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Even from across the square, Thomas was able to mark sweat trickling down the slave’s temple, cutting a path through dust and grime. The young man stood on the wooden block before a murmuring crowd. Stock still in his ragged clothing, the man’s face was set, jaw clenched, yet there was a smouldering rage to his gaze, as though he were close to exploding into a fit of violence.

And why not?

“We can stop this,” Thomas said. He rubbed at a twinge from the newly healed wound in his chest.

Mia rested a hand on his arm, her light touch drawing attention to the fact that it was shaking. “It’s too dangerous.” Her golden blindfold appeared dull where they stood in the shadows beneath tall buildings. Here in Viterra the walls were mostly iron-clad, dark and cold but even they were warming beneath the late morning sun. They seemed to press in around him, setting his skin to tingling if he drew too near.

“Agreed,” Ethan said from Thomas’ other side. “And we need our target here, busy while we liberate his ship. That won’t happen if you make a scene now.”

Thomas grunted. They were both right of course, but they were wrong too. And I am just as wrong for agreeing, even though I must. Each day, Aiden was sailing further and further from Silver Rock. They needed the ship to chase down the Albion, and Viterra’s port had been closer – and safer – than turning back to Brinhale.

Saving one slave, the first of many who would be sold today, would surely dash their plans. Aside from scaring off their mark, quite a few rather inconvenient guards lined the block, their twin-shots held ready. And more, what would saving one slave achieve? Likely nothing. Yet Thomas stared at the young fellow, noting the straw-coloured hair and then the shape of the man’s nose – it had been broken in the past and had healed unevenly. I will find a way to save you, if no-one else.

A futile promise? Doubtless so, but the lie he told himself allowed the faint illusion that he was somehow doing what was right, enough so that he fell back into a slouch.

“I don’t like it either, Thomas,” Mia said.

“I know.”

Ethan was still peering at the crowd, searching for Daniels. The so-called noble was supposed to be bidding today but thus far, the human pile of refuse had not appeared. Ethan had described him as a bear of a man but offered little else. I’ll recognise him, don’t worry. Someone of that description ought to have stood out amongst the coats and hats, the slender ‘nobles’ and the more casual merchants – bearing their coloured sashes unique to Viterra.

At the block, the governor’s slave-handler stepped up beside the slave, who sneered. But the stout fellow only smiled back at his ‘property’, the greasy expression most unpleasant – especially contrasting as it did with his spotless white shirt and grey vest, the silver buckles on his belt and the polished shoes.

The slave-handler raised a hand for hush and the square quietened. He paused, primping a moment, seeming to relish the attention. “Good people of Viterra, allow me to commence this week’s auction with a particularly fine item – his passion speaks of strength, he would be a fine labourer. Or, if any such lord finds themselves a little less conservative in their thinking, a more than suitable Enforcer. Perhaps the Betting House is looking for more strong arms, Lord Tillerson?”

A voice called back from the crowd. “Let’s see the whole range, first – I have to watch my spending, you know.”

Scattered laughter followed, and the handler winked. “Well then, let’s open the bidding and see what old Tillerson can afford, shall we? How about twenty silver pieces? Remember, he is young and strong and has a considerable debt to work off – I estimate it will take ten years at least. This is true value for your coin, lords and ladies.”

“What’s he done then?” a woman shouted from nearer to Thomas.

“Oh, a misunderstanding is all. It seems he protested a little strongly in one of our finer inns and roughed up the wrong man’s son.”

Jeers rose from the crowd and hands raised, waving wooden paddles painted with family crests.

“There,” Ethan said. “Entering from the left.”

A large man, head and shoulders taller than most of the crowd, his beard like dark tree roots and his black hair just as wild, was parting the people around him without touching a single person – no-one wanted to get in his way. Two thugs followed Lord Daniels, each with rifles slung over their shoulders, and the three stopped before the block.

Daniels didn’t seem too interested in the handler’s first slave; the angle of the man’s head seemed to suggest his eyes were looking beyond. Who was he waiting for? Obviously, the slave-handler wasn’t going to open with his most ‘prized’ slave.

“Time to go,” Ethan said.

The rebel leader started from the square, moving into a side-street. Thomas let Mia pass him and watched as she followed. Her vision had still not fully returned; her eyes remained sensitive to light, but she was able to move unaided well enough for the most part. Still, he kept watch as they walked.

Above, the light became patterned where it fell through latticework that extended from the upper storeys. Vines and wisteria spread too, dropping their white and purple petals to the stone, where they were quickly ground into the street.

So far, luck had stayed on their side.

Since fleeing the Clara, taking the ruby heart key with them, Ethan had organised transportation at the nearest town and they’d left whatever pursuit Williams was organising far behind. Whoever followed, be it the king himself or his other son Warrick, none could catch Thomas and Mia now. Even if their pursuers guessed they were travelling south – Lord Daniels’ ship was about to take them further and faster than any vehicle could manage, even if it was only a coast-hugger.

And the death of Julian would doubtless slow Williams yet further.

Good riddance to bad blood.

Bright light waited at the end of the side street where it opened onto a thoroughfare, the rattle and hiss of steam cars filling the space, only somewhat muffled by the flow of bodies. Ethan joined the stream of people, glancing back to check on them. Now Thomas kept closer to Mia but no-one knocked into her, perhaps noticing his scowl.

A screech rang out at the intersection ahead.

A small, two-man steam car had ground to a halt before a larger vehicle, this one pulling a load of timber on a carriage. The bigger car had a monstrous, puffing boiler and the hawk-shaped herald of the governor – Kensington, another of Williams’ puppets.

Drivers were hurling abuse at one another from their seats now, one man half-standing.

“That sounds like something worth detouring,” Mia said.

“Indeed. Just two more blocks and we’ll reach the waterfront,” Ethan replied, then paused before cutting across traffic. Now Thomas took Mia’s hand and together they jogged to the other side of the thoroughfare.

The buildings were not so tall now and more bore stone upper-storeys. Factories appeared too – the clang and roar from a steel mill echoed along the street, steam pumping from its stack and the red glow from a mighty blast furnace filling the interior as they passed.

Thomas frowned when his skin tingled once more, and an answering heat seemed to build within him. Damn Silas, what else is your alchemy doing to me? His curiosity had not dimmed. And yet, was learning the truth more important than escape? Not if it means Mia has to stay in this damnable nation.

Beyond the mill, a group of hulking men in smudged overalls leant against the wall. Smoke rose from pipes and as Thomas drew nearer, he saw that one man’s hands were shaking – fingers coated in a pale dust. Powder-rat? If the fellow – or any of them – were in the middle of a star-dust high, then trouble was likely.

And the workers did narrow their eyes as they passed but Thomas glared back at them, reaching up to take his twin-shot in hand, pulling it from the sheath strapped to his back. That gave the men pause, though a simmering resentment lingered. Had they seen the yellow hourglass on his wrist?

So it often went with those who bore the white or black.

Ethan, too, had a hand within his vest, no doubt gripping one of the revolvers he carried... but the men did not challenge them, nor did they follow. Their muttering rose, something about the easy lives of noble slaves but Thomas ignored them and as they passed, a supervisor roared for the men to return to work.

At the harbour a host of fishing and shipping vessels lined the stone wharves, sails snapping and stacks pumping steam into the blue sky. One ship bore a line of slaves filing down the gangway, overseen by soldiers, while others bore non-human ‘cargo’ such as rare timber or crates of fish.

Kensington’s ship was easily the largest at the dock and while the red-painted Iron Whale was no monolith like the Albion, being only half the size, it still bore a huge central column and the rail climbed up two storeys. It was doubtless just as Ethan had promised; the only vessel capable of reaching the north. Yet it probably wasn’t going to cross any oceans either... and nor would foreign ports accept a Brasatalis vessel even if it could.

Yet they had to try something to find Aiden.

“Did he truly name it the Iron Whale?” Mia asked when Thomas finished describing the ship.

“A visionary man,” Ethan replied. “Now, all we have to do is wait for the signal.”

“I hope your friends are as good as they claim,” Thomas said. “And that they remember we’re not looking for a bloodbath.”

Ethan sighed. “Thomas, you’ve said this before. You have to trust that I know what I’m doing by now.”

“I do,” Thomas said. “It’s hard to stop worrying.”

“So it is,” he said, his expression darkening at a commotion further along the busy pier. Twin files of men in dark flak jackets, carrying twin-shot and several also wearing belts with bottle-green canisters attached – smoke grenades. They approached the ship at a jog, spreading out and taking up positions, training their weapons at the Whale.

A hush fell across the pier and at the edges of Thomas’ vision, he caught a glimpse of people hurrying away.

“What’s happening?” Mia asked.

“Something rather bad for Daniels – and us,” Ethan muttered.
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About half the men stormed the great ship without ceremony. They coordinated their movements without speaking, with barely even hand-gestures, giving the impression of a well-planned, military assault, as though they’d been watching Daniels’ ship for some time perhaps, or had performed such raids before. Shouts from within soon followed and then the boom of rifles.

The soldiers on the waterfront did not react, keeping their weapons trained on the Iron Whale and the water.

One man, however, this one bearing the hawk insignia, addressed the onlookers. “Remain calm and keep a safe distance.”

“What’s happening?” a young voice called.

“Lord Kensington is raiding this ship for star dust – part of his efforts to keep the city safe.”

“We should leave,” Ethan said. Now his voice was full of repressed frustration as he glared at the city’s men.

“Good idea,” Thomas replied. “How long will they hold the ship?”

“Forever,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“The Iron Whale belongs to Kensington now and its security will be far, far greater than before.”

“We need another ship,” Mia said.

“I fear so.”

“Back to the hotel then?” Thomas asked.

“Right,” Ethan replied as he started back into the shadowy side streets. “I’ll send word to Leonard and we can plan our next move from the relative comfort of The Bard.”

‘Relative’ was a fair description – it was no dive but nor was it full of luxuries, having only the bare requirements. It was warm enough of a night and the food was good – common Viterra fare, mostly fish and fowl coupled with the dry wine that came from whatever vineyards still flourished this far south.

A gold-painted harp hung above the rusting door to The Bard, the imitation instrument long-since reduced to a dull, scuffed mess. As they started up the small set of steps, a wheezing man exited, his hat and coat slung over one arm. Sweat stained his vest and shirt but he still smiled as he passed. Thomas glanced after the fellow. He hadn’t seemed terribly overweight, nor did he have the look of a labourer, what had troubled him so? Surely not the small flight of steps.

The Bard was quiet within, too early for drink or meal, and so only the owner moved about the dining room, sweeping the creaking floorboards in his ill-fitting coat. He nodded to them as they started up the stairs. As elsewhere, the tingle of steel was strong – the rail and support columns, even the roofing beams overhead. As ever, Thomas kept an eye on Mia but she needed no assistance, using the rail as a guide and detouring a hip-sized vase with dead flowers within.

Once inside their room, Mia found her bed and sat, tapping a foot. Ethan began to pace but Thomas took his own cot and lay back, closing his eyes and doing his best to block out the song of the metal around him – even the frame of his cot seemed alive beneath him. Somehow, it helped to smother the disappointment somewhat. They’d come a little too close... and perhaps a ship was the wrong path. Their problem was the same, of course, ship or no, it would be incredibly difficult to track Aiden.

Yet the Bruiser had to return to Silver Rock sooner or later. He couldn’t have emptied the entire mine in one trip. It might be better to steal – or buy – steam-cars and return north that way. Bypass Brinhale... even so, it would take a long time.

“There’s only two other ships worth considering,” Ethan said after a moment, the splash of water following. He stood by the basin, towelling off his face and neck. The rebel seemed weary; lines beneath his eyes. “The first, I’m not sure when it will dock and the second is the Maryana, Kensington’s own ship and the Lord’s Wharf is also quite well-protected. Too much for Leonard and his crew, even if you add us.”

Thomas sat up. “So where does that leave us?”

“For now, right here at The Bard,” Ethan said. “Why don’t we get some rest and meet with Leonard in the morning.”

“Sounds good to me,” Mia said.

Thomas took the first watch, spending the whole time practising ways to block out the call of steel. It was easier if he closed his eyes at first, focused on his own body and not the tingling or heat sensation, sometimes stretching his limbs or digging nails into his palms – as if being forcibly reminded of the flesh and blood was enough to distract whatever part of him was drawn to steel.

Yet when Mia later took his place, it did not seem long before she was waking him.

“Thomas?”

He grumbled. Only her outline appeared, visible before a chink in the curtain that let the streetlight within. There’d been a note of concern in her voice – bringing him all the way to wakefulness.

“What’s wrong?”

“We’re in danger,” she said. “I feel it – Ethan’s packing.”

Thomas rose, finding his boots and then the twin-shot. “I can check downstairs.”

“It’s nothing specific,” she said. “But someone is coming, and they have ill-intent.”

“I’ll be back,” he said.

She fumbled for his arm. “Thomas—”

“Let me,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “We know that I’m the least likely to be hurt, right?” Or, more accurately, the least likely to instantly die from a gunshot. If his run-in with Julian was normal now, he’d survive but it would still hurt like hell. And there’s got to be a limit to just how many I can take.

Still, Mia wasn’t going with him, and he was only checking below, nothing more.

“We’ll be ready,” Ethan said from across the room.

“I’ll knock twice,” Thomas said.

He placed a hand on the doorknob and clenched his jaw. No need to rush. Yet Mia’s warning had his pulse racing; she was never wrong. But what danger lurked beyond the door? Kensington? Had Williams’ men somehow stumbled upon them? No doubt informants lurked in the city, but none of the posters or listings for escaped slaves in Viterra had seemed to mention Thomas or Mia.

The handle squeaked as it turned, and he exhaled, pausing.

No answering sound from beyond.

He opened the door and still nothing, finally stepping into the hallway. A slither of light slipped from beneath the farthest door but that was all. Only silence from the dining room and kitchen below...

Thomas took a few steps forward, pausing before the shadowy stair. Hadn’t there been a pair of creaking boards at the edge of the steps? He crouched, peering toward the darkened windows beside the door.

There, a flash of streetlight on steel.

He strained his ears. A collection of small sounds; the shuffle of feet, something scraping against stone. Someone passing outside? Or hiding? Thomas waited.

“This is the place,” a voice said, just audible.

A second voice hissed for quiet and Thomas glanced over his shoulder. Did he have time to warn—

Light bloomed below as a door slammed open. Footsteps thundered after as figures in black poured into The Bard and charged the stairs. At least ten men, and all carrying twin-shot.

“Mia! Ethan! Run!” Thomas roared.

He leapt to the top of the stairs and snatched up the vase, hurling it down. It struck the lead pair, soil flying, and the men collapsed in a jumble of arms, legs and curses. But another half-dozen soldiers charged into the inn amid shouted orders, none of which Thomas heard – he had to stop them, had to buy Mia and Ethan time to escape.

Thomas glanced around. Nothing! His rifle was back in the room and there were no more vases, nothing heavy enough to throw... the roof. Steel support beams lay overhead, one running across the stair. If I rip it down will we all die? It wasn’t a high ceiling at all... just the room above would be enough.

“Surrender and no-one has to suffer, Thomas,” a voice called from the foot of the stairs, an officer. The heaped soldiers were finding their feet. Out of time.

Thomas leapt from the landing.

He swung his arms as he did, hands really smacking against the beam and digging in on contact as he tore down with all his strength. A mighty crack followed, and he had just enough time to hear cries of panic, to catch a glimpse of shocked faces, before the ceiling collapsed around him.
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Thomas ground his teeth where he stood. Somehow he’d woken deep within the Sand-Hog, shadows cloaking the faces of those who waited before him, arms folded or weapons raised. The clang of iron and hiss of steam, the pounding tread and booted feet from upper levels and a booming from outside, it all filled his mind – yet the sounds battled with something else, a humming sensation so strong that it interfered with his other senses.

The cold smell of steel seemed to sting his very eyes. Even his skin buzzed as it reacted to the giant, metallic beast around him, bones seeming to twitch within his limbs no matter how he tried to block it out.

Someone was shouting, waving a hand before him.

The fellow wore a black suit... no, flak jacket and mask... and now it appeared to be some sort of tunic crossed by an ammunition belt. The man wore brown leather gloves, and he was speaking, his mouth moving, full of teeth – and then he stood, turning away.

What the hell was happening?

Thomas closed his eyes.

It’s the steel; this is too much. It has to stop!

He dug his fingernails into his palms, hard, and the sting of pain skimmed across the surface of his awareness. He ground his jaw and focused on his hands, some of the clamour from the steel receding. Ragged breathing reached his ears; his chest was heaving. He caught a breath and held it a moment, sucking in air through his nose then releasing it slowly.

When he opened his eyes, his vision was still blurry but now a new figure stood before him. Thomas stared, trying to get the details to solidify.

Long, dark curls, a pale face. Green eyes were narrowed, and a frown covered her lips. She turned away. “He’s not faking anything.” Her voice... a familiar anger; it cut through and he focused on it. Of course.

“Elisabeth,” he said, blinking repeatedly.

She turned back to him, placing a gloved hand on her hip where a revolver hung on a leather belt. “Yes, Thomas. I see you’re finally with us.” She unbuttoned her coat with her other hand, revealing the royal W in crimson on the back of the glove. “I suppose you’ll be prone to those for some time.”

“Why?” he demanded.

Now she smiled – and she should have been beautiful, but the cruelty was stronger. “It takes time for someone as... sensitive as you to adjust to my Sand-Hog, is all. It should be fading, even now.”

“You mean, Silas.” She was right about the clamour falling away somewhat but he did not want to let her know she was correct. In fact, the less he said the better. She’ll be after Mia soon and I’ll be damned if I give her anything. He could only hope that Mia and Ethan had escaped, that his desperate ploy had been enough. Obviously, having survived suggested that the entire inn hadn’t come crashing down.

Elisabeth pulled her revolver. It bore a silver grip and a long line of even scratches on the barrel. She stepped forward and jammed the weapon into his side. Up close, the scent of leather and rose perfume was strong – the steel digging into him was an irritation-only, his skin tingled but she wasn’t going to shoot him.

He was too valuable to her master.

“Indeed, Thomas. And now that I seem to have your full attention, let’s talk about the future. That hourglass is no memento – you are my property now and I expect obedience. If I do not receive your instant and complete co-operation at all times I can become most unpleasant – as I’m sure you haven’t forgotten.”

While Elisabeth was only a few years older than he, back when they’d been children in the palace, the difference had been enough that even without her position of power, she had easily been able to inflict all kinds of torment. The razor cuts and lemon juice were bad enough – what would she come up with now? Much of it had been fuelled by Julian of course, but it wasn’t the threat of the past that gave Thomas pause. He was confident he could overpower her now if need be, but there were simply too many ways she could cause true pain now – chief of which being Mia and Ethan. “You don’t have Mia.”

Elisabeth winked at him then motioned to one of her men. “Find him a bed and then chain him to it.” Then to Thomas, “We’ll talk again tomorrow, dear Thomas.”

“I’m not your dear,” he said to her back.

Elisabeth waved a hand lazily as she passed through the doorway. One of the men gestured with his twin-shot. “Get going.”

Thomas preceded the two guards into the hall and started down a dimly-lit corridor lined with steel mesh and occasional ladders leading up. Once, he passed a set of double doors with a carven symbol of fire, a passage to the boilers, no doubt. Just how big was the main boiler? And why an image and not words on the door? A stupid thing to wonder about. Just focus on your predicament. You can’t even try to escape until you know whether Elisabeth has Mia and Ethan. And even if you did know, that’s a lot of men to take on even for ‘The Alchemist’s Pet’ and by now you’re probably a hundred kilometres away from—

Hands gripped his shoulders and arms. Thomas gave a shout as they flung him up against a wall. He wrenched an elbow free and someone grunted. Blinding pain exploded in the back of Thomas’ head then his face was pressed into the steel. He squeezed his eyes shut to try and block the tingling, now more like being peppered with gravel. “I have a few things to add to Lady Elisabeth’s remarks,” a soft voice spoke – as though the man stood a few feet back, and wasn’t the one holding Thomas, who had no way to turn his head and see the speaker.

“I hope you’re going to admit that you know Williams wants me alive.”

“Oh, that he does,” the man said, tone dripping with treacle. “And I support him of course. But believe me, a lot of healing can occur between now and when that time comes.”

Thomas said nothing, as the threat did not seem idle.

“While Lady Elisabeth commands this tank, you will also receive orders from the king himself – orders which I will deliver and which you are expected to carry out in secret.”

“Why?” Who is this fool? What does Williams want that he simply cannot ask Elisabeth to provide? Something troubling was afoot on the Sand-Hog.

“Let me worry about why.”

“And do you expect me to split myself in two when my orders contradict one another?”

A soft chuckle, like the rustling of dry leaves. “I can’t ever imagine such a thing happening.”

Thomas frowned as best he could with his face being mostly squashed. “And those orders?”

“To do as Elisabeth instructs... for now.”

“Or?”

A sigh followed. “Aside from the extensive bodily harm we have already discussed there are a number of those you care about whom might be... reduced.”

“I only care for Mia and you do not have her,” Thomas said. “And even if you did, you cannot hurt her. Williams wants more than her powers.”

“Yes, yes. Her womb is also of most interest to His Majesty but I am sure she could bear a child without fingers, yes? And don’t overlook the others.” The man paused. “Ethan and the other rebels, Henry from Silver Rock, and even the marsh people. Thomas, there are so many we might use as leverage.”

How does this slimy bastard know so much? Thomas hesitated before answering. “Only if you actually have them.”

Yet it seemed his doubt was noted by William’s spy, by the grin that entered his voice. “We will speak again, Thomas.” Footsteps started to recede. “Lock him in.”

“Yes, sir,” replied one of his captors.

One man moved to a nearby door, rattling with a key a moment. The squeak and grind of heavy hinges followed and then Thomas was shoved inside toward a dark corner. His shin crashed into something hard and he swore. Something to go with other aches and bruises from my little stunt in The Bard.

“Keep it quiet,” a gruff voice said as light followed – one of them held a lamp. “Now sit.”

A steel-framed bed rested before him and he sat as another man dragged a heavy set of manacles into the room, bending to affix them to one of Thomas’ legs. The cold steel was heavy and instead of tingling, it gave off a sense of... closeness. As though, it was almost bonding with Thomas’ leg.

Then he left, leaving only one fellow behind.

“You probably think you can break these, right?” Gruff-Voice grinned, revealing a single missing tooth. “Well, you can’t because The Alchemist made them special. So don’t bother trying. And do exactly what the Lady says. Same goes for The Fox.”

“The Fox?”

“Right. And if you think Lady Elisabeth is something to worry about, trust me, slave, Fox is far worse.”
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Two bridges stood before Mia, a pair of silver streaks hovering over a churning river of navy blue. The tips of the water were black instead of white, the sky above cloaked in clouds whose edges had turned iridescent, as if a vast sun waited beyond each one.

She stepped toward the left bridge and a tiny Sand-Hog rattled forth – no taller than her knee. A woman drove the Hog from a platform; dark curls enshrouded her entire form. When she steered the Hog away from Mia, a body that had been tied to the machine bounced after, covered in a shimmering red – Mia gasped.

“Thomas!”

She knew without recognising features – she knew.

Yet the figure did not respond to her cry and when Mia gave chase one of his limbs broke free with an ear-piercing crack, and then another and third until she fell to her knees, turning to scramble back for the second bridge, panting as her hands tore at the dirt.
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