning that which neither could have wrought alone.

“You’ve improved upon my design,” he murmured softly. “I fashioned a weapon. You have
fashioned a system.”

Eliza looked up, startled; she had not heard his approach.

“The Seamstress was not my creation,” Thorne continued. “She emerged organically. And
whereas | might have viewed her as competitor or hindrance, you saw complementary skill. You
have done what eluded me—fashioned trust, partnership, something transcending the chill
precision | once imparted.”

“Are you disappointed?” Cate inquired with measured voice.

“No.” Thorne’s visage revealed no emotion. “I am content. The mechanism | crafted demands
no longer my hand. It has become self-sustaining, self-improving. This is triumph, not defeat.”

He moved toward the door, then paused.

“Finch draws ever nearer. He has in his possession a brass sliver—evidence he shall, in time,
trace to you. When that day comes, you shall require one another more than ever. He hunts with
the very exactitude | once taught him; yet he hunts alone, driven by remorse and obsession.
You, however, have each other. That is your advantage. Use it astutely.”

Then he was gone, leaving behind only the faint aroma of pipe tobacco and the weight of his
final lesson: The architect’'s work was complete. What his instruments did henceforth was no

longer within his concern.

Cate’s needles and Eliza’s gears. The Seamstress and the Ticker. Thread and spring. Fabric
and mechanism.

Two methods. One purpose. One partnership.



Tick-tock.

Tick-tock.

The mechanism proceeds.
The stitches endure.

Together.

The Broken Alibi: An Interrogation (Victorian Register)

The Mechanism of Doubt

Inspector Finch drew forth a weighty folio and set it upon the table with deliberate care. Upon its
surface lay inked delineations—the pale throat and jaw of a gentleman in middle years,
rendered with a surgeon’s precise hand.

“Thomas Rourke,” said Finch, his tone grave. “Discovered yesterday morning. The coroner
records the cause as strangulation by his own neck-cloth. Robbery is presumed—though not, |
think, of the common sort.”

Miss Mercer studied the sketch. Her countenance betrayed no sign of perturbation. “A
lamentable affair, Inspector,” she returned evenly, “though | confess myself unable to discern
what concern it bears to my father’s modest shop.”

“‘Rourke, as you may be aware, held a certain reputation,” Finch replied. “Collector, usurer, and
sometime patron of riskier debts. Your family’s account once fell beneath his purview, did it not?
Yet | am told that matter was settled long since.”

Eliza inclined her head a fraction. “It was discharged in full, sir, several years ago.”
Finch observed her for a moment. “The devotion of a daughter to her father’s welfare does her
much credit. Tell me now—Ilast evening. Your father asserts you were at home, engaged upon a

commission for a grandfather clock.”

“I was indeed, Inspector, until half an hour past two. The mechanism demands the most delicate
of adjustments.”



A trace of cold amusement touched his features. “An unimpeachable alibi, Miss Mercer. Yet,
alas, there remains a disquieting fragment.”

He withdrew a small envelope and drew from it a dull gleam of brass. Placing it before her, he
said, “This was recovered near the body, adhering to the paving. The alloy is
peculiar—employed in escapement forks of the finer kind. | must wonder, madam, whether it
bears acquaintance with your recent labours?”
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