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[image: image]




The chromata rose around Mia in a petrified forest where tree trunks of blue loomed from sluggish fog. From somewhere beyond came the muted squawking of gulls, suggesting an ocean, but the scent of damp air carried no trace of salt.

Instead, she could smell only a general dampness as her boots crunched across the frozen, thin branches and leaves that littered the hard earth. It was as though shards had fallen from the trees to lie untouched for years, as though she was the only one to ever walk the path between the silent trees.

“Hmmm.” Such a thing seemed unlikely, judging by the sturdy, clean signposts that she passed. Most bore freshly turned earth at the base, as though newly installed. Each signpost bore the same sign – a grey and blue kingfisher, its beak like a spearhead. Yet there was no sense of anything surrounding them, no wagon marks or spaces cleared for temporary camps.

Just the echo of her footfalls over untouched ground.

And despite the uncertainty to the place, the almost drab nature of its colours and the chill to the air, she could not fight the urge to leave quickly. A tiny fear lingered. What if Nyath had not truly been defeated? But above that concern was a bittersweet feeling she could not turn from.

As ever, in the chromata, her sight was restored.

She slowed, to raise her voice. “Guide?”

Her words did not make much of an impact in the forest of stone.

Lightning flickered in the distance.

She waited, but no thunder followed and so she raised her voice once more. “Am I here to see something else?”

Was she in the forest to learn about the pilot?

Or Thomas? Or Ethan? Without encountering something new, she wasn’t sure what the petrified wood and kingfisher represented. And by now, days out from Brightnest, Mia had already chosen Nicholas’ successor – a vision came and went; in it, both Francis and Selena, older now, were guiding a young woman.

It was that girl, who stood feeding a sparrow from her palm, that would lead Brightnest in the future.

When Mia woke, she and Ethan would continue to trek the coastline, heading for Viterra and hopefully, clues about locations on the steel map they had uncovered. She still could not quite see David’s plan, but it was clear that she and Thomas had been protected and chosen as important tools by others.

And it was a just cause, a cause she believed in... but it was hard to fully reconcile David’s kindness and conviction to protect them, with David as a manipulator or even something of a puppet master...

“Mia!”

The chromata vanished.

She opened her eyes to darkness, and a shape bent over her, no more than a shadow before the full moon. Ethan, and his voice had carried a note of concern.

She rose, reaching for her blindfold in the hush. “Is something wrong?”

“There are lights approaching.”

Mia tensed. “Where?”

“From the coast,” he said. “I’m going to get a better look, wait here.”

“Right.”

Mia tensed where she waited. So far, their trek east had been slow, along broken roads and through barren hills, and sometimes venturing down to the coast to detour craters or noxious swamps, the stench burning her nose and throat.

Last night, with darkness falling swiftly, they found a concealed depression ringed by trees. It had become the perfect campsite, with a gap in the canopy lighting Ethan’s work as he started a fire and cooked their meal, using the supplies provided by the people of Brightnest.

And until now, they had encountered no travellers and none of Williams’ soldiers on their path either.

Fear built now – her senses offering a clear warning, even as clouds seemed to cover the moon. Things are about to change – those lights are trouble.

Mia threw her blanket aside and reached for her pack, and the rifle that rested nearby. She checked on the bolt and shells, then waited. Would Ethan return before the lights reached them? We’re lucky something woke him, since I’m obviously no use.

The rustle of leaves drew near, along with the sound of heavy breathing.

“Mia, we have to leave.”

“What is it?”

The sound of their possessions being snatched up followed, though he kept his voice low. “Soldiers, heading for our camp. They’ve come from a ship anchored off the coast – I couldn’t see any markings but it’s big.”

She bundled her blanket, stuffing it into her pack as she stood. “Who even knows we’re here?”

“Exactly.” Ethan took her hand, the grip firm, welcome. “If I thought this was just a random occurrence, I’d risk hiding here... but I doubt that’s the case. What do you feel?”

No doubts. “They’re seeking us.”

“Then we have two paths. There’s a trail that runs parallel with theirs, heading down to the water. It might surprise them, since they’ll probably expect us to take our back trail and head for the hills.”

“Lead us to the water, maybe we can hide further along the coast. The sand will be easier for me too.”

“We’ll have to be quieter, this way – I might have to carry you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Not much in the way of even terrain.”

“I don’t want to be a–”

“You are no burden,” he said, giving her hand a squeeze.

“Thank you.” Mia let her pack drop to the ground, taking only the water flask, then wrapped her arms around Ethan’s chest as he lifted her onto his back.

Then, he climbed from the camp with a grunt and began their descent. Mia held tight, the rush of night air on her cheeks, but could not get a clear idea of their path. Ethan moved at a fair pace but did not seem to be rushing, pausing often, perhaps to judge how or where to step.

Once, he leapt over a small brook, then fell into a crouch where he stopped, even holding his breath. She nearly toppled free, but muffled her own grunt at the impact.

Some ways off into the trees, the sound of footfalls, creaking branches and whispers reached her, light blooming. Mia kept still, drawing in a breath and holding it until the light faded.

“Tuck your head into my back for this part,” Ethan said a short while after.

Mia did so and he was moving once more, and though it seemed he still took care, the occasional branch still scraped an arm or her back, though not enough to draw blood at least.

And it’s better than being captured.

Ethan exhaled as he slowed, moving across ground now, steps sinking a little. The soft roar of the ocean was near, waves crashing gently. “Here,” he said as he knelt.

Mia slid down, keeping a hand on his shoulder. “Should we rest a moment?”

“Maybe,” he replied. “Moving at a half-crouch like that... was hard work. And that’s not a comment on the effort of carrying you, either, My Lady.”

She chuckled. “Quick thinking, as always, Ethan.”

Something splashed, not too far behind them. Mia fell to the ground but Ethan was pulling her back up and into a run.

Mia scrambled to keep up, gripping his hand tight as she charged into the darkness. “Ethan?”

“It’s a bloody longboat,” he replied.

A shot echoed in the night.

“Give up!” Someone shouted, a clear tenor, rich enough to be a singer. “We only need Mia, remember?”

Ethan swore.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 2.


[image: image]




Thomas stretched across the divan, a cold glass of lemon water in hand where he frowned up at the ceiling with its wooden beams, hints of new spider webs visible. Light spiralled across the walls in jagged shapes as Elisabeth sat upon the windowsill, twirling an empty wine glass.

He sighed.

“Are you still sulking, even now?” she asked.

Thomas rose. “Sulking?”

She stood, and the bright Federation sun from outside obscured her expression. “I’ve already told you I’m offering Mia exactly what you are fighting for, Thomas. True freedom.”

“I know that,” he replied. And that’s hardly the problem – I don’t want to find her. Because if that happened, he’d have to confront the hurt he’d created. And it was there, lurking, waiting, even if Mia herself didn’t know of the betrayal yet. And you’re safer with Ethan too. “I’m just tired of waiting. This town is obviously another dead end.”

“I see.”

“Well, isn’t it?” He tossed one of the cushions onto the bed. “This is the fourth place already. If your network of informants is as good as you claim, then I think we should accept that my guess was wrong. Mia didn’t travel west after all.”

“I am not so sure about that, Thomas.” Elisabeth left the window to join him, pushing him back against the seat so she could sit across his lap. “It is the logical choice to keep her distance from Williams. Her Gift will nudge her toward Alita’s Shell.”

“So you are hoping.”

“Fine. But I maintain that any clues she has uncovered regarding Gatehouse will take her in the same direction. And if, once again, no-one has seen your sister when we reach Oriulla, then we will try one more place.”

“The supposed Gatehouse Cemetery?”

She sighed as she trailed a finger along his jawline. “You doubt me on its existence? I have seen it.”

“No, its value.”

“That I believe we could confirm easily enough.”

“If there’s something useful there, then why delay?” Better to drive Elisabeth toward another task. And unless Mia and Ethan had found some clue or key to suggest a Gatehouse graveyard would help with the search for a pilot, it was highly unlikely they’d be anywhere near such a place; a place where ‘the mountains met a golden stream’.

Not very specific.

“I’d hate to travel all that way just to have to back track to your sister.”

“Rule it out – or in – anyway.”

Elisabeth chuckled. “You’re being awfully transparent, fool. Just leave the thinking to me, will you?”

Thomas shoved her to one side as he stood. “That your clever way of telling me you don’t want to share what you know?”

She did not seem perturbed at him casting her off, where she still waited on the divan. “Perhaps.”

“What’s really inside Alita’s Shell?”

“I don’t know... for certain.”

“You’ve said as much before, Elisabeth.”

“True.”

Thomas shook his head as he started for the door and the stairs beyond. “Fine. I’ll be at the bar. Let me know when Wilkins comes back with absolutely no news once again.”

“I will.”

Thomas left their room and started down the creaking staircase. Murmuring and muted percussion sounds rose as he descended, passing three colour paintings, often landscapes, all with plenty of blue sky above.

Elisabeth’s soldiers half-filled the taproom, shirts unbuttoned as they spoke and laughed, happy but not rowdy, if the calm faces of the waitresses were any indication. At the bar, two men worked before a long wall lined with glasses, jars and bottles of alcohol, most of it a typical amber but there were a few black and also green liqueurs too.

A large mirror rested behind much of the bottles but Thomas avoided it, taking a seat a little further down. Who wants to watch themselves drink? Thomas nodded to one of Elisabeth’s men as waited, then ordered an ale when the owner approached.

The big man had a wide smile and a grey beard but no hair, instead he bore the spider web tattoos of a Bruiser. Former Bruiser at that. Like more than a few people in the Federation, he bore old slave tattoos – in this case, both the black and the white.

Yet there were just as many folks with no tattoos upon their brown skin, people who had not been enslaved by the Williams dynasty. People who had been free, since the Uprising nearly a century ago now. And like Carlos from Ethan’s crew, they sometimes bore dreadlocks, other times they wore white or orange headbands and wristbands.

“Someone was looking for you earlier,” the barkeeper said as he handed over the drink.

“Oh?” Surely no-one from the Federation knows me here? Leaving who else to come calling? One of Williams’ lackeys? “Someone from the Hog?”

“Don’t think so,” he replied. “Said his name was Jonas.”

Thomas straightened. “Jonas?”

“Right. Mentioned not having seen you since the palace. Said he’s staying at the Luna Hotel.”

“Was he a tall fellow, little older than me? Almost unnaturally blue eyes?”

“Right.”

“Okay, thanks.” Thomas took a drink – a long drink – then set the glass down with a clink, pausing to tap his fingers upon the counter. Was the visitor part of an elaborate scheme from Williams... or was Leah’s brother truly alive and waiting in a hotel by the name of Luna?
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Thomas started from the bar at a stride. He barely paused to collect one of Elisabeth’s men, gesturing to Jiro. The thin man handed his drink to one of his fellows. “Thomas?”

“I’m visiting the Luna Hotel and I could use some company – just in case.”

“What do you mean?” the soldier asked as he caught up to Thomas in the doorway. His face was a little flushed. He’d probably had plenty to drink, but his balance or vision didn’t seem impaired as the man counted bullets in his revolver’s chamber. Newly promoted, to replace Oliver, Jiro now bore an insignia of crossed rifles on the shoulder of his jacket.

Not a traditional Kingdom marking, something Elisabeth had come up with to set her men apart.

“Just that I’m not sure what I’ll find, yet.” Thomas called back over his shoulder. “That’s where I’ll be if Elisabeth needs me.”

Someone called back an affirmative, and then Thomas was leading Jiro into the sunny streets, detouring bright stalls and pink-blooming spiral cactus, these placed in huge terracotta pots. Their plate-like leaves provided plenty of shade, and folks gathered beneath them to talk and laugh.

“Sure is different here,” Jiro said as they moved into an alleyway. Instead of refuse, it was mostly filled with crates and boxes. “I’m not used to a place that doesn’t smell damp and dark.”

“Shame the whole nation can’t be like this.”

“Right,” the man said with a nod.

Thomas glanced at Jiro while they waited for the crowd in the next street to thin. It’d been impossible to get a truly accurate sense where Elisabeth’s men stood. Were most along for the ride simply to escape Williams, or did they also believe that the dirt kings were wrong?

They continued on and a light sweat formed on Thomas’ face before they reached the Luna, which was flanked by more spiral cactus and canopies. Additional shade cloth had been spread between poles upon the rooftop, as if to protect an outdoor dining area perhaps. Not so different from the abandoned town of Marwin.

“So, what’s inside?” Jiro asked, a hand on his gun.

“Someone I knew from the palace – or a trap.”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Just the two of us to spring it, then?”

Thomas laughed. “Well, if you put it that way, maybe not. I was more thinking, if it looks like I’m not coming back, then you could at least get Elisabeth or Wilkins.”

“I’ll be watching then,” he replied.

“Thanks.” Thomas approached the hotel, pushing through the doors to a quiet reception area lined with indoor plants, the green brightening the brown, muddy-looking stone. An older woman in a woollen shawl behind a long desk, rose.

“Welcome to the Luna Hotel. We have several rooms still available, traveller.”

“Thank you, but I was hoping to visit a guest – Jonas.”

“You’ve come early enough; he should be sober.”

Thomas hesitated. “Sober?”

The woman nodded as she parted flower stalks and poured some water into a nearby vase. “He’s not coping too well since the accident.”

“Oh?”

“Perhaps I’m worrying too much,” she replied. “Or speaking out of turn, actually. Room twelve upstairs, if he’s in.”

“Thank you,” Thomas said as he started up the stairs then along a quiet corridor lined with doors, it too bearing its share of greenery.

At number twelve, he knocked. His body tingled, as though near a great mass of steel. “Jonas? It’s me, Thomas.”

“Come on in!”

Thomas turned the handle and stepped into a room cluttered with mechanical bits and pieces, cogs, springs and winches and belts. Even the bed was covered in bulbs, though Jonas himself sat upon the floor in a space he’d carved out, surrounded by hand tools and metal shavings and empty jars.

Jonas was still wiry, his face a little longer than Thomas remembered, a touch of grey to his short brown hair and the stubble on his cheeks too. He wore dark grey pants and a blue vest, blinking from behind his brass-rimmed glasses when he looked up.

When he rose to move forward, he was unsteady but not stumbling. “Thomas? It really is you.”

“It is.”

Jonas reached out, gripping Thomas by the shoulders as he smiled – the gesture seemed half in welcome, half to steady himself. “I wasn’t sure I even believed it was you, you know. After all, I thought I saw you walking the streets with Elisabeth of all people.”

Thomas shook his head. “I didn’t know you were alive... or where you were.”

“I was here,” he said, glancing to the bed. “But that’s another story. Tell me, when did you escape? Is Mia well? Who were the soldiers I saw you with? Deserters? Was that actually her?”

“Ah... in a way,” Thomas replied. “But it’s also worse than that; I’m more or less a prisoner at the moment. And Jonas – that was Elisabeth, you saw. And I’m helping her, for now at least.”

He scratched at his cheek. “Truly?”

“Yes.”

“Well then... I think I’ll need another drink,” he said, motioning for Thomas to join him on the floor, where he found a bottle and yanked the cork free. “Tell me the whole story if you can.”

“I’ll do my best,” Thomas said. He noticed a toy train, half-visible beneath the bed, but no other hints to suggest a child, yet he did not ask about it... figuring out how to explain to Leah’s brother exactly what was going on was more pressing. And if I’m hesitating now... well, it’s going to be far worse when I see Mia again.

“Don’t worry, I’m sober enough.”

“Well, I’ll still try to keep this brief,” he replied, before starting to sum up as much as he could. “Eventually, Mia and I were separated and that’s when Elisabeth captured me. But I think Mia’s safe; she and Ethan escaped.”

“I see. That’s a ray of hope.” Jonas took a long drink, then handed the bottle to Thomas. “And good riddance to Julian; thank you for that, Thomas.”

Thomas spread his hands. “It is but one thing, perhaps. I’ve more failures in my name lately.”

“Elisabeth?”

“Among others... I know she was not the main instigator when it came to... what happened to Leah. But she was like the others; she never stepped in.”

Jonas’ jaw was clenched. “Right.” Then he shook his head and his shoulders slumped a little. “But we all do what we have to survive, don’t we? I doubt Leah would blame you for anything you’ve had to do, Thomas.”

Was that true? Thomas could not answer at first. There’s always a cost to survival. “We do.”

“Now, I don’t expect you must tell me everything, but answer me this, can you? Do you trust Elisabeth?”

“No.”

Jonas smiled now, and it was gentle, even a little glazed. “Ah, that’s my boy. Good to hear. So, what does she want from you?”

Relief loosened his muscles, and Thomas took a drink of his own. “Elisabeth wants to use me for access to Alita’s Shell. Have you heard of it?”

“I have.”

“There’s something inside that she wants. Something to help her escape Williams.”

Jonas nodded. “Maybe there would be. There are more than enough rumours about that place. At least it seems you have an impressive leash at present?”

“There is a soldier waiting for me outside... and she does have a hold over me,” he said, but again, could not reveal the full truth about that hold.

Jonas waited.

“Or maybe it’s me. Part of me thinks she might actually succeed – I’m hoping I can use her to restore an airship.”

“True freedom, huh?”

“So I hope.”

“Then, you’ve given up on revenge?”

“Revenge?”

He found a new bottle, this wine with an unfamiliar label – local vintage. “You don’t remember your promise?”

“No...”

“As I remember it, Warrick had twisted your shoulder right out of its socket.” He chuckled. “Once we fixed you up, you made your promise. Fierce words, but still cute because you were still quite young.”

Thomas opened his mouth to respond... but maybe he had made such a promise? A long time ago, Jonas, Leah and Mia were there too, everyone in one of the rose gardens, thorns and petals shining with dew...

And there’d been another boy back then too, a blond kid with freckles. I do remember. The boy had disappeared, and Warrick and Julian were laughing about it.

“I said I would kill them all. With my pruning scissors.”

“Right. Though I don’t blame you if you’ve got other priorities now; it’s not like I made good on any of my bitter oaths. But I thought it was a gutsy thing to promise, even if it was just to yourself.”

“Well... stopping Williams is one way to protect Mia.”

“Think you can do that, even with Elisabeth’s help?”

Thomas took another drink of his own bottle. “I don’t know.”
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The Queen’s voice held an illusory softness but was clearly the kind of voice that had long grown accustomed to commanding attention. And expecting answers. Even so, her tone was not curt.

A welcome contrast with Aiden’s barking from where he, too, sat across from Mia and Ethan – two silhouettes before a generous row of portholes. Mia rubbed at her wrists and shifted upon the stool she’d been given.

Being free of their bounds was welcome but escape seemed improbable at best. They’d climbed down ladders and walked along clanking halls past the engine room presumably, where she heard many voices along the way, all with only the faintest sense of being upon water too, ending up eventually in the Captain’s quarters, where the scent of old parchment joined lemon tea.

“Welcome to the Albion, please consider yourselves guests at present,” Queen Marianne continued, after directing servants, sailors—or soldiers perhaps—to prepare food. “And while ‘guest’ may in fact be something of a euphemism, I trust I will not need to change that, and that you will be willing to assist us?”

It was hard to tell from her voice alone, but while she did not sound like a young woman, she was significantly younger than Williams, just as the rumours at the Fortress had claimed.

“How would that be, Your Majesty?” Ethan asked, some wariness in his tone.

“A continuation, on a much larger scale, of your own goals, Ethan formerly of Woodend,” she replied.

“The Queen is going to bring down Williams,” Aiden added. “And Mia is an important part of that.”

Is? That’s presumptuous. “How did you find us?” Mia asked.

“Silas helped out there,” Aiden replied.

“How?”

“That is not vital for now,” Queen Marianne replied. “What I must know is whether we can count upon you both.”

“You want to use my Farsight to guide your actions?”

“And the key I lent you,” Aiden replied.

An interesting choice of words there. “The Clara needs more than just the key to the Ruby Heart, as I’m sure you know.”

“Aye, I do.”

“Then what is your plan?” Ethan asked.

“The fine details we will keep to ourselves for now, but we believe we can convince at least one other nation to crush the Kingdom forces here in the east,” the Queen said.

“Like Europa?”

“Or Zhongguo. Or the New States; we have yet to decide.”

“And the Clara is your bargaining chip?” Mia asked. “It hardly seems enough.”

“No, but the airship will transport us there far swifter, to better convince them. Few airships remain, even in the northern hemisphere, Mia.” The shadowy outline of the queen offered a small shrug. “Nor in our half of the world, truly. But we would ask, will you aid us in choosing the correct ally? Someone whose soldiers would be liberators without then becoming occupiers.”

“And what after such liberation?”

“I restore the east, unify the nation. We trade again, travel, become respected once more – and more importantly, slavery ends and people can work toward their own futures.”

“With you upon the throne?”

“I trust no-one else, Mia.”

Mia nodded. A fair answer but that doesn’t mean I’ll automatically trust you. “I think Ethan and I would like to speak privately a moment,” she said. “We will have conditions of our own if we choose to assist you.”

Aiden snorted.

Mia turned her head. “And I haven’t forgotten Captain Hawkins and the people of Silver Rock.”

“They are all well enough, girl,” he snapped.

Now Mia turned to where the Queen sat. “I assume you don’t keep him around as a diplomat then, Your Majesty.”

Aiden shot to his feet, but the vague movement of Marianne’s arm rising stopped anything he might have said. From beside Mia, tension seemed to pour from Ethan. The Queen’s voice bore just a trace of amusement. “Aiden is certainly useful... when he remembers his role here.” The woman rose herself. “Your meals will arrive soon, but please use my quarters here to speak as long as you need.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Ethan said.

The two figures left then, the heavy steel door clanging after, leaving Mia breathing easily where she sat. Ethan didn’t seem so relaxed. In fact, he stood and began to pace, his footfalls a little brisk. “Is this the best time to antagonise Aiden?”

“Absolutely. We have the most power now, before we agree.”

“Well...” He chuckled. “That’s true. But I didn’t know how the Queen was going to react. She’s hard to read.”

“Leave that to me, I guess.”

“No warnings, then?”

“Not yet, which is a good sign,” Mia said, pausing to stretch her legs before her. “Even from Aiden, which was a surprise.”

“Then we’re going to agree to help them.”

“Everyone in that meeting knows we don’t have much choice.”

“This could be a blessing after all – chasing down locations on the map could be a lot faster now, and we’ll have access to far more in the way of resources.”

Mia nodded along with him but she found herself frowning at a new concern.

“Mia?”

She waved a hand. “No, it’s fine. I agree, but now that I take a minute, I really do want to know how they found us. How exactly did Silas help them?”

“I’m curious too, but does that matter right now, for us?”

“Maybe not this very moment.”

“This might not be any more urgent, but I want to know what the Queen holds over Aiden, to have taken the Albion from him.”

“Something significant, surely. If Silas could find us though, can he find the pilot too?”

“That’s an interesting question.” Ethan stopped his pacing. “Sounds like you’re doubting what you saw in the chromata.”

“No, but it’s still not enough, is it?”

He took his seat once more. “Let’s get to work on those conditions for offering our assistance. I get the feeling we’re going to need quite a few things.”

She smiled, straightening as she did so. Was hope returning? And not the kind of hope that was nearly indistinguishable from stubbornness or even desperation, but something warmer and even exciting...

“I think you’re right about that.”
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Thomas blinked up from his cup at a new sound.

How many have I had? Light from outside was already changing, deeper shadows filling the cluttered room now. Up until a moment ago, it seemed that Jonas’ calm, regretful tone had been all he’d heard for hours, a welcome reminiscence about Leah... but a new voice had called.

Thomas turned to squint at the shape standing in Jonas’ doorway, black flak jacket and boots, hand on the butt of a revolver.

Jiro.

“Thomas? You’re safe?”

“Not to worry, I’m not drunk,” he replied as he stood – and his balance was good enough, thankfully. “Jonas, this is Jiro. Is something wrong?”

“You said if you hadn’t returned...”

“Oh.”

Jiro shrugged. “Well, Sergeant Wilkins is back and Elisabeth wants everyone to hear what he has to say.”

Signs of Mia? Unlikely... I hope. “Trouble?”

“I think so. No smiles when I was told.”

“Right then.” Thomas navigated his way around the table. His balance was not terrible truly, perhaps he hadn’t had too many at all? Good. He glanced over his shoulder at the door, to where Jonas still sat. How strange to have met him here. “Thanks.”

Jonas lifted his cup. “Visit again, will you?”

“I will.”

In the hall, Thomas hurried after Jiro, the soldier already at the timber balustrade, taking the stairs two at a time. Thomas shook his head, not daring to replicate the feat. Not that he was drunk... but, just to be safe.

The setting sun sent orange beams to sear his eyes, but he blinked his way into the nearest alleyway. He kept pace with Jiro somehow, the cool air of evening helping a little. “So, no sign of my sister, then?”

“It felt more tense than that,” the sergeant replied. “Like fresh bad news.”

Evening had fallen to purple and black shadows by the time they reached the First Inn, where it seemed the regular patrons had vacated the bar, leaving only the bartender wiping at unaccompanied tables.

Not that many tables were empty, considering Elisabeth’s men packed the place.

Wilkins was pacing before those gathered, clothes covered in dust but clear circles around his eyes where his goggles would have protected him. Elisabeth sat within the group, nursing a white wine. She raised an eyebrow at Thomas as he entered, but only gestured to Wilkins.

“Go on, Sergeant.”

“As I said; they’ll be here by dawn. No way to know exactly who is among them, or whether they simply followed our trail or not, but there are enough to give us some trouble if we’re not careful.”

“It’s Warrick, surely.”

“Or at least one of his captains,” the sergeant agreed. “Whoever leads the force, it outnumbers us two to one.”

Some of the lingering warmth from Thomas’ afternoon of drink faded. “That large? I didn’t think the Federation would welcome so many Kingdom soldiers.”

“They’ll be bribing their way in,” Elisabeth said with a shrug. “If we can do it...”

“But the Fourth Minster would have to be watching a force that big – he’ll have men ready at least, surely.”

“He certainly will.” Wilkins nodded. “Long ago now, I faced Maximilian upon the battlefield; the Bloody Plains of Kimor. He’ll know what’s afoot here.”

“Then isn’t the Minister our cover to escape, if we need it?”

Elisabeth smiled. “Should have seen that myself, yes.” She drained her glass and set it down. “Time to get a move on, then.”

“My Lady?” Wilkins bore a slight frown, weariness clear upon his face.

“We’ll head for the Gatehouse cemetery, right now. If this trip inland has been worthless, then we will at least see what can be found there before searching elsewhere.”

“We haven’t covered so much of Federation lands,” he replied.

“True. But it looks like Williams is going to force our hand. I don’t want to get caught up in something here; we need access to Alita’s Shell and we’ll lose it if we make too much noise.”

He stroked his moustache. “That will be a close race, if we’re slowed by the climb. We’ll be exposed while within firing range.”

“Split into two groups. I’ll take Thomas and Jiro to the graveyard while you lead them away. Make it convincing, Sergeant.”

Thomas caught a flash of worry in the man’s eye, and the sergeant’s old request to protect Elisabeth rang in his mind. Pressure I don’t need. Yet if nothing else, at least Mia would remain undiscovered; she was likely still safe too, hardly being alone out there.

“Don’t worry so much,” she replied. “At the very least, Thomas will be watching over me.”

“Even so, My Lady, if even one car takes up your trail, you will be outnumbered significantly.”

“Then Thomas will simply overturn their little cart,” she said with a grin. “I doubt any of us have forgotten what happened at the Shell.”

“Aye.” Wilkins turned to Thomas. “Think you could do something like that? Overturn a steam-car or two?”

“Yes.” And it wasn’t a form of bragging either – such a thing did seem very possible.

Elisabeth was still looking pleased. “That was fast, Thomas.”

“I can feel every piece of steel in the room – and plenty outside, I even have a sense of the Sand-Hog out there, beyond the edge of town. To me, it all seems pretty light.” The faint humming, one that he’d long since come to suppress now, grew as he focused upon the minor vibrations in his chest and arms, even his hands.

“There you have it, Sergeant.” Elisabeth clapped her gloved hands together. “Let’s make sure we have enough provisions, and I want someone to obstruct the road somehow, no matter how petty. Make it difficult for them.”

One of the other men nodded, a fellow whose face seemed mostly jaw and brow, lending him a brutish look. “I have a few ideas.”

“Excellent, make a start, Lawrence. Everyone else, get a move on.”

The men began to file from the room with shuffling of boots, some heading to their rooms, others outside to prepare their own vehicles, those they’d taken from the hog and which had been purchased within the Federation during their search. They’re all about to get a fair work out.

Elisabeth slapped Thomas upon the shoulder as she passed, heading for their room. “We have something to discuss as well.”
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Warm lamplight and candles cast the clutter in their room in a more favourable light –clothes and weaponry, mostly – as Elisabeth pressed her body against his. She placed both gloved hands upon his cheeks, the leather smooth and cool. “Will this be a problem, Thomas?”

“What?”

“Warrick, of course.”

He frowned as best he could. “What are you getting at?”

“You still want him dead.”

“Making me one of many.”

She sighed, but she was smiling. “Maybe you are at that.” She let him go then and moved to sit on the bed where she began to stuff clothes into a bag, spare revolver and ammunition belt mixed in. “So long as you keep to the path we’ve agreed upon; I won’t accept you growing distracted here. Your sister is first priority when it comes to your freedom. And mine.”

Of late, Thomas had been wondering about that. “Is she?”

“Of course. She’s the key to opening Alita’s Shell, we both know that.”

“You seem to think the Gatehouse cemetery is just as – or more – important.”

She tossed a belt knife into the bag then looked up at him. “Do I?”

“It seems that way. We haven’t had a lot of success here, even with your extensive network of informants.”

“As I recall, you had no better ways to find her, and so I maintain that it is a logical choice for her and Ethan to flee west.”

“Maybe so. But even without clear traces, you don’t seem too disappointed – meaning the graves are important.”

“We’ve already talked about that: there are supposedly plans or documents useful to the Clara buried there.”

“Is that all?”

“I won’t know that until we open it up.”

“Isn’t it past time for playing coy, Elisabeth?” he said, folding his arms. “I’ve tied my cart to your horse – I need you to succeed so Mia and I can have our freedom. What do you gain by hiding things from me still?”

“Fine.” She leant forward with a sigh. “When the basin first dried up, old man Williams searched and vandalised, but found nothing. This was in the early days of the Federation forming, you see. So he had time – supposedly he and his men spent a month digging.”

“Looking for what?”

“As I said, plans, instructions for the Clara, or back then, maybe the Ruby Heart. He eventually found a steel coffin, emblazoned with a crimson-coloured wolf.”

Tension had snuck into his limbs. “And?”

“Supposedly, it is the coffin of Jean, Gatehouse’s leader. Williams’ grandfather believed that important things were buried with him, but as you can imagine, something stopped him – the coffin was sealed; it could not be opened,” she said. “And that’s where you come in, Thomas.”

“Ah.” It always came back to his ‘gift’ – that was why she valued him. But maybe there truly was something important buried with Jean. Something that could help the pilot? Or just anything we can use to stop Williams.

“You don’t need to look like that, you know.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m serious, Thomas. Some people are in no way useful; they accomplish nothing, their entire lives. You are different.”

A little more distance opened up between them. “That’s not the compliment you seem to think it is.”

“Just remember that you need me and I need you and your sister, and we all want to see Williams finished.”

“Do we?” First time she’s phrased it that way.

“Of course.”

“I thought you were planning to fly away, escape to a better life beyond the sea?”

“And on my way out, I plan to do as much damage as possible,” she said with a nod. “The first strike is going to be today, and the next, once we have what’s inside Alita’s Shell.”
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