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The 7th of Victorica

 

By Beau Schemery

Sequel to The 7th of London

Gadgets and Shadows: Book Two

 

After freeing Queen Victoria from the evil plans of the wizard Fairgate and reuniting London once again, Seven, still contending with the ghost of a previous enemy, is called on to turn his unique brand of problem solving to the colony across the pond, Victorica. The former free states of America have a cancer growing within: slavery, perpetrated and protected by the Confederacy of the South. A wealthy group of Southern landowners and businessmen have seized power in Victorica, and rumors are flying about assembling an army and threatening war.

When Seven and his lover, Silas Kettlebent, are sent to investigate, they find the cancer runs deeper than anticipated and may be even more malignant than they’d first thought. With a ragtag team of slaves, criminals, politicians, and Abraham Lincoln, Sev and Silas must find a way to avert a civil war and, as far as Sev is concerned, free the colonies and citizens of Victorica as well.

But Sev’s indiscriminate use of magic he doesn’t quite understand has awakened another’s ire and stoked a thirst for revenge over the events in London.




This book is dedicated to Lisa Horan at The Novel Approach, who, in a review, pointed out a glaring oversight in The 7th of London, namely the lack of an American Civil War. Another example of how reviewers and constructive criticism can be used to make our work stronger as authors. Thanks to her, one book has now turned into a trilogy. Thank you, Lisa.




Author’s Note

 

 

THIS BOOK takes place in an altered history, in which the American Civil War did not occur.
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“YE THINK that’s funny, ye little beggar?” the tall boy in the too-big coat asked as he shook the smaller child. How many times in filthy alleyways just like this one had Sev seen this play out? Too many, he thought as he crept along the dim, gray wall.

The urchin swiped at his tormentor. “Feck off, ye great, huge cacker.”

“Cacker?” the bigger boy sneered. “Why ye bleedin’ son of a guttersnipe.” The boy hauled back, ready to smack the tiny fellow in his grip.

“Oy!” Seven shouted. This had gone on long enough, and Sev was ready to end it. He hated bullies in every form. “Put ’im down, lad, or I’ll box yer ears.” Seven’s Irish accent always got a little thicker when he was angry.

“Box me ears, Granddad?” the bigger boy shouted. “Ye’re welcome t’try.” He dropped the smaller child, who ran to join his friends.

“Granddad?” Sev wasn’t sure why he was so offended by the epithet, but he wanted to punch the bastard. These kids were an unfortunate side effect of Blackside’s reform. “Ye bloody ungrateful little shite,” Sev growled. “D’ye even know why ye’re safe t’walk these streets?”

“What’re you on about?” the street boy asked.

“If it weren’t fer me, ye wouldn’t be able t’walk these streets without fear o’bein’ abducted into factory work.”

“Bloody ’ell,” one of the bully’s compatriots gasped. “That there’s the Seventh.”

“Bollocks,” the street boy said, obviously skeptical.

“Aye?” Sev asked. “Is it now?” He began to unbutton his tailored, black replica military jacket. It had been nearly a year since the infamous criminal mastermind, Jack Midnight, had given it to him, after Sev had agreed to work for him. Of course Jack had outfitted his new employee with a whole new wardrobe. Midnight valued appearance almost as much as loyalty. “I suppose ye don’t believe the queen was controlled by an evil wizard?” Sev dropped his jacket and started on his cravat. “I suppose ye don’t believe in the Undercity or the fact that those people provided the army that freed ye?” Sev snapped his cravat and dropped it. “Surely the giant clockwork man they built, that invaded the royal wedding, is a fairy tale. No such thing as Prometheus, aye?” Sev unbuttoned his white shirt. “The destruction of Fairgate, the liberation of the queen and Blackside? None o’that matters in yer opinion?” Sev peeled the shirt from his torso, exposing the puckered scar on his rib cage in the shape of the number seven—the brand he received from Fervis, the evil factory owner responsible for destroying his entire family. Even a year later, Sev felt the warm satisfaction for making Fervis pay for his crimes: Sev’s father, mother, and siblings, as well as the hideous torture of Sev’s once best friend, Waverly. “What?” Sev shouted. “Nothin’ t’say?”

“Bloody ’ell,” the bully grumbled, folding into himself, quite obviously shamed. “I din’t realize, Mr. Seven. Fergive me, sir.”

Sev shrugged back into his shirt and then punched the bully roughly on the jaw. The boy spun and recovered, grasping his chin. “Ye’re free on account of me,” Sev growled as he retrieved his discarded clothing. “Ye’re free on account o’me friends that died. Annie, Heph, Carrington. We stood up fer the small ones, the castoffs. It’s yer responsibility to defend little fellas like him,” Sev said, pointing to the urchin the boy had been bullying. “No matter what the Fairsiders say, we’re better than they think. I’ve fought, I’ve sacrificed t’give ye yer freedom. My friends’ve died. Understand?”

“I… I think I do.” The dirty young man bowed his head. “Do ye really work for Midnight?” he asked.

“I work with Midnight,” Seven said, his clothes back in place.

“The stories are true, then?” the younger boy, the one who had been threatened, asked.

“Truth,” Sev sniffed. “The only truth ye need t’concern yerself with is the truth o’the street. Stick together.” Sev pointed at the smaller boy. “That little beggar can get into a lot more places than you, big boy.” He fixed the larger child with a serious glare. “Ye’d do well t’utilize his talents, rather than givin’ him a hard time for bein’ as tough as you.”

The older boy looked at his young counterpart and nodded. “Sounds like a plan,” he said with a shrug.

The younger boy regarded his former attacker with a sneer. “Ye jest better show me some respect,” he growled. They shook hands as Sev finished fastening his clothes. The scrappy little street urchin reminded Sev of his former right-hand man, Rat, who hadn’t found it easy to recover after the death of Annie and the final battle, in which he’d almost died.

“That’s better,” Sev said. “Blacksiders might be free on paper once again, but we’ve still got a long way t’go.” Sev tied his cravat. He picked his black newsboy hat off the ground and tugged it down over his burgundy hair. The street kids meandered off with their new addition, and Sev nodded, satisfied. He picked his way back toward his flat. Midnight had provided Sev the flat when the criminal was trying to convince Seven to work for him. Sev had since acquired the rest of the building and expanded his little living space to include a workshop and carriage house.

Sev even created a space for Rat in case he wanted a permanent home. Unfortunately, Rat had been scarce ever since the ugliness at the palace. He’d been in the flat the day Sev had met with the queen, accompanying Midnight. Sev knew Rat preferred to suffer away from the eyes of others, and he respected that, but he didn’t want Rat to turn into some strange hermit; Rat was too sharp for that. He had used the spare room a number of times, though he rarely sought Sev’s company. Seven tried a few times to get him to talk but had been unsuccessful.

Sev and Silas found it too difficult to ignore their roles in the aftermath of the battle at Buckingham, and picking up the pieces took more attention than they’d anticipated. The break Sev had hoped for never came. He recently recalled how interested in learning about clockworks and mechanicals Rat had been last year, and decided to start a pretty extensive project he’d been designing for a while. The invention was based on a bicycle. Sev had been trying to rework the design to add a motor. He’d just about cracked it, and he wanted Rat to help. Sev was pretty sure this might be the ticket to coax Rat back into the real world. Sev understood his young friend’s despair. They’d lost a lot of people fighting the evil wizard, Fairgate.

Before he realized it, Seven had reached his building. As usual, a group of Midnight’s men congregated on the stoop. They were there as much to serve Sev as to watch his back. He tipped his hat. “What’s up, fellas? What’s the word?”

“Oy, Sev.” Lucky grunted. The old man once served as an enforcer for Midnight, but now he mostly ran messages. He stood with an envelope. “This is from that young Silas fellow.”

Sev took the letter. “Thank ye, Lucky.” Seven slipped the old toothless man a pound coin, before he ascended the stairs to his flat. He flipped the envelope in his hands. Silas, Sev thought. He’d been integral to their triumph over Fairgate. He’d gone by the name Mr. Kettlebent when Sev first encountered him, and Sev had been convinced he was no good. Silas wore an over-skeleton that made him extra strong, goggles, a false beard, and a device that changed his voice when he assumed the persona of Kettlebent. Sev had been shocked when Silas had finally revealed his true self. He was slightly older than Sev at the time, fifteen years and, in Sev’s opinion, adorable. Although a year had passed, they’d been through so much, he felt much older than sixteen.

Sev peeled open the envelope and read:

 

Dearest Sev,

I’m very sorry that I haven’t been able to see you as often as I’d like, but something serious is brewing in the colonies. Since I have assumed my role in the Prime Minister’s new venture, it has been difficult to find enough free time to see you. Do not doubt that I miss you immensely and will make time for us as soon as I am able.

Between Wrathsbury, trying to continue Heph’s research in Undertown, and helping Murry, my time is at a premium. I apologize vehemently for neglecting you. I would be honoured if you would join me for dinner tomorrow evening. Say around seven, in my tower? I await your response.

Yours truly,

Silas.

 

Sev read it twice before he folded the letter and slid it back into the envelope. He wasn’t sure about the role William Wrathsbury, the Duke of Sutherland and the current Prime Minister, had bestowed upon Silas, but Sev knew it was important. It occupied much of Silas’s time, and Sev had been forced to come to terms with it.

Sev and Silas were in love. Sev thought he might die when Silas had been injured grievously in the battle at the palace. But Silas had pulled through despite losing an arm. The appendage was replaced with an updated design based on Heph’s mechanical limbs. Sev had given Silas the space he’d needed as well. The last few months had been difficult, knowing that the friends closest to him, for whatever reason, weren’t willing or able to contact him.

Sev entered his flat, tossed Silas’s letter on the dining room table. After the battle at Buckingham and Silas’s new mechanical arm, Sev and Silas had been inseparable for weeks until the responsibilities of assisting Murry with the overseeing of Undertown had demanded Silas’s attention. Sev sat down at the little writing desk by the window and scrawled a quick response to Silas. He signed it and sealed it in an envelope. He wrote Silas’s initials on the outside and gazed out the window, thinking about Silas, thinking about Murry, and thinking about Henry, his little owl, now residing in Undertown as well.

“Ye need somebody t’run that t’Silas?” The gravelly voice startled Sev, and he spun, drawing the turret pistol he’d claimed from Fervis. “Whoa. Jumpy, aren’t ye?” Rat held up his hands in surrender while he puffed on a pipe.

“Rat. Jaysus. Ye gave me a fright.” Sev reholstered the pistol and regarded the letter he still held. “Nah. I’m goin’ t’give this t’Lucky. Wait here, ’cause I’ve got somethin’ that ye might find a tad more interestin’.” Sev dashed down the stairs, happy that Rat had finally come to him but discouraged that Rat used Silas’s given name rather than the nickname Midnight had given him—Benty. He handed Lucky the letter and ran back upstairs.

Rat sat at the dining room table with his filthy boots propped on the top. He was munching on a cold meat pie in between puffs of his pipe. Sev fought a smirk and lost. “Make yerself at home.”

“What?” Rat feigned innocence. “Ain’t this my home?” He tipped his threadbare top hat back, revealing his messy blond hair.

“I had my doubts.” Sev grabbed a bottle and two glasses. He poured them each two fingers of gin. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen ye ’round.”

“I been busy.” Rat shrugged and offered no more.

Sev nodded and sipped his gin. He knew Rat well enough not to press the issue. He’d returned, and for now that would have to be enough for Sev. “Well, it’s good t’see ye.”

“So what’s this interestin’ mystery?” Rat asked.

“Ah.” Sev rose. He walked over to a pile of paper rolls on the top of a sideboard. He sifted through the scroll-like documents, found the one he wanted, and returned to the table. Sev rolled the large sheaf of paper out flat across the dining table. He gave Rat’s boots a swat to make room.

Rat sat up and regarded the sketches and diagrams. “Well I’ll be buggered,” he said around a mouthful of meat pie. “Is this what I think it is?” He pointed to the designs.

“It’s a steamcycle,” Sev stated proudly. “And I think I’ve got enough raw materials downstairs for us each t’make one.” He had expected some kind of excited reaction from Rat, but the young boy only scowled at the designs. “What?” Sev blurted.

“This ain’t real effishy, effishin,” Rat said, stumbling verbally, looking for the word.

“Efficient,” Sev helped.

“That’s it. Ye’d have t’keep shovelin’ coal into it. Where would ye store it?”

“Mm. Good point.” Sev considered for a moment. “Electricity, then?”

“Ye could, ye could.” Rat stared intently at the designs.

“What, Ratty? What’re ye thinkin’?”

“Have ye thought about clockwork?” He grabbed a pencil and started sketching over Seven’s designs. “I mean, steam and electricity are all well and good, but think about Blackside.” His words spilled out in a rushed almost-mumble, like he was speaking to himself rather than Sev. “It’s all dark and black and dirty. It’s the coal and the burnin’. Electricity’s a bit cleaner, but y’got t’make it somehow. Or collect it. But clockwork, clockwork is pure, clean. Human energy—winding, transferred to mechanical energy. Pure. Simple. Clean.”

“Crikey, Rat. Where’d ye learn all o’this?”

“I did like ye suggested,” Rat answered. “When I wasn’t workin’ fer His Nibs, I sought out the great tinkerers and steamsmiths, the inventors and clockwrights. I traded work and raw materials for the chance t’study beside ’em.” Rat finished scribbling and allowed Sev a look at what he’d done.

Sev was impressed. Rat had drawn a winding system that would twist an immense and heavy spring to drive the motor, much like that of a watch, though infinitely faster. Sev’s brow furrowed as he studied Rat’s revisions. “Why’ve ye drawn it twice, though?”

“Think about it.” Rat pointed at the drawing. “With your design, the vehicle would only run until it ran out of fuel, either coal or electricity.”

Sev studied the sketch. “But it could go for miles and miles on one load of coal or even farther on a charge of electricity.”

“Aye that’s true.” Rat nodded. “But if ye make it clockwork, and ye mount two identical engines on either side, then ye can wind it even as ye’re ridin’. Then ye flip this lever and switch from the exhausted spring to the fully wound spring. Ye can ride forever.”

“Bloody hell,” Sev uttered. “That’s flippin’ brilliant.” His mind ran over the design, looking for flaws or possible safety issues. “It will only go one speed. If we can’t control the amount of heat, or steam it produces, how will we control the velocity?”

“Easy,” Rat stated. “Back here.” He indicated the rear wheel. “We’ll mount a few different sizes o’gears. We’ll put a switch on the handles so ye can shift between ’em. The bigger the wheel, the faster it’ll go.”

“Hot damn!” Sev slapped his leg. “I don’t know if I’ve got the parts fer all this.”

“Don’t worry about that. I can get us the parts we need.” Rat downed his gin and winced. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

 

 

SEV FIXED himself a bite to eat while Rat was off on his errand. True to his word, Rat returned within an hour, and he had a double batch of the things they would need to make the steamcycles.

Rat shook his head. “We can’t call ’em steamcycles. They don’t run on steam.”

“Clockcycles?” Sev offered.

Rat shook his head again.

“Springcycles?”

“Eh,” Rat said with a shrug. “How ’bout gearcycles?”

“Gearcycles,” Sev said, testing the word. “I like that. Let’s get t’work on these gearcycles.”

That’s just what they did, throwing themselves into the work of fabricating the vehicles. They welded and wound, diligently pressing forward with their creations. Sev was proud of Rat as they pounded away on the project.

Rat pointed out a few more elements that would ultimately improve the design. He suggested a set of spring-loaded pistons attached to the front and rear wheels to absorb shock to provide a smoother ride. Sev proposed they move the gear shifter to the footrest, since the rider’s hands would be occupied with switching and braking. They worked, talked, and worked until they were both exhausted and retired to their respective chambers for a few hours rest.

 

 

WHEN THEY awoke, Sev prepared a quick breakfast of bread, cheese, and cold roast. The gearcycles were nearly complete, and the friends got back to work as soon as they’d finished eating. Rat spoke easily about inventions and projects he’d worked on in between jobs for Midnight. Sev felt as though he had the old Rat back at last.

Rat started to relate a story about a few days he’d spent with Faraday. William Faraday served as the Minister of Invention. He, along with the young genius Nikola Tesla, had developed a battery that might have been what insured their success with the giant clockwork man, Prometheus, and certainly without Prometheus, they would never have defeated Fairgate and the corrupt Steamcoats. Apparently Rat had appealed to Faraday before they had all returned to daily life, and the old man agreed to teach Rat.

“So he had me pluggin’ in these huge cables. He was tryin’ t’build a Tesla-Faraday battery big enough t’power his lab. Well, as soon as I touched the forks o’the plug to the outlet, there was a grand discharge of energy, and I went flyin’,” Rat explained.

“Ye’re lucky ye’re alive,” Sev said as he tightened a bolt with a large wrench.

“Aye. So I wake up, and there’re these big blue eyes lookin’ down at me, and I could o’sworn it was Annie sittin’ over me….” Rat’s eyes appeared to unfocus, as though he were imagining their deceased friend’s face. Although, had their time together not been cut so short by her heroic demise, she might have eventually been much more to Rat. Sev worried this might send Rat back into his shell. Instead he heaved a small, steadying sigh and finished his story. “It wasn’t, o’course. The girl was one o’Faraday’s chambermaids. Her name was Esther. She was easy on the eyes.” Rat stopped the story abruptly.

“Well, ye’ve certainly learned quite a bit. I have t’say, I’m impressed.” Sev gave Rat a pat on the shoulder.

He beamed with pride, his pipe clenched in his teeth. “That means a great deal t’me, Sev.” He swiped a hand across his brow, leaving a streak of grease on his skin. “Good ol’ Annie,” Rat murmured. “I still miss her terrible.”

“Me too, Ratty. Me too.”

“We never would’ve escaped those godforsaken tunnels in the undercity if it wasn’t fer her, never would’ve gotten the Tear,” Rat stated, referring to the sealed portion of the underground village that had been built by a race of men called the L’amureans long before the Romans, and the gem they’d found there. “I’ll never forget the screamin’ of them awful monsters as they burned.”

Sev winced at the memory. Sometimes at night, when he was alone and the city was too quiet, he could imagine he heard the things that they’d discovered were once human, the monsters that would have killed them all, if Annie hadn’t given her life to destroy the creatures with fire, the only thing that effectively stopped them. “I don’t think any of us will forget that.” Sev glanced at the clock above his workbench. “Bugger, is that the time?”

Rat pulled out an oversized pocket watch and nodded. “Aye. Ye got somewhere t’be?”

“Silas wants t’meet me fer dinner. I should have just enough time t’get cleaned up and make it to Undertown.” Sev looked around at their almost-finished project.

“No, no.” Rat shook his head, apparently guessing what Sev’s glance meant. “I can finish these up. Go and meet Benty. Tell ’im I said ’ello.”

“Are ye certain, Ratty?” Sev’s heart swelled at the sound of Silas’s nickname.

“Bloody right.” Rat nodded and pushed Sev toward the stairs. “Get ye goin’. Ye don’t want t’be late.”

“Thanks, Ratty,” Sev said. “I owe ye one.”

“I’ll just add it t’the rest, shall I? Get goin’. I’ll see ye when ye return.” Rat smirked. “If ye return.”

“I’ll be back,” Sev said with a touch of exasperation. Then he considered how long it had been since he’d seen Silas. He amended his previous statement. “Maybe. Tomorrow, if not tonight.”

“That’s fine, mate. I’ll be here.” Rat waved him off as he focused once more on the pair of vehicles in the center of the garage. Sev brightened at Rat’s words, happy to have his young friend back once again. Without more discussion, Sev bounded up the stairs for a quick bath and then on to dinner.
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SEV CHOSE to follow the hidden tunnel that Silas had led him down on his initial visit to Undertown. Silas, Murry, and the other residents of Undertown designed and built a more direct entrance that people could use when they wished to visit the underground city or vice versa. Sev always used this entrance, what most of Undertown thought of as the back door. It held a certain amount of nostalgia for Sev, and he entered the great domed room with the wrought-iron lift.

The room had been refurbished after Fervis and his men mounted an attack on Undertown. The damage might have been repaired and the scorch marks scrubbed clean, but he would never forget how the old bastard had tortured one of Sev’s oldest friends, Waverly, to get the location. Poor Waverly. Branded by Fervis, who’d started at one and made it to four, no doubt intending to sear his friend with each tool he’d used on Sev and his siblings. Waverly died of those injuries, another casualty of the revolution. Sev still felt like it was his fault, but he’d gotten some measure of comfort from the revenge he quite literally took out of Fervis’s hide, branding the sadistic son of a bitch, giving him a taste of his own medicine before slitting his throat. Sev shuddered at his foul memories. He pulled the switch and descended on the lift into the underground city. Even after all this time, it still fairly amazed Seven that something this vast and strange could be located beneath the biggest, busiest city in the kingdom, and until just recently remain completely unnoticed.

Many improvements had been made to Undertown since it was no longer secret. One of the most prominent changes was the more reliable delivery of gas, resulting in stronger, more consistent lighting. Silas had installed an enormous light on the central tower, which had belonged to Hephaestus Kildeggan, the man who founded the revolution. He’d also guaranteed its success, personally killing Fairgate at the cost of his own life. Now Silas lived in that tower, and that light was like Undertown’s own sun.

The strange race of men who had carved the city out of the bizarre black stone presumably worshipped dark creatures beyond man’s imagination, terrible, hungry things that lived in the dark, forgotten spaces of existence. Those people had tried to capture their gods’ likenesses in the stone, and all who looked on them were profoundly disturbed by them. When it was mostly children in Undertown, they had thrown blankets and tapestries over the carvings, but since Undertown was open to the city above, the ugly sculptures were more permanently covered with metal and wood.

The lift dropped to rest at the top of the stairs leading into the heart of Undertown. Sev slid open the door and stepped out. He smiled. Undertown evoked an odd mixture of feelings in him. He’d experienced death, despair, and fear down here, but despite all that, hope continued to blossom, as did love and optimism. All Sev’s musings were chased out of his mind by the sudden sound of excited hooting.

He scanned the ceiling, attempting to prepare himself. Before he could brace for the impact, he was knocked from his feet by a feathery projectile. The large, fluffy bundle hooted and cooed in Sev’s arms as he sat up. “Hello, Hank.” He chuckled as the owl nuzzled up under his chin. Sev could still remember when he’d rescued the little injured owlet. He’d lived in the attic above the Royal Museum at the time, but Henry had grown considerably since he’d come to reside in Undertown. He owed that to a steady diet of rats from the streets and scraps from Murry’s pub.

“Come on, Hank. Up ye get,” Sev said, urging his feathery friend onto his shoulder. He winced as Henry’s talons poked through his coat and shirt. Sev knew the bird couldn’t help it. He also knew they could pierce even deeper if he wasn’t being extremely careful. Sev smiled in spite of the hint of pain, happy to be reunited with Henry. Other birds flapped and twittered in the vast underground cavern that housed Undertown. They’d started migrating in when the new entrance had been built. Whether they did so purposely or just got lost and couldn’t escape, Sev couldn’t say for sure.

Sev decided to stop by the flat he kept in Undertown. It used to be Silas’s. But Murry and Silas had offered it to Sev when Si moved into Heph’s tower. Sev accepted, seeing the practicality of having a place to stay when he visited.

When Murry took over the running of Undertown, she named Silas her assistant, and he met with the queen to discuss Undertown’s disposition within the empire. It was decided that Undertown would be recognized just as any other city and that they would be able to run it as they saw fit, filtering taxes to the crown and deferring to the same rules as the rest of Her Majesty’s towns and villages. Silas’s first order of business had been to oversee the management of real estate. All citizens who chose to stay after the revolution were offered deeds to their homes at no cost, the consensus being that they had earned those deeds with their sacrifices during the battle. After that, land and structures were offered for purchase by outsiders looking to make a new start in the underground. The profits went into the city treasury along with any money they made from the use of Heph’s inventions and patents.

A number of small shops and businesses had set up near the canal docks that were once another of the city’s secret entrances and had since been opened to the city above. It was a natural spot for commerce; deliveries could be made daily with ease. The field where the children of Undertown had burned the bodies of their allies and enemies after Fervis’s invasion grew into a small market district. Some of the shopkeepers inhabited the existing stone dwellings while others had built new structures for their businesses.

As Sev walked to the flat where he and Silas had shared their first night together, he and Henry were greeted by a number of citizens. Some simply called out and waved; others ran up to shake Sev’s hand or scratch Henry beneath his beak. Henry hooted to his admirers, and Sev responded humbly. He didn’t really feel like he deserved their admiration. He’d only done what the rest of them had: survived. When Sev reached the ladder that led to his flat, Henry flapped up into the dwelling ahead of him. Sev checked the post box mounted by the door. He found a few letters from admirers, nothing he hadn’t expected. He placed the missives inside on the table and looked around. Silas’s furniture and belongings had been replaced with things Sev had purchased, gathered, or been given by the residents of Undertown. Henry’s cage stood open in the corner. Sev was reasonably certain that unless he was in the bed, the owl didn’t sleep in the cage.

Sev’s gaze fell on the only thing Silas had left when he’d moved: a copper teakettle. The little vessel had a small dent in it. It had been bent. Sev smiled as he remembered asking Silas if that’s what had given him the idea for his alias, Mr. Kettlebent. Sev decided he’d wasted enough time strolling through Undertown, reminiscing. It had been much too long since he’d last seen Silas, and he wanted nothing more at that moment. He bid Henry farewell and slid down the ladder. Then he dashed through Undertown’s streets toward Silas’s tower.

 

 

JUST BEFORE he reached the entrance to the round, black stone structure, he recognized two of the young men walking toward him. Sal and Terpin had both been pilots of Prometheus. Micky was their third, but he hadn’t survived the final battle. The two young pilots spoke animatedly to a few other boys as they approached. Sev noted that they were all roughly the same height and muscular. Terpin had an honest face and close-cropped brown hair. Sal had been burned in the showdown at the palace and had since worn his head shaved. His eyes were cold, icy, and his gaze sharp. It made sense considering he was Prometheus’s eyes as well. He was the first to notice Sev, and he smiled slightly. Sev knew Sal blamed himself for Micky’s death, and he also knew that slight smile was the most Sal had allowed himself for a long time. “Wotcher, Seven?” Sal raised a hand in salute and then offered it for Sev to shake.

Sev did. “Evenin’, Sal, Terpin,” he said with an inclination of his head.

“Boys,” Sal said to the others. “This is Seven.” Sev shook each of their hands in turn as they were introduced. He was still a little uncomfortable with the undisguised awe people showed when they met him.

“What are you fellas up to?” Sev asked.

“Terp and I’ve been trainin’ the boys fer pilotin’,” Sal explained. “The Queen and Parliament have decided they ought to add a Prometheus or two t’the Royal Army.”

“They’re never goin’ t’let a bunch o’kids pilot ’em, though.” Sev realized he’d unintentionally insulted them. “No offense,” he added hastily.

“None taken,” Terpin answered. “Ye’re right. They en’t too quick t’want t’put children in harm’s way.”

“But they’re havin’ trouble,” Sal chimed in. “They’re tryin’ t’make ’em bigger so they can be piloted by soldiers, but they can’t work out the conversions.”

Sev nodded. “Heph perfected Carrington’s design over years. And then Faraday and Tesla came in and refined it even further. How can the Ministry hope to just crank out Prometheuses?”

Sal shrugged. “Silas said we should find some likely candidates fer pilots and start trainin’ ’em. Just in case.”

“Y’ask me? I think Silas’s goin’ t’make himself a couple o’clockwork men, and he wants teams trained,” Terpin added.

“That makes sense,” Sev agreed. “Ye can’t be too careful, can ye? I think we all learned that the hard way.”

The boys mumbled their agreement and then bid Sev goodbye, walking off renewing their conversation. He considered the prospect of Undertown forming its own militia with a pair of Prometheus constructs at their disposal. He wasn’t sure the queen would be comfortable with that, or Wrathsbury for that matter, but neither could he argue with Silas’s logic. As Sev walked up to the entrance to the tower’s lift, he wondered if he could wiggle the topic into their dinner conversation. He pulled the switch and the lift grumbled to life, carrying him upward toward Silas.

 

 

SEV FIDGETED in the lift as it ground past the tower floors. He straightened his crisp, charcoal-colored shirt and smoothed down his black waistcoat with the crimson pinstripes. He knew he didn’t have to get this dressed up to eat at Murry’s, but because it had been a while since he’d seen Silas, Sev wanted to look his best. He’d even tried to comb his hair, to no avail. He settled for tucking his slightly too-long locks behind his ears. Passing one of the lower workshops, Sev noticed a number of glass reservoirs crackling with electricity: Tesla bulbs. Copper wires ran from the glass batteries to various and sundry projects scattered throughout the workroom. The workshops and laboratories looked much the same as they had when Sev came here the first time to meet Heph. His nose registered a delicious smell as he passed the kitchen, but what he saw in the shop above the kitchen stole his breath.

Sev’s mouth dropped open as he rose to and then past the next level. He was half tempted to stop the lift. He could have sworn he’d just seen a giant set of clockwork wings. What on earth could Silas be planning with those? And how would he get them into the air? Sev was lost in thought, pondering the physics and viability of the wings. So much so, that he didn’t realize when the lift lurched to a halt in the room at the top of the tower.

Instinctively, without looking up, Sev wandered over to the desk that was once Heph’s but now belonged to Silas, all the while rubbing his chin in thought. When he reached the desk, he leaned against it. “Sev,” Silas said, his voice sounding slightly tinny.

Sev turned to respond and was shocked once again. Silas wasn’t in his chair. “What th—”

“Sev. Over here,” Silas said, or rather his voice emerged from a small box on the wall near the desk. “It’s an overwire communication device. I’m calling it an overcom. It carries voice vibrations along a wire connecting the boxes. It’s based on Carrington’s voice-amplification device.”

“Wow.” Sev remembered the stories of Carrington addressing all of Undertown during Fervis’s siege. “That’s pretty interesting.”

“I assume you’re speaking to yourself?”

“I—” Sev began. Am I? he thought.

“If you want me to hear you, walk over to the box and press the red button while you talk. The button engages the wire. Try it. When you’re finished talking, pause so I know you’re done.”

Sev walked cautiously to the apparatus. He pressed the button. “Um, h-hello.” He paused with his finger on the button and waited. Nothing. “Silas?” Sev took a step back and frowned at the little wooden box.

“Did you take your finger off? Can you hear me again?” Silas asked. “When you’re done talking, take your finger off the button. It will disengage the wires so I can talk.” Sev assumed the pause was for him.

“I think I got it,” Sev said, pressing the button, then releasing it. Waiting.

“I knew you would,” Silas answered, and Sev could hear the smile. “I’ve made us dinner. You don’t mind staying in, do you?” Pause.

“No,” Sev responded. “Not at all. I’ll be right down.” He didn’t wait for Silas’s response, just turned and headed for the lift.

“Good,” Silas’s voice said, following Sev’s departure. “I’ll show you those wings after we eat,” he added. Sev smiled. Silas knew him too well.

When Sev stopped the lift at the kitchen level, his heart jumped. Silas turned with a warm, spectacular smile. He wore a frilly white apron that Sev had a hard time imagining Heph using before him. Silas stirred a pan, holding the hot handle in his metal hand and stirring with his other. “Pretty convenient.” He must have noticed Sev’s gaze lingering on the metal appendage. “I only need half the pot holders as everyone else.” He returned the pan and the spoon to the stove before closing the space between them. Silas wrapped Seven into a firm embrace, and Sev returned it, pressing his cheek to Silas’s shoulder.

“It’s good to see you, Silas,” Sev whispered. He leaned back to look at Silas’s angular, handsome face. A lock of his normally coiffed dark hair had slipped away from its peers. Sev swept it back with one finger. No sooner had he dropped his hand than Silas swooped forward and caught Sev’s lips with his own. Sev felt the heat on his cheeks first, and then contentment spread throughout his whole body down to his toes.

Silas released his mouth and stepped back. “You look smart.” He gave Sev’s waistcoat a little tug.

Sev grabbed the lace at the edge of Silas’s apron. “So do you. This little number is quite fetchin’.”

Silas slapped Sev’s hand away playfully. “Very funny. Make yourself useful and pour us out some wine.”

“Aye, aye captain.” Sev tipped Silas a half-assed salute and rummaged about in the cupboards for glasses. Everything was mismatched. “Why don’t ye buy some new furnishins? Ye’ve access to proper shops now. Ye don’t have t’settle fer all this scavenged junk.” He found two cups that looked like they’d hold the same amount of liquid.

“It’s not junk.” Sev thought he sounded a little offended. “It belonged to Heph. Using it makes it seem like he’s not all the way gone. Does that make any sense?”

Sev pulled the cork from the bottle and nodded. “Aye, Silas. That makes perfect sense.” He poured the wine. “So what are we eatin’?”

Silas beamed with what Sev could easily tell was pride. “Roasted rosemary potatoes, mushy peas, braised beef loin and gravy.”

“Sounds delicious.” Sev sipped his wine. It was dark, dry, and complex. He looked at the bottle, unsurprised to find it was from Bordeaux. “I didn’t know ye could cook.”

Silas shrugged. “Murry showed me a bit.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been working quite a lot lately, and I know I haven’t been as attentive as you deserve.”

“Silas,” Sev said with an admonishing edge to his tone. “Ye don’t have t’worry about all that nonsense. We’re both of us big boys. I know ye’d see me more if ye could. I’m not a weepy little lass who’ll wilt if she doesn’t get constant attention. Ye know that.”

Silas sniffed a laugh. “Oh, I know just how tough the Seventh of London is, and make no mistake. But that’s not my point. I just wanted tonight to be special.”

Sev stepped over and rested his forehead against the back of Silas’s neck. “Ye’re a fine one, Silas Kettlebent, and any time I get t’spend with ye is special to me.” Sev pressed his lips to the skin just above Silas’s collar.

“Hungry?” Silas asked.

Sev wasn’t sure if he was trying to change the subject and didn’t care. “Starving.”

“Good. Light the candles.” Silas pointed with his spoon. Sev fetched a box of matches as Silas plated the various dishes, placing them on the table, steaming and smelling delicious. After the candles were lit, Sev brought the wine and glasses over. Silas dished out the food. He sliced the beef loin, and Sev’s mouth watered at the sight of the tender, juicy, slightly pink meat. He took his seat, and Silas sat just after, still wearing his apron.

“It’s a fine garment, Silas, but were ye plannin’ t’wear it all through dinner?” Sev asked pointing.

“Wha—?” Silas looked down. “No. Um, no, of course not.” He rose, untied the strings, and swept the thing off. He stood for a moment as he draped the apron over a vacant chair.

Sev noticed Silas’s clothes for the first time. He wore a crisp powder-blue dress shirt with white pinstripes beneath an elaborately embroidered satin waistcoat of royal blue with silver accents. Silas’s cravat matched the silver in his waistcoat. His twill pants were slightly more fitted than he usually wore them and a deep, almost black, blue. Silas had rolled his sleeves up for cooking and Sev admired his muscular right arm, so vibrant and alive in stark contrast to the metal appendage that was his left arm. “How are ye makin’ out with the arm?” Sev asked.

“Brilliant,” Silas said with a smile as he sat. He flexed the fingers, displaying how precisely it reacted. Sev watched as Silas unfolded his napkin with it and lay the material across his lap. He could remember too well what Silas’s arm had looked like when he and Nikky had attached sinew and tendons to screws and metal. Sev forced the image from his mind because the grain in the beef on his plate was starting to resemble that flesh too closely. Luckily, Silas’s voice broke in on his thoughts. “I’m amazed at how responsive it is. To be perfectly honest, I thought I’d only be able to punch things with it. But if I’m careful—” Silas paused. He picked up his fork with his metal left hand and pressed it into a potato. “I can do anything with it.” He picked up the morsel and popped it into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “But I can do this too.” He reached out and bent the metal candlestick with apparent ease, then straightened it.

“I’m glad ye’ve gotten used to it. The bruises ye were givin’ me got t’be a might ridiculous,” Sev said with a smirk and picked up his own fork, tucking into the delightful feast Silas had prepared.

They engaged in comfortable small talk, discussing the various events that had come to pass since they’d last seen each other. Sev related his attempt to coax Rat out of his profound melancholy and the resulting, relative success. Silas chuckled at the renewal of his nickname and wondered aloud if Sev might be able to cobble together a third gearcycle because it sounded to him like a really fine time.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Sev said, pleased with his dearest friend’s interest in the new invention. “Think we can patent it?”

“I certainly do,” Silas answered with excitement. “I’ll take it to the Ministry myself, if you’d like.”

Sev chuckled. “We’ll see.” He thought now might be the time to bring up the team of training Prometheus pilots he’d run into. “Guess who I saw at the base of the tower.”

“Who?”

“Sal and Terpin,” Sev said. “It appeared as though they were trainin’ another team o’pilots. I’m curious t’the logic behind that.” Not surprisingly Silas launched into an explanation, confirming Sev’s suspicions. Silas and Murry had agreed to build a pair of new Prometheus constructs, but they also wanted to be able to offer training to the queen’s pilots if the Ministry were able to fabricate their own clockwork men. He and Murry reasoned that by offering their knowledge and training, the queen and the prime minister would overlook the fact that they had a contingent of the metal soldiers.

“That’s mighty sly of ye,” Sev said with due respect.

“I thought so.” Silas speared a bit of meat, popped it into his mouth, and chewed it, all the while staring intently at Sev. “What about you?” he asked after swallowing. “Has Midnight been keeping you busy?”

Sev shrugged. His relationship with Midnight was difficult to define at the best of times. “Jack has been keepin’ me at arm’s length lately.”

“How so?”

“It’s tough t’say. He’s been givin’ me jobs.” Sev paused and ate a bite of food. “But they’re all jobs I probably would’ve done otherwise.”

“Like?”

“Like strong-armin’ pit bosses and floor foremen who are a might overzealous. He’s been payin’ me t’do work I would’ve done for free.”

“Ulterior motive?”

“Almost certainly.” Sev nodded. “Maybe he’s lookin’ to diversify, maybe start to make more than weapons and ammunition.”

“And he’s using you to intimidate the competition.” Silas guessed. “Yes. That’s quite savvy.”

“Aye. It’s just a little too obvious fer Jack. But if it keeps me flush and I’m not doin’ anything too questionable, I’m content.”

Silas regarded him with an expression that Sev found all too familiar. He knew what Silas would say before he said it. “You should really get away from that lunatic.”

“There it is.” Sev wasn’t surprised at all. “I know how ye feel, Silas, and I respect it, but ye’ve got t’respect my position.”

“I know, love.” Silas laid his fork and knife down and laced his fingers together in front of his lips. “I just wish you’d break off with Midnight. I’m sure Wrathsbury could use someone of your talents. In fact, I know he could.”

Sev recognized this conversation. He offered the appropriate response. “How is gettin’ involved with William breakin’ away from Jack? They’re constantly findin’ excuses t’meet with one another.”

Silas sighed. Sev knew he couldn’t deny it. “I know.”

“Facts’re facts, Silas. Jack Midnight is an inescapable force. He’s got his hand in everything.”

“Bloody blackguard,” Silas grumbled.

“Forget Jack Midnight fer now,” Sev said in an effort to get their evening back on track. “My work fer him has nothin’ t’do with t’night. Tonight, I’m only concerned with you.”

Silas relaxed visibly. “I’m sorry, Sev. You’re right. Tonight, you are my only concern as well.”

“I like the sound o’that.” Sev placed his silverware on his empty plate and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “You finished there?”

Silas regarded the small amount of food on his plate, dropped his utensils, crumpled his napkin, and stood. “Close enough.” Sev wasted no time. He bounded from his chair and embraced Silas, who returned his attention. They abandoned their disagreement in favor of an evening filled with physical passion and expressions of love. Their kisses were vigorous and frantic as they moved toward the lift, where Silas managed to throw the lever that lifted them toward his office and bedroom. By the time they’d made it to Silas’s large, soft four-poster bed, both young men had forgotten their familiar disagreement and their thoughts were filled with nothing but pleasing the other.
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SEV DREAMED of shoes. Fancy shoes and plain shoes tiptoed through his unconscious mind. His father looked up from the shoes, smiling. He turned away, and when he turned back, he was Jack Midnight. Sev awoke abruptly. He groped about the empty bed for Silas, then sat up, bleary-eyed as his senses returned to him. He rubbed at his face and tousled his hair. Henry hooted from the open window. “Mornin’, friend,” Sev said as he threw the covers off and stepped onto the cold black stone of the floor. He retrieved his trousers and slipped into them, then walked shirtless into the office portion of Silas’s room and found Silas at his desk. Henry flapped past Sev and perched on the edge of the desktop. “Ye’re up early,” Sev stated as he entered the office.

Silas looked up and started. “I’ll never get used to that,” he said, nodding toward Sev’s exposed scar and stroking Henry under his beak.

Sev traced the puckered scar of his numeric brand. “You and me both,” he said. “What’re ye up to?”

“I’ve had word from the prime minister.” Silas held up a sheaf of paper.

“Have ye? What’s he say?” Sev sat on the edge of the desk.

“Not much.” Silas’s gaze traveled over the words in front of him. “But he wants me to bring you.”

Sev arched an eyebrow. “I suppose it’s fortunate I’m here.”

“That’s what’s troubling me.”

“Why?”

“Does he know you’re here? How does he know you’re here?” Silas pinched the bridge of his nose. “Am I just too paranoid? After everything we’ve been through, all the conspiracies and deception, maybe I’m too cynical.”

“Only Rat knows I’m here. And I don’t think Wrathsbury has earned your distrust. It’s just a coincidence, Si.”

“Most likely.” He sighed.

“Don’t let all this jade ye,” Sev pleaded, reaching out to stroke Silas’s cheek. “Please.”

Silas closed his eyes, leaning in to Sev’s touch. “I’m sorry, Sev. I’m sure you’re correct.” He turned his head and kissed Sev’s palm. “Will you accompany me?”

“O’course.” Sev smirked. “But after last night, I need a shower.” He laughed and Silas joined him.

“You know where it is,” Silas said. Sev nodded, kissed Silas, and then dashed off to the bathroom.

 

 

A REFRESHED Sev gazed out the window of the auto-hansom that had carried him and Silas, now disguised as Kettlebent, to Stafford House and William Wrathsbury, Duke of Sutherland and Prime Minister of the Great British Empire.

Sev studied the streets and buildings on this side of the recently opened wall. This was still Fairside where the upper crust of London society made their homes, but they weren’t the only citizens on the streets. Sev was happy to see street vendors and shoeshine stands set up here and there. What warmed his heart the most were the gangs of street kids, proper street kids, not just starving, frightened urchins trying to avoid the factory press-gangers, but small groups of cutpurses, pickpockets and pint-sized thugs. A smile tugged at the corners of Sev’s mouth. He wished a little that he could be out there with them. They ran free. Their childhoods still weren’t idyllic or proper, but at least they were no longer slaves to the factories. No one should have to experience that.

As much as he longed to join the young Blacksiders, he longed a lot more to get back out on these magnificent rooftops. That was another side effect of the reunification; Sev no longer had to hide. In fact his position within Midnight’s organization meant he was welcomed nearly everywhere in Blackside, and even on this side of the wall, he met little resistance, maybe an odd glance here and there but nothing more. Midnight’s reach was long. He made a mental note to put aside some time to dash across the rooftops tonight.

“Here.” Silas thrust a small hinged wooden box into Sev’s hands.

“What’s this, then?” he asked, slightly startled. He flipped open the lid and revealed a familiar, and slightly the worse for wear, false mustache. “Bloody hell.”

“Put it on,” Silas instructed. “We must ensure Wrathsbury’s deniability. He can’t have the notorious Seventh of London traipsing up his front steps.”

“I hate this awful thing,” Sev lamented. “It feels like a dead rat on my lip. And I’m hardly notorious.”

“Just put it on,” Silas said with a note of finality that coaxed a sigh from Sev’s throat as he stuck the manky fake mustache to his lip. Silas stifled a chuckle.

“Ye’re takin’ the piss, aren’t ye?”

“Maybe a little.” With Silas’s confession, the carriage lurched to a halt at the entrance of Stafford House. Silas strapped his voice modifier on beneath his false beard as he disembarked quickly before Sev could protest any further. Though Sev grumbled as he followed.

“Hello, boys!” A familiar voice greeted them as they ascended the steps. Jack Midnight strutted as cockily as only Midnight could down from the entrance of Stafford House. “Fancy meeting you here. All right, Benty?”

Silas’s walk turned decidedly into a stalk, and he marched past Midnight without a second glance. “Midnight,” he growled.

“Well, Benty’s his usual chipper self,” Midnight stated with a grin as he stopped in front of Sev.

“Mornin’, Jack,” Sev said. “Or should I call you Mr. Middlenight in this context?”

Midnight waved off Sev’s words. “Willy uses one name, but really what’s the difference? What brings you fellows to the eminent PM’s abode?” Midnight regarded Sev with eyes trimmed as always in smoky makeup.

Sev had gazed into those black pools on more than one occasion, trying unsuccessfully to intuit what made Midnight tick. Since Sev had no time for such pursuits at the moment, he simply said, “Wrathsbury summoned Silas and asked me t’join. I’ve no idea beyond that.”

“Hmm.” Midnight smoothed down the shiny, raven locks of hair that often obscured his left eye and scrutinized Sev for a moment. “No. I suppose you don’t. Tread carefully, friend Seven. You are once more on the cusp of change. And the last one you only survived with my help and by the skin of your teeth.”

Sev nodded. “Point taken. You know what Silas’s new role is.”

“I know a great deal more than that.” Midnight’s expression oozed feline superiority. “But I’m not telling,” he whispered into Sev’s ear.

“Seven,” Silas called.

“You’d better run along. Benty’s getting impatient.” Midnight straightened Sev’s tie and then smoothed his lapel. “I’m terribly glad you’ve started wearing proper clothes. You look quite smart.” Midnight stretched, fiddled with his own tie, and turned on his expertly cobbled heel. “Keep in touch, Sev. I shall see you soon enough.” Midnight marched down the steps to an awaiting carriage. “Oh, Seven,” he called over his shoulder. “I’m glad to see you’ve coaxed old Ratty out of his shell.”

Sev turned to respond, to ask how Midnight knew about Rat’s breakthrough, but he’d already disappeared into his cab, and the carriage chugged off down the road. Sev stood for a moment longer, watching the conveyance depart and wondering how Midnight stayed so informed before another shout from Silas drew his attention away. He jogged up the stairs, joining his love at the top.

The door swung inward just as Sev arrived. “Good day, sirs. His Grace is expecting you.” The butler was typical of the British serving class, thin, neat, stiff, and aloof. He was younger than his predecessor, and Sev felt a pang of hurt, of regret. Wrathsbury’s previous manservant had been called Jeffries but was in reality the famed and presumed dead master tinkerer, Carrington, ushered into hiding by Jack Midnight. The criminal really had his fingers in every pie. Carrington had given his life for the rebellion, and Sev felt that sting as he gazed upon the new butler.

Rather than surrender to those feelings, Sev reached up and peeled the false mustache from his lip. “Burn this, will ye?” He dropped the hairy prosthetic into the butler’s hand.

“As you wish, sir,” the butler said with a sneer.

“What was that all about?” Silas asked as he and Sev walked toward Wrathsbury’s study and the butler made his way to the kitchens.

“Ye’re so worried about the infamous Seven, and Midnight strolls as big as ye please right out the front door in broad daylight.” Sev fixed Silas with a serious stare. “Seems silly t’wear a false mustache.” He pulled on Silas’s false beard.

“I suppose I see your point,” Silas answered, the voice modulator around his neck altering his voice to sound deeper, more metallic. He swiped Sev’s hand away and knocked quietly on the study door. A soft voice bid them enter.

 

 

SEV HAD visited Stafford House on two previous occasions and both times he was just as awestruck as he was today. Even in Wrathsbury’s study, the decadence amazed Sev, and he had to admit to himself, despite his fondness for the man, Wrathsbury’s quality of living disgusted him to an extent. The dark wood of the bookshelves, the copper and brass fittings of the ladders and clockworks sparkled in the dim light, they were so highly polished. Sev was certain Wrathsbury hadn’t done the polishing himself, and despite everything he’d done to help Sev and his friends, he felt a little resentment and contempt for Wrathsbury’s societal entitlement. Sev wondered, just for a moment, if Silas should trust him.

But it was only a moment, and then Wrathsbury greeted them warmly with a friendly, honest smile. One look into the prime minister’s ice-blue eyes eased Sev’s nerves. He shook off the feeling of paranoia and accepted the offered hand. “Good t’see ye, Wrathsbury,” Sev said.

“You as well, Sev,” he answered and turned to Silas. “Mr. Kettlebent,” Wrathsbury greeted him with a smirk.

“Your—” Silas began, removing his hat.

“Dammit, Silas. How many times?”

“Sorry, Prime Minister.” Silas smiled.

Wrathsbury sighed. “I suppose that’s a step in the right direction,” he said. He looked, brows furrowing, at Sev. “What were you thinking a moment ago?”

Sev couldn’t mask his surprise. “What?” he said, unable to think of anything better.

“You glanced around the room,” Wrathsbury explained. “And then you gave me a very nasty look, indeed. What brought that on?”

Silas folded his slightly elongated arms. “Yes, Sev. What brought that on?”

Feeling very much on the spot, Sev only looked from one to the other. “I—uh.”

“Sev, Seven.” Wrathsbury’s tone was calming. “Please. We’ve fought side by side against lies and corruption. I assure you, you won’t offend me.”

Sev considered Wrathsbury’s words and then slowly stated, “I noticed all the shiny bits in yer study, and I wondered who does all that work.” He wasn’t surprised at Silas’s expression. Shock. He was surprised by Wrathsbury’s expression.

He simply smiled. “Don’t look so surprised, Silas,” Wrathsbury joked. “This is why the Seventh of London led us to victory over an aristocratic oppressor. And why I’ve asked him here today. His contempt, his suspicion of the upper classes. His utter conviction that all men should be equal.” Wrathsbury nodded, apparently pleased. “To answer your question: I’ve told them on numerous occasions that they don’t have to work so bloody hard.” He shrugged. “They don’t listen. They keep right on polishing and buffing and who knows what all. If they’d be better off, I’d dismiss them all. But I don’t think anyone would pay them what I’m paying them, and they certainly wouldn’t have the freedom that I constantly offer but they don’t take advantage of.” His expression grew suddenly dower. “Not like Jeffr—Carrington. He was a hard worker to be sure but never one to hold his tongue.” Wrathsbury turned and gazed out his window.

Sev glanced at Silas. He looked as worried as he could beneath his goggles and beard. Neither of them was comfortable at the moment, and Sev could tell Silas didn’t want to interrupt Wrathsbury’s melancholy. They were all still profoundly affected by the losses they’d experienced to free their kingdom. Wrathsbury sniffed suddenly, breaking the silence. He turned, wiping tears from his eyes. “Terribly sorry, fellows. Afraid it still catches up with me from time to time. It’s no way for a prime minister to behave.”

“No,” Sev agreed. “But it’s exactly the way a normal person should behave. Ye’ll find no judgment here.”

“Thank you, Sev.” Wrathsbury placed a hand on Sev’s shoulder. “Are we on level ground once more?”

Sev nodded and Silas agreed. Sev silently chastised himself for doubting Wrathsbury so much after everything. “Sorry,” he mumbled. He was man enough to admit when he was wrong.

“Sev. There’s no need for apologies.” Wrathsbury sat down behind his desk and indicated for Sev and Silas to join him. “Honestly, your pragmatism is one of the things I admire most about you.” He leaned back in his chair. “So relax. We’re all still friends here. And equals. If not in society’s eyes, at least in mine.” Wrathsbury spoke with his gaze locked on Sev’s.

Silas cleared his throat. “I’m feeling a tad like a third wheel here. Was I summoned just to bring Sev?”

Wrathsbury laughed. “No, Silas. Please accept my apology. I just get to speak to you more than Sev, and obviously there were a few matters between us that needed to be addressed. Rest assured, Silas, you are just as integral to our future as Seven.”

“And what is that future?” Sev asked.

“For that,” Wrathsbury said, raising a finger. “We must look to the past.”

Almost on cue, the new butler swooped into the room. “Your Grace, we have laid out a simple lunch. Might I show you and your guests to the lawn?”

Wrathsbury looked at Sev and Silas questioningly. Sev shrugged. Silas nodded. “Thank you, Grimden. Just lay out the meal. We won’t need you and the girls to wait on us.”

Grimden barely concealed a sneer. “Very well, Your Grace. I shall relay the message.” Before the butler spun and exited, Sev could have sworn he’d seen the man grimace. Wrathsbury hadn’t seemed to notice, and Sev didn’t press the issue. Maybe some people actually liked being servants, though Sev couldn’t comprehend such a thing.

“Shall we?” Wrathsbury rose from his chair. Sev and Silas followed the Prime Minister as he exited the study. Silas abandoned his beard and voice modifier.
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THE LAWN had been decorated like a fine banquet in one of the mansion’s impressive rooms. A carpet had been laid on the grass with a table filled with ham sandwiches, shrimp and salmon pâté, as well as all manner of sweets, tea, wine, and other spirits. It was the exact kind of decadence Sev found utterly distasteful. It was no surprise, then, that he felt guilty when his mouth watered at the sight.

The three men served themselves buffet style. They then took their places in three overstuffed, high-backed chairs that had been placed in a semicircle on a separate carpet. Each chair had a side table where the companions could place their drinks and sundries. It was all very posh and not at all what Sev would be comfortable with, but the easy conversation with Wrathsbury and Silas made it ultimately enjoyable.

The servants were relentless, constantly trying to pour this or fetch that. Wrathsbury consistently turned them away, assuring them that the three could take care of themselves for the time being and encouraging the staff to read a book or just have a lie down. It seemed to Sev that some people just weren’t happy being free, like they needed someone else to tell them what to do. As much as the privileged upset him, people who willingly surrendered their freedom disgusted him.

“What do you think, Seven?” Wrathsbury’s voice broke into Sev’s ruminations.

“Beg pardon,” Sev said. “What was the question?”

“Dessert. Do you want any?”

“No thank ye,” Sev answered. “I couldn’t eat another bite.”

“I’m with Sev.” Silas patted his stomach. “I feel like a Christmas goose.”

“Very well. Shall we return to the study to discuss the business at hand?” Wrathsbury asked as he rose from the chair. Sev and Silas nodded in unison and followed their host back into the mansion. Sev spared a glance back at the buffet and wasn’t surprised to see a small army of servants descend upon the scene like a flock of fastidious vultures, clearing away the remains of their lunch. He shook his head slowly as he turned away from the scene.

 

 

WHEN THE trio reentered the study, tea, coffee, and cordials were set out on a silver serving tray. Sev and Silas resumed their previous positions while Grimden served their drinks. Wrathsbury walked to his desk and sorted through a stack of papers as Sev and Silas waited patiently. Silas took tea. Wrathsbury and Seven opted for a single malt scotch. Sev sipped the liquid, savoring the smoky, peaty burn as Wrathsbury joined them, flipping through pages of parchment. He placed the papers on the table, lining them up, sipped his scotch, and sighed roughly. “That’s nice,” he observed, and Sev couldn’t disagree. It was one of the finest malts he’d experienced.

“Are you going to bring Sev into the fold?” Silas asked.

Wrathsbury nodded. “Sev,” he began, “has Silas updated you on our dealings?”

Sev shook his head, sipped his scotch, and shot Silas a scathing glance.

“Hm. That surprises me.” Wrathsbury echoed Sev’s expression.

Silas visibly shrank into himself, obviously slightly ashamed. “Sorry, Sev. William told me it was confidential.”

“Your loyalty is commendable,” Wrathsbury told him.

“Thank you?” Silas responded. Sev wondered if he had intended it to be a question. “Can we just move on?” Silas asked, uncomfortably.

“Of course.” Wrathsbury sat across from them. “How much do you know about the colonies, Sev?”

He shifted in his seat. “Not much,” he admitted. “I know Fairgate managed t’talk Her Majesty int’retakin’ them with the Steamcoats.” He paused, studying Wrathsbury’s and Silas’s expressions. “But beyond that? Not a bit. I’d considered takin’ a trip there but haven’t found the time. There are Indians, savages attacking the western settlements. There are outlaws and lawmen. I’ve read a few chapbooks about ’em.”

Wrathsbury nodded. “That’s the consensus. But it’s certainly not the whole story.”

“No?” Sev asked.

“No,” Silas agreed. “The entire system of government in the colonies is terribly corrupt.”

“Isn’t all government corrupt?” Sev suddenly realized what he’d just said. “No offense,” he added, looking at Wrathsbury.

“None taken.” Wrathsbury sipped his scotch with a smile. “And for the most part, you’re correct. Sadly. But the state of the colonies is extra troubling.”

“Fairgate’s people largely ignored the problem because the offending parties were filtering money to him. He used his mystical influence over the queen to dismiss the questionable behavior of the colonists,” Silas explained.

“Questionable behavior?” Sev asked.

“Slavery.” Wrathsbury fixed Sev with a serious gaze.

“Slavery?” Sev had heard the rumors. He wondered if it was anything like he and the other children had experienced in the factories.

“It’s despicable.” Wrathsbury drained his scotch and stood to pour another. “Our government has tolerated it for too long, and I don’t know if we can fight it now.”

“How so?” Sev asked.

“Victorica is polarized philosophically and financially,” Silas stated. “It’s ironic in a way.” He sipped his tea.

“The North and the South are splitting like our East and West at this time some years ago,” Wrathsbury added. “The North has become extremely industrialized like Blackside.”

Silas nodded. “And the South is affluent and decadent.”

“And they’ve purchased most, if not all, of the major factories and financial institutions of the North. They have basically wrested control of the entire industrial system and, in extension, the governing bodies of the colonies.”

“States,” Sev said without thinking.

“Hmm?” Wrathsbury hummed.

“Don’t they call them states?” Sev asked.

“Oh. Oh yes. I suppose they do.” Wrathsbury frowned. “At any rate,” he continued, regaining his composure, “the Southern aristocracy, as it were, basically controls the entire country. The Northerners don’t agree with their Southern brothers’ philosophy on slavery, and their attempts at offering safe harbor for freemen has resulted in most of those slaves taking jobs in Southern-owned factories in the north.”

“They escape from slavery to slavery,” Sev said, realizing the futility of the slaves’ situation. “Damn.”

“Indeed.” Wrathsbury sipped his scotch. “I have created a Shadow Ministry, something of a secret police force for just such endeavors, and at the moment, Silas is my sole agent.”

“The Ministry of Shadow?” Sev asked.

Wrathsbury shrugged. “MoS. That’s what we’ve been calling it. But a police force must be more than one man.”

“What does this have t’do with me?” Sev asked, fearing the duke’s answer.

“I want you to join the agency,” Wrathsbury stated.

“I work for Midnight,” Sev answered.

“This isn’t an exclusive position,” Wrathsbury explained. “And your status in Midnight’s fold may serve the purposes of the MoS.”

“I don’t know if I like that,” Sev snarled. “I’m not goin’ t’be a double agent.”

“No. No.” Wrathsbury waved his hands in dismissal. “It’s nothing like that. You just may have contacts with information that would prove valuable to our interests.” Wrathsbury smiled. “I would never ask you to betray our Midnight.”

“Oh.” Sev raised an eyebrow. “Well, I suppose that’s all right, then.”

Silas had been silent through this exchange, and his expression unnerved Sev. He could tell Wrathsbury was wondering what Silas was thinking as well. “What do you think, Mr. Kettlebent?” Wrathsbury asked.

“I’m not sure, to be honest,” Silas said with a scratch to his chin. “Sev would make a fantastic agent, but I worry about his ties to the underworld.”

“Undertown, not Underworld,” Sev responded snarkily.

“Sev,” Silas began.

Sev held up a hand to stop him. “Just playin’ devil’s advocate. I’m not really a joiner, William. That’s not t’say I’m not willin’ t’help out.”

Wrathsbury winked at Sev. “I knew you wouldn’t let the Queen and Crown down.”

“And I knew he’d never join MoS,” Silas added.

“Who do we stop?” Sev asked. “Who needs t’be eliminated, removed, or what have you?”

“What?” Wrathsbury asked, flabbergasted.

“Who’s our target?” Sev asked. The last time they had Fairgate. Surely there was someone to stop this time as well.

“We don’t have a target,” Wrathsbury stated.

“Not a single target,” Silas added.

“Wait. There’s no ‘Fairgate’ to take out?” Sev asked.

“No.” Silas stood suddenly.

“There’s nearly an entire government that must be dealt with,” Wrathsbury answered.

“How are we supposed t’do that?” Sev asked.

“You’ll have to make friends,” Wrathsbury told him. “You’ll have to find those who are loyal to the North and infiltrate the South. You’ll have to determine who can be trusted.”

“We can do that.” Silas nodded.

“Can we?” Sev asked. “I’m not so sure.”

“You’ll have whatever resources you’ll need at your disposal,” Wrathsbury assured him.

“Forgive me, Your Grace,” Sev responded, “but this doesn’t seem like something we can throw money at and make it go away.”

“Touché.” Wrathsbury chuckled. “I try terribly hard to put myself in the positions of others, but I can’t help but revert to my aristocratic ways.” He paused and poured himself more scotch. “That’s why I appreciate other opinions, Seven.”

“Well, my opinion is: this is hopeless.”

“I appreciate that, but I cannot believe it,” Wrathsbury answered.

“I agree,” Silas added.

Sev rubbed his face and raked his fingers through his hair. “I think ye’re both out o’yer bloody skulls.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “But I can’t argue with yer conviction.”

He considered Silas’s and Wrathsbury’s expectant expressions. “I’m in,” he finally agreed. “God help us all, this shite needs t’stop.”

“Ha-ha! I knew we could depend on you, Sev!” Wrathsbury clapped him on the shoulder.

Sev winced. “What’s our cover?”

Wrathsbury apprehensively sucked air in through his teeth. “That’s—um.”

“Difficult,” Silas finished.

“Why?” Sev asked.

“We’re not quite certain what the best cover will be yet,” Silas explained. “I may pose as Lord Kettlebent, and you’ll be my loyal manservant, Steven.”

Sev grimaced. Of course, he thought. “Oh heavens, my lord and master,” Sev taunted, affecting a proper British accent.

“It will be believable,” Silas explained, a whine barely distinguishable in his voice.

Sev held up a hand. “Ye don’t have t’defend it. I agreed. I’ll play along.”

“Fantastic!” Wrathsbury grinned, obviously pleased. “I knew you fellows were the men for the job.” From there Wrathsbury laid out the details of the journey to Victorica. All their documentation would be taken care of as well as passage booked on a state-of-the-art steamship that would carry them across the ocean in record time. “A contingent of my most trusted soldiers will join you. They are highly trained and strategically experienced. They’ll be there to offer assistance should circumstances prove too difficult for the pair of you.”

Sev nodded, his brows furrowed. “What about Rat?”

“What about him?” Wrathsbury responded.

“I think he’ll be an asset. I don’t think we could o’beat Fairgate without ’im.”

Silas clenched his fist in front of his lips, obviously deep in thought.

Wrathsbury studied Sev and Silas intently. The moment hovered silent and intense in the study. Sev wondered why they were even debating Rat’s involvement, especially now that Sev had finally gotten him to come around. Sev stared at Silas, willing him to agree, to tell Wrathsbury that Rat was an indispensable member of the team.

“What is your opinion, Silas?” Wrathsbury asked. “Ideally, you are in charge of this mission.”

Silas frowned with his entire face. Sev felt shocked his friend would even need to think about his answer. Rat had risked his life at every turn. He’d helped them with no expectation of reward. Every second that ticked by on Wrathsbury’s ridiculously expensive clock felt like an eternity to Sev, all the while feeling his anger grow exponentially. He was on the verge of leaping from his chair and throttling Silas.

Before he could act, Silas licked his lips and sighed slightly. “Well.” Sev and Wrathsbury waited for him to continue. Silas frowned, grimaced, and fidgeted. “I—um. Rat helped us out quite a bit.”

Sev smiled and nodded. That was certainly true.

“But he’s not exactly qualified,” Silas added. “And he’s a bit young.”

Sev gritted his teeth angrily and rose slightly from his chair.

Silas’s eyes widened with what Sev could only guess was fear. “But, but. I believe he—um. I believe he would be an asset?” Silas drew out the last word into a question, and Sev grimaced.

“Fair enough,” Wrathsbury said, apparently oblivious to the exchange between Sev and Silas. “Sev, could you inform the young man?”

He nodded but said nothing.

“Good. That’s settled, then. We’ll begin arrangements.” Wrathsbury drained his scotch as Sev and Silas exchanged strained glances. The duke poured himself another drink without acknowledging their discomfort. “I’ll have Annabelle assist you with the details.” Wrathsbury dropped into his chair and inspected more of the papers on his desk.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





