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The moment Deni saw the metal tank, she knew a change was coming. She could see it in the caution on Balfair’s face as he rolled the canister, atop a trolley, through the cracked entrance hall. The engineer had uncovered everything in that swamp, from ancient machine engines to chests full of impenetrable tins; she had never seen him afraid like this. This was what she had been waiting for. Hoping for. The thing that could be used to destroy him.

Deni watched unnoticed from the shadows of a half-crumbled staircase as the trolley hit an uneven floor tile. The tank veered to one side. Her fellow slave, Sincade, strained to pull it back into place as Balfair wrapped both arms around it, supporting it like he would a falling tree. The contents of the canister sloshed, the sound of a thick liquid. The two men locked eyes over the danger of dropping it.

Balfair, wrapped in a patchwork coat with too many pockets, white hair singed at the tips, was framed by decay as he clutched the hunk of salvaged metal. The staircase opposite rose to a rusty balustrade. Ivy climbed over half of the walls, unchecked; weeds poked through the broken floor and water dripped from holes in the ceiling. The canister, partially concealed by swamp waste and mottled brown rust, fit right in to their decrepit home. They could leave it there as a centrepiece, to welcome their nonexistent guests.

Glancing Deni’s way, Balfair ordered, “Get the door!”

She hurried to open the next set of doors without a word, while Sincade uttered curses at her. As they followed, she scanned the corner of the room for a weed to focus on rather than meet his eyes. He needed someone to blame for the difficulty of his task, that was all.

As the pair of men manoeuvred past her, she raised a hand to help. “No!” Balfair snapped. “You are not to touch it.”

She watched as they shoved the canister on, away from the workshops in the north of the building and through the unlit dining hall. The stench of unpleasant earthy moisture lingered behind their find; the whole building would need airing. To say nothing of the trailing mud stains.

Deni opened doors and shied from the men’s reproving looks until they reached the corridor connecting the house to the south wing. Balfair curtly told her, “That’ll be all.”

Sincade helped the engineer wheel the canister down the corridor to the south wing proper, then he came back to close the double doors. He paused in the crack. Stringy, tatty and tinged slightly green as though permanently ill, his long face was stuck in a scowl, below thin strands of hair. His presence warned her off like a gargoyle. The doors shut before Deni could ask why.

She did not move. 

She listened as Balfair barked orders, the men continuing through another set of doors into the long-forgotten rooms beyond. There had been a swimming pool in the south wing once. Now it was an empty crater, with a hard surface that had fractured under the pressure of winding plant-life. It was surrounded by cold and impersonal rooms, all unused since her childhood accident.

Why go there now?

Deni lost the sounds of their voices, though their distant movement echoed through the walls. In the bedrooms a conversation could be heard from two rooms over, and in the kitchen the many pipes carried stories from the far reaches of the house. The south wing was isolated, though, insulated from prying ears. Balfair knew that as well as she did, of course.

She was to be excluded, once again, from their project.

Was Balfair even more worried than she’d thought? His uneasiness had worsened since the courier brought news about the Fire of Thesteran. Further back than that, even; maybe since his argument with Inspector Ricin. Two or three moons ago. That was when Deni’s mind had started ticking over the possibilities. There was something going on that the ruling Guard didn’t approve of, and Balfair, in his infinite isolation, had found some part to play in it. This thing he had recovered from the swamp was the next step. He was inviting trouble by bringing it here.

At last.

Deni rubbed the three-inch blade under her sleeve.

It would open a door, somewhere, somehow, and her life would finally change.



In accordance with the Third Rule, Deni held her tongue when Balfair and Sincade came to the kitchen for dinner. They had moved in and out of the south wing for half a day, lugging equipment from various nooks of the estate without asking for her help. It was unusual to see the pair of men so animated, repeatedly crossing the property, and it only added to Deni’s suspicions when she had not been forced to do any of the heavy lifting. Slight as she was, she was more able than Balfair, with his tightly stooped back. And what she lacked in Sincade’s height and, perhaps, strength, she more than made up for in speed and agility. Her small size never stopped them telling her to shift chests from the loft-space or unload sacks of root vegetables from their Hadersherry market deliveries, after all.

As the two men ploughed through their pungent stew, Deni scrubbed at the base of a charred pan. She kept her strokes small and measured so as not to disturb them, allowing the room to fill with the sounds of their eating. The engineer smacked his lips more urgently than usual, snatching breaths between mouthfuls, unable to eat and breathe at the same time. Sincade ate quietly but sniffed as though his nostrils were clogged with the dust of a neglected chimney.

They spoke neither to Deni nor each other. Balfair’s focus was in another world, as he plotted and brooded over mysteries only he was privy to. Sincade snatched occasional glances in Deni’s direction. She did not look back, but she could sense him.

The engineer left the room abruptly, his bowl still spinning as he disappeared down the hall. Sincade gave it a moment’s respectful silence before continuing with his own stew, in no hurry to follow.

When Deni crossed the room to take Balfair’s dish, Sincade stopped to stare at her. She returned to the sink without meeting his eye, then started sweeping up the crumbs. Sincade kept staring. With his master gone, he had no reason to hold back.

Her cleaning complete, Deni waited for Sincade to finish. He could do this for hours, though. Just wait and wait until she said something. The longer she resisted, the harder it got. Her voice was like one of Balfair’s fossils, unused for centuries and needing hammering and oiling to get going. She was afraid of using it and Sincade knew it. That was why he waited. He didn’t do it to be cruel, she thought, but he was not kind, either. He had never uttered a word of encouragement to her.

“What…” Deni finally attempted. She cleared her throat. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t made a sound. She tried again. “What is it?”

Her words were like a switch, bringing him back to life, and Sincade continued with his stew. He ate faster, louder, clinking his spoon against the metal dish. Deni lifted her eyes to watch him, his sinewy muscles, visible through the rips in his vest, darkened by machine stains.

Sincade finished and slammed his right hand into the table to show so. His bangle clanged against the table-top. He drew his hand back in frustration. He worked more closely with the engineer than she did, certainly, and was bolder, but neither of them could ever forget the reality of their status. The way he stared hatefully at the iron slave bracelet made Deni look at her own. It was barely any more slender, though hers at least had a polish and shine from constant rubbing. His was raw, knobbly, rough. Like him. 

“It’s a liquid,” he told her.

Deni gave her most frequent and well-trained response: a slight nod. She made no comment. It had to be a fuel. Balfair was a machine-maker, after all, not a chemicals man. And the inspectors had told him liquid-powered machines were a waste of time; there was never enough liquid fuel to make the research worthwhile. As she hoped, this discovery would go against the Guard’s wishes.

 She crossed the room to take Sincade’s bowl, eyes down. He put a hand towards hers as she reached him, then froze. He never touched her, but the gesture, inches from her flesh, always made her flinch. Even more taut than usual, his voice came in a sharp bark: “We’re not to talk about it.”

Deni held his thin eyes for a second, nodded again and went back to the sink. He was still watching her. Thinking something she would never know. He did not lust for her, not like the tollman Frinz or the inspector’s guards, when they visited. Sincade was too miserable to lust. He stared, though, so often and so hard that she was afraid to ask what it was he saw. Not hope, not happiness. Perhaps just a mirror to his own suffering. She avoided looking at him for the same reason.

He was not what she’d become. 

“We won’t have time for a story this evening,” he said.

She gave one more nod, stopping her work. She listened to him pad out of the room, her face down. Better that he not see her disappointment. No matter – the ancient book they were reading, and the adventures of the beautiful Geneviève, could wait. Deni had other thoughts to entertain her this evening.

With both men gone and the kitchen to herself, Deni scanned her domain. A grand room, larger, Balfair had told her, than many people’s homes. The kitchen counters and tables created a maze-like interior topped with uninviting slate, and the antiquated cooking implements, corroded and forced into inappropriate tasks, all compounded the darkness of her situation. The walls and furniture were black from the smoke of the charcoal stoves. It would be cleaner if they used gas to heat a large oven, not just small hobs, as she had heard they did in Hadersherry, but Balfair was not interested. What gas he had, with his lights and tools, supported his work and not hers. A better cooker would scarcely improve her lot, anyway. 

Her current lot. The one she had known most of her life, but finally believed could change. 

We’re not to talk about it, Sincade had said. 

Balfair’s Third Rule already bound them not to say anything that wasn’t necessary. The extra warning was telling. Valuable.

Deni’s fingers ran over her sheathed knife again, sensing possibilities she did not wish to put into words. To imagine a plan was to imagine results. To imagine escape was to think of the tattooed man, and she did not dare to, not yet. For now, it was enough to think of the next step, as she teased the blade. An opportunity existed. Freedom was possible.













2



Deni lay awake, trying to tune in to the Universal Conscious. As she stared at the ceiling, she strained to hear the thoughts of the others in the house. She screwed her eyes closed and tried to imagine their minds open in the cosmos.

Balfair insisted it kept them all going. People. He had learnt the theory of the Universal Conscious from his father, who had taken it from the teachings of a drifter. It was the idea that all people were somehow connected and could sense one another’s thoughts and feelings. It was how Deni knew there had never been anyone out there for her. Since she’d arrived at the estate, as early as her memories ran, she could not recall ever sensing another soul connected to her, near or far. All she sensed was the lurking threat of the tattooed man, compounded by reminders from Balfair and Sincade. 

The Universal Conscious was much more useful than that, though. The theory went that when an idea entered the world, no matter who had thought of it, it would spread across other minds like salt in water. If you did nothing with an idea, eventually someone else would get it. If enough people knew about an idea, soon everyone would know. That was why it was still possible to build vehicles. That was how farmers knew how to grow crops and where fuel systems came from. None of this knowledge had origins in the modern world; people knew what to do because someone, somewhere, had done it before.

In the Metropolis, it must have made life easier, being surrounded by others with their collective problem-solving. Here, it simply meant that if she tried hard enough, Deni could pick out what the engineer and Sincade were up to. Their thoughts were somewhere in the estate, waiting to be heard. 

In theory.

She strained to find them. Pictured them working. Imagined their faces as they tightened screws and welded metal. Their eyes looking at what it was they were making. Something big.

She pictured similar projects, across the Empire, all done in secret but monitored by the Guard. Were the other scientists as secretive? There might be countless projects hidden from the greater population. They had the means to grow food, after all, near Hadersherry, in those domed steel chambers, yet no one had ever built one for the estate. Perhaps it was what the rebels were rising up against. They called them rebels, after all, not bandits. Even as the men spoke of them as savages – the disparagingly labelled Kands, bent on destruction, death and chaos – they still called them rebels. People who wanted change.

Deni thought back to what the courier had said, the accounts she had heard through the kitchen walls when he brought news of Thesteran, Estalia’s second largest city. He had spoken of a great fire and countless people dying in the fighting that accompanied it.

“The Guard fought off the rebels, though. They saved the city by destroying a great part of it. Set off some mad weapon, if you can believe that.”

“A weapon,” Balfair echoed, apparently unsurprised.

“Blew apart most of what made Thesteran great, to cover their tracks and stop the rebels advancing. The alternative would have been worse, though, right? Can you imagine the fighting coming this way? Lawlessness like from before we had the Guard? It’s bad enough with barges of wounded and homeless crowding the waterways towards the Metropolis.”

“We’re safe here,” Sincade said, focusing on filling a bag of supplies for the courier, to get rid of him rather than dwell on the details.

“Sure, right,” the courier said in his good-humoured way. Like Frinz, he dealt with Balfair and Sincade by agreeing with whatever they had to say, passing off any disputes with humour. Deni disliked his cowardice, always wishing he would tell them more. Especially at a time like this, when the thought of fighting coming their way warranted at least some discussion. 

The courier added, “This weapon they used, though, this thing that ended the fire – there’s rumours that it was the work of a rogue scientist.”

The other two men said nothing to this, and from the courier’s hanging silence Deni could tell they had reacted in a way that warned him not to continue. Balfair would have put on a grim expression that perfectly evoked the Third Rule. Say nothing more than necessary.

Sincade ended the conversation, derisively commenting, “It’s other people’s problems.” Until the enemy came to the doors of the estate, as long as Sincade had food on his table, the world could fall apart and it would still be “other people’s problems”.

Rogue scientist was a phrase Balfair had used in the past, though. He said the Guard’s inspections were only necessary because of the actions of that one rogue scientist. Deni knew none of the details, but she knew he resented it. The Guard might be more careful with Balfair on account of whatever was happening elsewhere. He had a new gun in the making and was on good terms with them, but from his increasingly anxious movements Deni knew he was vulnerable. She just wished the courier had said more, so she might understand how those other people’s problems might become theirs.

Instead she had to keep listening and concentrating, trying to tune in to what they were thinking. Which did not seem to be working. She opened her eyes and stared at the rotten timber above her bed.



The well’s winch stood fast as Deni put the full force of both her arms into it. She braced herself and silently tried again, rising onto her toes to get more weight behind the attack. It did not budge. She slumped on the lever, catching her breath, and let her eyes wander to the mechanism. It had rusted from the water of the well spilling onto it, that’s what Balfair would tell her. There was no point in repairing it if she was only going to damage it again. Just like how the old well’s failure had been her fault, when it had become entangled in the limbs of the nearby plants, the same ones that climbed the exterior walls and demanded regular, arduous clipping. The roots had pulled away the stonework and partially blocked the hole, as she had not descended and resolved the problem sooner.

Now they only had the one well, which took eight minutes to walk to and jammed at least twice on each fill of a bucket.

It took her away from the house and gave her some illusion of free space, at least. Deni could pause without being reprimanded, here.

She imagined the waterworks in the Metropolis. They had pumps, devices which channelled water through taps, in large enough quantities to require filtration tanks. She knew it because Balfair had worked on such a system a few seasons ago. For someone else. She had asked if they might install a pump themselves and had been told it was not a priority.

That was what she was for, after all.

In the Metropolis, they had mechanised mangles for wringing clothing. Better, smaller engines for their waggons that didn’t require scrubbing clean after every short journey. Even gas-powered sewing devices, she imagined. Balfair had pressurised tools for heating metals, after all – couldn’t such technology be adapted for minor tasks like mending clothing and pruning weeds? 

But that wasn’t their priority. 

Inspector Ricin, their infrequent guest from the Metropolis, demanded weapons and machines to aid the Guard. She spurred the engineer on with examples of work done elsewhere, boasting of great sea vessels, factory-produced weapons and impenetrable armour. No self-respecting engineer was working on household tools, and Balfair was nothing if not self-respecting. He had no time for helping with the housework.

That was what she was for.

Channelling her frustration, Deni heaved at the winch again. She backed off, flexing, then drove into the handle with all her weight. It creaked and gave way, spinning so sharply it set her off balance, and the chain shook. There was a splash below. She’d need to fill another bucket. Another forty-eight revolutions.

It had been different before Deni came along, when it was Sincade and Methild running the house. Balfair had given them more time. That’s when the gas hobs were installed and he built the steam-waggon. She had enjoyed his favour. Then, Methild hadn’t been a slave.

Deni bit her lip and looked towards the house. Despite the effort of hauling this bucket up, she was cold. And it was bitterly dark. Always dark. Who was she fooling? There was no benefit in being outside. She didn’t need free space or alone time. She had plenty of that. Picking at Balfair and Sincade’s private conversations through the walls was the closest she got to company. Balfair would say something confusing, proudly, and Sincade would say something disparaging, miserable. It wasn’t a fond relationship, but it was a relationship all the same. Whenever she entered a room, they both went quiet. 

She was told she would not understand. 

In all other things, Sincade had shaped Deni in his own image. He was isolated, in his own way, bent and broken from a longer life of servitude. He made her sceptical of the world, insisted she trusted in Balfair’s work and, above all, told her that to question their place here was to risk losing everything. Never go back to the slavers. 

Deni brought the bucket up with short sharp heaves, then emptied the half-load of water into the tank. As she’d suspected, it wasn’t enough. She glared at the well.

Change was coming, though. She wouldn’t let these aches overtake her, wouldn’t let the dull misery of the estate wear her into another Sincade. 

She pulled the bucket up again and flung the water into the tank, then hoisted up the arms of the hand-waggon it sat on and dragged the lot towards the house. This two-wheeled waggon was designed for a great animal or engine to move, not a person. But any better equipment would go to another Guard war vehicle, or into Balfair’s personal projects, sooner than it would ever reach Deni. One way or another, it would serve only the engineer.

As she struggled up the path, Deni’s wrists twanged against the handles of the waggon, first one, then the other. Her slave bangle, then her knife. 

At least she had that. 

The knife was a magnificent boon, secreted under her sleeve. Depending on where she ended up in the estate, it could save her the fifteen or twenty minutes it would take to go back to the kitchen just to cut through something. Inspector Ricin had not been impressed by Balfair’s specially tempered blades, and though she’d taken them, she’d told him to get back to work on improving the thin-rifle. It was a rare occasion of seeing the engineer put in his place. Balfair had created one last knife to hide in defiance. Deni took it without him knowing and her efficiency around the estate increased tenfold. In the extra time it gave her, which he knew nothing about, she could think.

Increasingly, as she got older and understood her tasks better, that was one thing she was securing for herself. Time to think.
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A tremendous crash made Deni drop a glass. It shattered across the floor, echoing the boom from the south wing. She sprinted through the building. The two men’s shouts carried her on, panicked and angry. Balfair’s shout came down the hall: “Have you no mind?”

She skidded to a halt, a rush of memory hitting her like a bucket of water. Exactly the tone, exactly the phrase, from all those seasons ago when she had met similar wrath. Exactly the location, even. She was smaller then. The men towered over her, shaking their angry fists and shouting. They shouted at her for days afterwards.

So much shouting she had not been able to talk back. Had not talked for a week. Then two. A moon, even. And they had not encouraged her to. Once Balfair’s violent shouts had driven her away from him, and his work, and he all too clearly confirmed she was not to come near, nor to so much as speak in distraction, there was nothing left to say. That phrase hung over her, the one that had triggered it all: “Have you no mind?”

More shouting snapped Deni back to the present, against a background of fiercely crackling flames.

“The other one!” Sincade yelled. “You need to turn the other one!”

The smell of smoke filled her nostrils as she stopped in front of the south wing’s double doors. She rattled them and found they were securely locked. She backed off, searching the doorway as though there might be another way through, hesitating to call out to them.

“No, you fool!” Balfair roared.

Something calamitous followed, the ring of metal objects banging into the floor. Another boom. Deni tried to cry out but no words came. Flashes of the past hit her. She had only wanted to help. To be a part of the mysterious thing they were doing, running hoses between machines and attaching strange objects to one another. She had wanted to reach out and touch these magical new things. To understand them and to be involved. But she had touched the wrong one. 

Something had beeped. A crack, then a terrible crash like thunder.

Shaking herself free of the memory, she rattled the doors again. They had to let her in; she had to help now. It was a chance to make good on her sins. 

She tried the wing’s servants’ passage, also locked, then ran through the nearest exit and skirted the building to see an orange glow lighting thick grey smoke as it piled out of the hole in the south wing’s roof. The windows were covered from the inside and offered no other clue as to what was happening. All she could see was a vast square building filled with chaotic noise.

The two men kept shouting but had not left the pool room. She ran back inside and waited at the wing’s entrance. They would surely come out, searching for help to deal with whatever catastrophe had befallen them. She would save them from disaster. She would be involved again. She would see what they were doing. 

She waited. After a period of increased activity, with the flames crackling ever louder, the shouts decreased. Something let out a quick, loud hiss. Then the crackle was replaced with a gentler sound, like a calm wind. Balfair and Sincade no longer spoke loud enough to be heard.

Deni continued to wait. Her eyes stung from the smoke. Each passing minute she considered giving up, but told herself she had waited this long, they would come to the door soon.

It only got quieter in the south wing, though.

Minutes turned to hours.

The disaster was over and they were not coming out.

As the darkness of night set in, Deni dragged herself away, back to the kitchen.

When they came to eat, the men’s skin was blackened by soot and they looked exhausted. Sincade’s left sleeve had been torn near the top, his upper arm branded with a nasty burn. His eyes warned her off approaching or mentioning it. Neither said a word about what had happened. She wanted to offer her help, still. Maybe they hadn’t even considered the possibility; it had been so long since she’d been banished from their work. They looked too miserable to welcome any interaction from her, though.

After eating, they went back to the south wing. She threw their plates forcefully into the sink, denting the metal. 

Why did she care. 

It would’ve been better if they’d burnt in there, with whatever they were doing.



Balfair and Sincade left together for the Hadersherry market, presumably to replace whatever was damaged in the accident; something that warranted both their efforts. Deni crept to the south wing and again found the doors locked. She headed outside, trying to get another look through the windows. The low ones, along the corridors, revealed nothing but bare hallways. The larger windows looking in on the rooms were all dark, as she had seen during the accident. Material had been draped over them. Only the higher windows, too high to see through, had gaps.

Deni skirted the building, searching for her hand-waggon. It was resting near the entrance, where she had left it after unloading the latest stash of tinned vegetables. As she wrested its handles up, the wind whipped at a canvas sheet, high up, and drew her attention to the building. Balfair’s estate towered over her with the dark façade of an ancient castle, towers rising either side of the cracked stonework, one with a peak of inelegant tile and the other missing its top, covered only by a flapping sheet. She would have to climb up there and better secure it, before the next rain.

Her eyes wandered beyond the roof to the sky. The clouds were thick: it would be a day, two at most, before a downpour. As uninviting as the building below, the leaden cloud bounced her mood back down. Impassable and absolute in its misery. There had been gaps in the cloud, once – she knew that from Balfair’s antique books. Ancient pictures showed a colour in the sky unlike any that existed in the natural world. Once, the sun had been unimpeded by cloud, offering greater light than the brightest of their gas lanterns. Not the vague haze they stumbled through now. It had even been possible to see its source, an impossibly bright circle. 

Plants grew differently under the sun. People lived differently. It was unreal, that sunlight.

How she wished a ray of that mythical light would carve through the pool building to reveal whatever it was they were hiding in there.

She huffed at herself. There was no time to wait for a miracle. 

Deni dragged the hand-waggon around the side of the building. She used all her energy to twist and pivot it through the narrow passages that surrounded the estate, shouldering it up a small step and alongside the south wing. There, she lifted a pile of empty wooden boxes onto the platform and climbed up. Still short of the window. She jumped, trying to get a look in, and the boxes collapsed under her weight. She crashed back to the ground, rolling off the waggon and jarring her elbow. Wincing, she swallowed the pain.

It was worth it. She had seen something at last, through a gap. 

A metal peak in the centre of the room.

Something even bigger than she had expected. Too tall and pointed to be a vehicle. A weapon? Why would Balfair create something like that in secret? That was exactly what the Guard wanted of him, after all.

Wary of the men’s return, Deni redoubled her efforts to return the waggon. She ignored the pain in her arm; it would go away of its own accord. Or not. She allowed herself a light rub of the joint on the way back into the building. She had endured worse, and took a small pride in her ability to keep quiet about it. The men had called her weak, but she would never let them prove it. They thought her emotional, too. It was better not to be. Sincade had lectured her about it when reading their book, pointing out how Geneviève might have succeeded with her suitors if they hadn’t seen her irrational side. There was much that Deni admired about Geneviève, but she could at least feel superior about her rationality. Balfair’s rules left little choice about that: Employ logic above all else.

With everything back in place, she returned to her duties, mopping the wide kitchen floor, and allowed herself to consider logically what all this meant, while she channelled her frustration into her scrubbing.

They had taken every precaution to keep her out. Who were they worried she would talk to? The rats? What damage did they think she could do? She couldn’t knock that thing over, like the last time. Was it the machine’s purpose that was the problem? She wasn’t allowed to know what it was for. Was Balfair about to weigh in on the rebels’ war? 

Was he a rogue scientist himself?

Anything was possible. He had once killed animals with canisters of noxious gas dredged from the swamp. Might the next step be to experiment on people?

Finding no answers in her head, Deni scrubbed harder, the black tiles of the kitchen becoming cleaner than ever.



That evening, Deni watched the pair return from Hadersherry, the vaguely green light atop their steam-waggon bobbing through the darkness. She turned off her own lantern so they wouldn’t see her watching, though they looked her way. They stopped the steam-waggon at the side of the building, as close to the south wing as possible, its trailer weighed down by a large object. Sincade removed the chains that held it in place, then drew back the canvas draped over it. Another cylinder, even bigger than the one they had recovered from the swamp. Together, the pair struggled to roll it off the trailer and around to the building. It must have been hollow, given their ability to move it at all. 

Deni lost sight of them but heard their occasional hissed comments. In the still night, their voices carried through the estate.

“We could use the help,” Sincade complained.

“We’ve discussed this enough,” Balfair said.

“At least ask,” Sincade growled.

The sounds of movement stopped for a moment. Deni could imagine Balfair offering Sincade his scolding glare, the look of intense disapproval the slave earned all too often for his back-talk. The system of communication they had developed was more forgiving than the snarled commands Balfair gave her.

As their shuffling continued, with no more audible conversation, Deni crept back to her bed.

They could use her help.

Maybe they would ask her tomorrow. Sincade had suggested it was possible. She could be involved, at last, and they could weather the storm of violence that was gripping the rest of Estalia. Together. She wouldn’t have to rebuild her life elsewhere. If they just talked to her. If they just involved her.

She pulled her sheet up over her mouth and tugged down the edges.

They needed help, after all. 













4



Digging at a gap between tiles in the hallway, Deni popped the blade of her knife under the roots of a weed. She gave it a hard tug and pulled the creeping plant free with a scattering of grout and soil, slipping onto her behind as it gave way. She winced and slowly lifted her palm to inspect it. Another cut at the base of her thumb, blood seeping down her forearm. She watched a drop splash onto the floor, then pressed the wound into her dress and held it there.

Leading to the east wing, mostly reserved for storage, this tall hallway was seldom used by the others. Balfair had never repaired the gas-pipes feeding the wall lights, which made it pleasantly quiet, if rather dark. It was also closer to the south wing than most of her chores took her. She could hear when the men moved around, and was ready for the moment that they came to her for help. They had kept quiet so far, though, in the day and a half since they had returned from Hadersherry. 

As Deni smeared her wound against her dress, the doors to the south wing creaked open and footsteps moved down the hall. Only one of them: Balfair with his unsubtle, plodding gait. The maid followed in the servants’ passages as he went through the house, north then east; into the office. When she heard him blowing on the ink of whatever he was writing, she flexed her hand to produce a little more blood and walked into the hall.

Balfair left the office as she was passing. He glared. She held her hand up higher than was necessary, so he’d see the wound. His eyes flicked over it briefly, and he gave a murmur that said he understood why she was on the move. Deni regarded the paper in his hand. Folded, sealed with wax. A letter. Curiosity crossed her face before she could stop it.

“This is very private correspondence,” Balfair told her sharply, making her look away as though struck. She let her silence serve as apology.

When the engineer didn’t move, she braved another glance. He was studying her. 

“Remind me,” he said, “Sincade has shared books with you. How good is your reading?”

Deni quietly answered, “It’s not, sir, only Sincade reads –”

“Of course, good, yes,” he hurried on, suitably reminded. “Always thought it was a mistake, the time we wasted teaching him. You’re better without it.”

Deni nodded, predicting his next words: Methild had a lot of foolish ideas. 

“Methild had such foolish ideas,” he said. His eyes vibrated as he thought out loud. “Now, her absence benefits us, I suppose.” He held the letter slightly towards Deni, not offering it to her but thinking about it. “You’ve time, by the light of the day, to get to the tower and pass this to the courier when he arrives. Save us the distraction of having to see him.”

Deni nodded. He extended his hand further, but the moment she moved her own hand he flicked the letter back.

“You’re not to open this. No one is to see the contents. It is for one man only. Be clear about that to the courier. Repeat it to me.”

“It is for one man only,” Deni whispered.

Balfair continued, not actually listening to her, “Dr Hodwick’s his name. In Grenevic. Repeat that.”

“Dr Hodwick. In Grenevic.” 

“Tell no one but the courier, you understand? Don’t even let Frinz hear it.”

Deni nodded. She knew the name. There was a circle of men who Balfair had occasional correspondence with and the courier tended to double-check the letters’ destinations. Frinz also read them out when he delivered post, with less subtlety. Balfair had showed no qualms about letting people know who he was writing to in the past. The names were usually written clearly, even. Dr Hodwick was a regular correspondent, certainly not that rogue scientist. Yet this envelope was blank.

Deni fought to recall any recent mention of Hodwick. Had he been involved in Balfair’s argument with the inspector? Had he been associated with the rogue scientist somehow, since the trouble in the north? There had to be a connection, to warrant this secrecy now.

“I am trusting you with this,” Balfair said. “I would take it myself if time weren’t pressing upon us. Be back by nightfall.”

Deni rose her hand but Balfair pulled away again. He nodded at her other hand. “Wrap something around that. Make sure this letter arrives in perfect condition.”

Deni nodded once more, and he finally handed her the letter. 

“This is of the highest priority,” he said firmly. “You understand? The highest consequences apply.”

Without another word, he marched away. Deni moved into the servants’ passage and stalked him back to the south wing. The moment Balfair opened the doors, Sincade’s voice came out: “You had second thoughts?”

“Deni will take it.”

“Deni? Do you think that’s –” 

The doors closed heavily behind Balfair. As the lock rattled, the engineer said, “There’s no time. She’ll be fine.” With his footsteps moving away, he added, “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

Sincade hesitated, not audibly moving. He made one last comment before dropping out of range. “It is necessary.”

Deni looked at the letter in her hand. 

They were never going to ask her for help. It was Hodwick they were talking about before. Balfair would never have even given her the letter if he hadn’t run into her in the hall.

Worse. He had not merely been reluctant about drawing her into this, he had finally done so with a reminder of the tattooed man. That was the highest consequence. The man with the black spiked fingers of a claw snaking over his neck and cheek. Teeth punctuated by the glitter of various metals, nose damaged from a life of war. The beast who had dragged her away from the confused memory of burning huts. Destroyed whatever life she might have had, and promised to destroy whatever was left if he ever had to find her again.

The highest consequence.

As Deni stirred with the discomfort of fear and anger, she steeled herself. No. This was a good thing. If Balfair was willing to say such a thing, there was something serious they needed Hodwick for. And with their rush, and secrecy, all the signs suggested they needed to complete this project before the next inspection.

Deni held the letter away from her bleeding hand and wished she could open it and read whatever damning secrets Balfair had committed to the page. She didn’t need to, though. If Hodwick’s help was necessary, then all that needed to happen was for the letter to never reach him. The Guard would come and, for her part in helping them, she could negotiate protection from the tattooed man.
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Deni slowed down as she approached the bridge tower, seeing the bike by the door. For a moment she thought she was in luck, that the courier would come out and she would not need to go inside. That hope passed on inspection of the bike. It was a two-wheeled vehicle with no auxiliary engine. The courier had that incredible pressurised-air engine; Balfair said he would reproduce one for the estate. One day. In her indefinite wait, Deni continued to use the tricycle, so heavy and rigid that even short journeys made her ache.

Since it didn’t have the courier’s trimmings, the bike had to belong to the Road Guard. Balfair never left her alone with them when they visited, telling her they would take her if they had the chance. As the Empire’s protectors, he said, they proved how much worse life was outside the estate. With her bangle on show, wherever she went in the Empire she would get no respect or help from them. At best they would return her to the tattooed man, but they might do things far worse.

So Balfair said. 

Deni had never been left alone with them long enough to learn their true intentions, not since one of them had helped the tattooed man escort her here all those seasons ago. On that journey, the guard had warned the slavers off beating her. She had a vague recollection of that. And didn’t they bring supplies to the estate, in fair trade for Balfair’s weapons? And had the Guard not kept the wider violence from their doorstep? No bandits or rebels or lunatics had ever come as far as Balfair’s estate. Frinz’s bridge formed an entry point to Balfair’s lair, which stretched back down the hill to increasingly impassable swampland, but the tollman was no guardian. He was a caretaker. A tax collector. A monitor. If someone unwelcome came this way, he would turn to the Guard for help. 

Deni suspected they were not as bad as Balfair claimed. 

She parked the tricycle near the tower as Frinz laughed inside. The maid doubted that any of the guards were worse than him. She waited for a few minutes, enjoying the view. 

Frinz’s stone bridge spanned a gap between cliff-faces, perhaps a hundred metres high. The chasm was a dozen metres wide and the bridge was the only route across for tens of kilometres. Stretching in either direction, and down into the crevice below, were fields of rock and tangles of inhospitable woodland. When the mist was at its thinnest and the sunlight at its brightest behind the clouds, you could see for a few kilometres into the wilderness. You could also see down, towards a rapid stream and the various peaks of fallen vehicles. Some had succumbed to accidents, others had been dumped. All, Deni presumed, came from before Frinz or his ancestors had taken up residence here.

She had imagined, more than once, what it might mean to flee into the wilderness here. How far would she get before the Road Guard caught her? As long as Balfair was alive, or at least as long as they thought well of him, they would bring her back. If not them, then the tattooed man would find her himself. He would hunt her to the ends of Estalia. Of the little she knew about him, she was certain of that. Both Balfair and Sincade enjoyed reminding her of how lucky she was that they had taken her from that man. How unlucky she would be if she ever crossed him again.

Deni turned away from the immense drop with a shiver. She rubbed her arms, walking back to the tower. It might be a long time before the courier arrived. The yellow glow from the slits in the stone turret was inviting and Frinz and his guest sounded happy. Frinz’s companion was speaking too softly to hear, but the tollman’s unfiltered rumble was always audible through walls. He said, “How could they burn the whole thing down?”

A response was mumbled.

“There’s nothing for them here, though.”

Deni took a breath and knocked. Frinz shouted, “Who is it?”

She hesitated, loath to reply blindly through the door. He continued with a hint of frustration, “All right, it’s open, what are you waiting for?”

Deni entered a room lit by a fire, its rich oaken scent partly masking the harsher tang of alcohol. Frinz stood near the fire with a metal tankard in his hand, far too many layers of furs draped over his already over-large body. When he saw Deni, his round face glowed with hungry delight. “Why didn’t you say it was you! Come on in! Have a drink?”

Deni shook her head. She shot a look to the other person in the room then averted her eyes again. A guard, as she’d suspected. The lanky lady with shoulder-length curly black hair. Deni had heard the others refer to her as Nal. She was quiet, for a guard. She must have been tough, though, because the men never teased her like they did Deni. 

“Sit down at least, you’ll stay a while,” Frinz said, gesturing to the chair near the door. Deni shook her head again. The tollman scoffed, “She’s a tease, isn’t she?”

The best solution was always to keep quiet. Follow the Rules. Do not say anything. Facilitate efficiency. At least with someone else in the room, Frinz would limit himself to jokey banter instead of the more lurid remarks he made in private. 

“Modo blesses this mire with an angel and she’s timid as a mouse,” Frinz bowled on, amusing himself with reference to the gods. Deni knew that all the tollman believed in was himself. “The Trickster shows us happiness only to make it unattainable.” He turned the next comment to Deni: “Don’t you want to have some fun in your life, Deni?”

“What is it you need?” Nal asked, voice light and gentle in comparison. 

“For the courier,” Deni answered. She took the envelope from her satchel.

“There’s no name on it.” 

“You were in that much of a hurry to see me?” Frinz said with a laugh. “Bless you – here, I’ve got a pen, tell me who it’s for.”

“Can’t,” Deni said. The tollman paused with another laugh, this one more awkward. It was his rebuttal laugh, the one he used when he tried to pass off his failed advances as a joke. Next, he would say something condescending to reaffirm his position.

“You poor thing,” Frinz said, looking to Nal, inviting the guard to share in his amused pity. “It’s going to be hard to deliver without a name, isn’t it?”

“Only the courier,” Deni told him. As he opened his mouth to complain, she blurted out, “Balfair says.”

Frinz’s mouth hung open. Deni looked him in the eye, savouring the brief moment when he gave up. Balfair says so was her one weapon against him. The only one she needed. Like Sincade, the tollman complained but he always did as he was told. Even without a slave bangle, Frinz was an owned man. He needed the engineer’s money for his lavish nights in Hadersherry and his supplies of toxic alcohol. Otherwise he might have to do real work.

The tollman huffed and gulped down whatever potent liquid he had in his tankard. “What’s so important Balfair’s got to hide it?”

Deni said nothing.

“Well, the courier’s not coming today. Our friend here saved him the journey.”

The maid gave Nal a worried look.

The courier and the courier alone had to receive the letter. If she stole the letter back off the courier, she was blameless, having completed her task. If the guard lost it, though, Balfair would know she hadn’t done as she was told.

“I didn’t mean to put you out,” Nal told her. “Only trying to help. I was coming this way on a patrol. We’ve had reports of an animal.”

“An animal?” 

“Yeah. There were sounds at a nearby outpost, claws had torn through a sack. Could be dangerous.”

Deni nodded. She had bigger problems. Little wildlife survived in the swamp.

“Since you came all this way, just leave it here, I’ll take care of it,” Frinz said. “Unless you want to wait till tomorrow? You’re always welcome in the guest room.”

He would relish nothing more. Even if he couldn’t touch her, he’d delight in the close quarters. Imagining sick things. Deni shook her head, hand wandering to her wrist to feel for the knife, rubbing it for comfort. The bangle rattled against it. They’d think that was her focus. 

“I can take it,” Nal said. “You can trust me.”

Deni shook her head.

“Or I could come with you to the estate,” Nal offered. “Get Mr Balfair to confirm it himself? Wouldn’t be too much trouble.”

Words escaped Deni and only a light bleat came out.

“You can’t give her a choice like that,” Frinz laughed. “She’s either obey or disobey. The order was to give it to the courier, not bring a courier back to court. Look, you’ve got her cogs all turning the wrong way.”

Ignoring the tollman, Deni struggled for a solution. To go back without delivering the letter would invite punishment, too. Perhaps not the highest consequences, but it would break their trust and remove her chance to undermine them.

“Dendra!” Frinz invoked another of the gods. “Take a seat and think it through; it’s not the decision of a lifetime.” He turned back to Nal, continuing their prior conversation. “What of the rebels? Where are they now?”

Nal kept her gaze on Deni as she answered, “If we knew that we’d have stopped them, wouldn’t we?”

The only option was to give the letter to the guard and hope she delivered it. But Deni would be liable for punishment if Balfair found out, and she’d be no better off either way. 

“I mean, they’re not near here?” Frinz said, “We’re safe?”

“I can’t see them coming after someone like Balfair, no.”

Frinz laughed again, making Deni frown. Someone like Balfair was someone the Guard considered safe. The tension in Estalia was reaching them, but Frinz and his Guard friends weren’t concerned about what was happening at the estate. There was another way. She could use this letter to stir them.

“It’s not for the guards,” Deni muttered, keeping her eyes down.

“What isn’t?” Nal asked, carefully.

The maid barely raised her voice. “This letter. He said it’s not for the guards.”

Deni breathed into the silence. She had to look up to see what they were thinking. Frinz looked confused, for once without a witty remark. Nal looked concerned, though.

“If you take it to the courier,” Deni said. “Master Balfair can’t know. Can’t know I gave it to the Guard…”

Nal nodded, very slowly, and held out a hand. Her skin was rough from work, wrinkled from harsh weather. She might do as she was asked and nothing would change. But she might also do something about the letter, with the surrounding worries of current events. If she did, if they came for the engineer, it would be too late for anyone to punish Deni. And Nal would see Deni had been willing to go against Balfair’s wishes.

Or she might not. It might all go wrong.

The tollman shifted. He was a different problem. Fortune favoured bravery, though, Deni told herself. That’s what Geneviève said, time and again. And besides, it was already done. 

Nal, watching her, must have read the concern in the maid’s face. She looked at Frinz and said, “No one’s going to tell Balfair, are they?”

Frinz grumbled, as unlikely to go against the Guard as against the engineer. 

Deni handed the letter over quickly, without another word, and rushed out of the tower. 

She made it to the tricycle and was trying to arrange her dress around the frame by the time Nal came running after her. The guard called out, “Hey! Who’s it for?”
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Feeling that she had set something in motion, Deni ignored the strain of scrubbing the men’s clothing. The ache in the centre of her shoulder and the cracking of her skin were nothing when she thought of the future, even as the greasy machine stains refused to shift.

Balfair had asked three times on Deni’s return whether she had given the envelope only to the courier. She lied three times, finding, like talking, that each lie came easier. The first was a hesitant, nervous yes; the second more insistent; the third almost confident. The exchange not only made her heart race, it made her realise she had been luckier than she thought. To put the letter in the care of the Guard was far better than simply making it disappear. Nal had shown no signs of recognising Dr Hodwick’s name, but even if all she did was deliver the letter as promised, the idea would be in the air. Nal would mention the name to someone. Someone might do something.

That was how it worked in a real society. People helped each other.

It would start with the Guard. They would see that Balfair was dangerous and they would stop him. They would reward Deni for helping them. She just had to make it clear that this whole project had nothing to do with her. With Balfair’s authority stripped, they would send her somewhere else. To another household. To the Metropolis? She could persuade them, surely, that she deserved some reward for defying another rogue scientist. Even if they didn’t grant her freedom, they would grant her passage to the Metropolis, wouldn’t they? Then she could find friends. A better life, with better tools and easier chores, people to share her problems with. With those means, she could take the next step and find a way to remove the threat of the tattooed man.

The Metropolis was a place where anything was possible. Sincade said it was full of liars and cheats, but Deni didn’t believe it. Geneviève, in her story, spoke fondly of the city, a place where huge groups of people came together, overcoming their differences and achieving so much more by working as one. It was a place where you found music and theatres, a kind of storytelling Deni imagined to be incredible. The Metropolis had buildings taller than you could see, machines that worked without the constant turning of a heavy handle, food from across the Estalian Empire. People who spoke in different tongues, who had seen different things.

Anything could be found in the Metropolis. Freedom included.

The maid stopped scrubbing, finding her movements had quickened with her excited thoughts. She put the brush aside and scanned her work. She had worn through part of the fabric, though the black stain persisted. 

Sincade had called the passages in the book nonsense. What Geneviève described was nothing like the modern Metropolis. The city she spoke of might have never existed. There was no telling how long ago the book was written, or if the world it described was even remotely true. In the Metropolis, he said, the streets were chaos and the buildings built from such haphazard scraps that they could collapse at any time. The Guard worked around the clock to stop people killing each other, and they only succeeded by imprisoning thousands in the mines. When someone wanted something, Sincade said, unless you could defend yourself, they would simply take it.

Wasn’t that disorder an opportunity, though? Who would respect the will of the tattooed man there, or the mark of the slave bangle, in a place where no one owned anything?

And besides, what did Sincade know. He had never been there. He entered Balfair’s life as a child, when the engineer was already migrating away from urban life. Like Deni, he knew village life and he knew the estate, and everything else was stories. And Deni could choose for herself which stories to believe. She preferred Geneviève’s.

Deni plunged the clothing in the rinsing bucket, then wrung it out laboriously and pegged it in front of the fire. Abandoning the task, she went up two flights of stairs to the loft. Lighting her way with an oil lamp, which made the dust dance in the air, she passed through Balfair’s father’s horde of boxes. Many were open, with clothes, trinkets and junk hanging out. Dozens were still sealed. Searching these stores was an ongoing task. She’d find books in there, very occasionally. Books written in a language similar to Estalian, with some archaic differences. The words were printed on thin paper with more precision than was possible in modern Estalia, according to Sincade. Deni had never seen modern printing for comparison but could imagine the difference, considering the disparity between the weighty tools they purchased in Hadersherry and the more elegant artifacts Balfair and Sincade dug up in the swamp.

Though she could not read, Deni enjoyed searching for books. It offered an element of escape, as well as achievement. When she had found the novel about the pilot, with its faded cover image of a bird-like machine hanging in the sky, Balfair looked like he might hug her. He never did, of course. The most she got was a friendly pat on the shoulder and a muttered “Good.”

The engineer studied her find feverishly; he spent more hours poring over the pilot book than he spent working on anything new. For him, foreign words like electric and jet engine were clues towards new and better machines. Sometimes, when he was really excited, he explained some of what Deni had found to Sincade. Balfair had developed an obsession with an idea that he called the airplane. He spoke of the possibility of flight – not like the modern airships, with their balloons and autogyros, but something that could fly fast and straight, through the clouds – above the clouds. It made Deni smile, the same way she smiled at the idea of dragons. It seemed unreal, of another world. Like Geneviève’s relationships.

Balfair did not build vehicles, though. He built weapons and improved other people’s machines. And besides, nothing went through the clouds. Stories of the clouds parting were wild feats of imagination; the haze thinned and thickened but it never went away. The sun and moon were just distant glows, not the bright, singular orbs some said them to be. The claims that things had once been different were not even believed by everyone. With hints from the books they found, though, Balfair insisted that as the days got darker, these ideas were as important as ever.

That was how his argument with Ricin had started. It was dangerous thinking, Ricin said. Their airships flew in low levels of cloud cover because to go higher was unmanageable. Which meant that any project Balfair wanted to send up there was a waste of resources. Just like with his thoughts of liquid fuels, it distracted him from more important tasks. Ricin said he was too much of a dreamer. 

For Deni, the books provided a different kind of escape. Balfair dreamt of new and fantastic technology; she dreamt of a world of better people. The books opened doorways to a time when it was possible to move freely. Where people shared their lives. Deni got only the briefest glimpses into these worlds, but those glimpses were enough. 

Searching the loft gave her a chance to recede into those thoughts, ruing the men who controlled her life. Leaving behind the futile washing and whatever other mindless, isolated chores awaited her below, she could imagine something better. Beyond the dangers she had been told of and the horrors she barely remembered from before.



Deni spent over thirty minutes staring at the painting she had found. The image had all but faded from the canvas, but from the vague lines that remained she could see it was a great work of fantasy. A wide, empty hill, smooth and green, with only one tree and no rocks. A patch of blue sky and part of a yellow circle that must have been the sun. The pilot book had a similar sky. What a strange thing it must have been, to look up and see something other than grey.

She thought of riding the tricycle beyond the Balfair estate. Was there somewhere in Estalia that still had these views?

Balfair’s shout cut off that wishful thinking, making her jump and drop the painting. The canvas snapped against the corner of a freshly opened box. She froze. Was she doing something wrong, thinking these thoughts?

She sheathed her knife and returned to the reality of the house. The engineer was not waiting at the bottom of the steps. She found him standing on a balcony, staring out at the sky.

It was cold and the thorny garden seemed a great distance below. In the dark, it was hard to make out much beyond the vague clusters of twisting brambles, the block of shadow that was the annex and the various peaks and troughs in the shady skyline that could have been trees, boulders or patient giants. The sky was brighter than the earth below, clouds glowing with the beige tint of the veiled moon, which must have been at its brightest. There was no warmth in its light, though. Deni clamped her teeth together to keep them from chattering.

Balfair stared up in silence. He was the perfect role model for his own rules; it was easy to say nothing unnecessary when he said nothing at all. As he studied the sky, Deni’s mind wandered back to Nal in the tower. The envelope. Her betrayal.

“You know how lucky we are, on this estate,” Balfair said. “We are comfortable, yet contribute to the improvement of the wider world. And we have only minimal dealings with the Guard, while others suffer under their weight.”

Deni let her silence convey agreement. She had heard all this before, but she could not ask questions anyway. To interrupt was disrespectful.

“You don’t understand it, how sheltered this place is. There are forces at work in the world you could never understand. You need only stick to my rules and be safe. I endure the hardships for you.”

Did he know?

It was the usual preamble to punishment. She had to abide by the rules, else she’d be returned to the suffering of the wider world. But what did the engineer know of suffering, beyond being told one project or another was not welcomed by the Guard? When had he ever got on his knees?

“There are places I want to go,” Balfair said. “Places that others would not let me. Things I must do. You cannot understand.” He tapped his temple. “Places not necessarily of this world.”

He was right, she did not understand. She was not supposed to. Hence the Fifth Rule: Trust the results. But she understood the important part: that others would not let him.

“You definitely said,” Balfair continued, voice dry, “to share the name with no one?”

“Definitely,” Deni replied without hesitation. It was true, as long as he didn’t specify who she had said it to.

“And you got the name right? You’re sure of that?”

“Dr Hodwick. In Grenevic.”

Balfair leant heavily on the balcony’s railing. He let out a long, strained sigh.

“The message should have reached the Metropolis days ago.”

Deni said nothing.

“We have, at best, two more moons until the next inspection.”

The engineer was calculating something. He spoke this way when working through a problem. Stopping and starting, using Deni or Sincade as a sounding board but not looking for any kind of response. She was not in trouble after all, it seemed. 

“You need to clear the path to the annex,” he said, reaching a conclusion.

The maid turned to him. First the south wing, now the annex. The outbuilding was across an overgrown courtyard; it would take an axe to carve through the tangle. It had been at least four seasons since Deni and Sincade had abandoned the annex as a graveyard for useless scrap.

“When you have access, move some smaller items from there through to the sanatorium. It doesn’t matter what, nor where in the sanatorium you leave them. Close to the workshop, at least. Aim for things that are metal, or at least hard-wearing. And I want you to make sure the annex is secure. Completely secure. The door, alone, should provide access.”

Balfair’s gaze continued to focus on the darkness, never acknowledging her presence. She wanted to ask what was going on. To defy the Fifth Rule. He was asking her to work outside, on an injurious task, for no clear reason. He made one final comment: “We must make contingencies. The coming days will test us. But when it is over, we will be free.”

Free. What did he know of freedom, this man who owned his own domain and owned those that worked in it. What did he know of being tested.

He said nothing more.

Deni took her cue, honed over many years of observing his body language. The moment he disengaged from communication, she was to leave without a sound. Obeying the Second Rule, to never linger. She moved back into the house, simmering bitterly. He had found a way to include her in his plans, yet she was still being held at arm’s length.

And though it seemed to have gone astray, the letter had not damned him yet. Deni simmered with agitation.

When it is over – she repeated his words in her head – we will be free. 
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Palms raw from tugging at vines, knuckles red from scraping against thorns and dress ripped, Deni tended her wounds in the washroom bordering the kitchen. There was no light and barely space to stand, and the water was chilling, but it would not do to wash blood down the kitchen sink, where food was prepared and dishes washed. Thinking herself to be alone, Deni cursed when she bumped an elbow sharply against a wall, square on a cut.

“Can I help?” Sincade asked, making her hit her head on the low ceiling. She left the washroom for the hall, rubbing her head and looking at her feet with an inaudible apology. He made no reference to the bump, nor to her cursing, just stared in silence.

“I’m okay,” Deni said. “Cleaning. Rubbing on alcohol.”

Sincade hummed, a sound of concern that made her look up. He was scanning her cuts with distaste. If there was one thing that was bound to get him talking, it was disapproval. He said, “You should dress more appropriately for the work. We have leathers.”

Deni nodded in agreement, not daring to tell him the leathers were too large and made it hard to move freely. She had taken a chance on doing the job quickly. It was, after all, just garden work. She’d misjudged the tenacity of the weeds that separated the house from the annex. Some of the roots required sawing through, and moving them on her hand-cart meant handling large, sharp swathes. She sped things up by carving a path to the old well near the middle of the courtyard, a circular pit with a low wall that looked down into darkness. Tossing chopped weeds down there cut the job in half. But what difference did that make to them? She hadn’t worn the right clothes, so they would merely see her cuts and judge her. 

“When you are ready,” Sincade said, “we can read.”

He gave her wounds one last look, then left. When she sensed he was not looking back, Deni looked up to watch him. Her gangly colleague, the closest thing she had to a friend. She knew he wanted to help, really, he just didn’t know how.

In the weeks that had followed the arrival of the cylinder of liquid, there had been no reading sessions. She had caught Sincade in his tattered armchair once or twice, reading to himself, but he said nothing to her. He was too tired to read aloud. Seeing her cut and bloody must have made him feel guilty. This was his way of comforting her.

When she finished rubbing alcohol into the cuts, she headed to the servants’ parlour to find him. She would mend the rips in her dress after the stories, rather than keep him waiting and risk him changing his mind. Sincade was already there, erect in his armchair, book on his lap and a cup to his side, hawkish eyes tracing her entry. His scowl indicated she was frustratingly late, but he didn’t say it. He merely opened the book and told her, “We’re in a restaurant. A place where people went to pay others to cook for them.”

“I know,” Deni told him. Too quietly. There had been restaurants in the stories before, or something like them. Cafes, where people drank stimule, or whatever their equivalent was, away from home. She had seen vendors selling drinks like that in Hadersherry, across counters, though Sincade told her it was not the same thing.

“It’s their first date. Geneviève’s embarrassed.”

From there, Sincade began reading from the text. He seldom gave more background than that. Sincade alone decided how much Deni needed to know to get into the story. He never stopped to check if she was following and she never interrupted. Balfair’s rules applied with Sincade too, after all. Having too much presence caused mistakes. It was why words had to be chosen carefully and one must not linger. It was why Deni’s hair was roughly cut to the neckline and her dresses were always long, concealing and dull. She must not be a woman like those found in the stories, not a distraction nor a creature of pleasure. She was a facilitator. To help the men do great work, she needed to go unnoticed.

That was what she was for.

Sincade would not share his stories if she distracted him. One time she had become excited and Sincade had closed the book. She’d never heard what happened next. Likewise, if she ever forgot herself and asked what a word meant, he stopped reading aloud and kept going on his own, though Sincade found little joy in the books himself. He treated it as a challenge rather than entertainment and offered Deni factual reports rather than emotions.

Even so, every now and again, Deni found a hint in the stories of something more than the men saw. There was something curious about the maiden Geneviève’s longing for a man to share her life with. Deni never understood how this woman made it her life’s goal, when she had a comfortable home, regular meals and the freedom to ride on horses. Deni had two men in her life and she did not feel fulfilled. She thought riding on a horse would be more rewarding, knowing there was no limit to where she might go. Yet, though she did not understand it, she longed for more of Geneviève’s passion for companionship, to somehow feel it herself.

Sincade had noticed her taking these messages to heart. She never talked about the stories, now, and answered only in meek agreement when he made comments (usually to disparage Geneviève’s foolishness), but he kept watching her. Even before the cylinder of liquid appeared, she sensed he was holding back, trying to restrain her enthusiasm.

She wondered how long ago Sincade had decided that everything in the world was bad. Had the seed grown in his mind like the thorny limbs that stretched across the annex courtyard? Had it shadowed his brain like a dark cloud the moment his mother had been killed? Or had it always been there, even when he was a spiteful child? It was hard to imagine him any other way.

He belonged here. Slaving over machines that were put to use elsewhere. Complaining day by day of the hardness of their work and the lack of reward, yet still doing as he was told. Deni murmured agreements and smiled thinly to soften his malignancy, though he sneered at her, too. He insisted, in anger, that their lot was as good as anyone’s, which was the worst thing about it all.

Did he even care that whatever was in the south wing could change their situation? Was that why the engineer allowed him to help and not her? Because she had an inkling of hope?

With short, clipped sentences after a few moment’s consideration, Sincade summarised a passage about a man walking Geneviève home, without directly reading what was written in the book. He closed the tome, scowling as ever. Geneviève had told her unwanted suitor she would meet him again with her father’s permission, but her father was never coming back. Deni could be tricky, too. She had started practising questions in her mind. Thinking of Geneviève, she pushed herself to ask, “How is the work?”

“He’s rushing,” Sincade said. “Dangerously.”

“Will you be moving to the annex soon?”

Sincade raised an eyebrow. “Not at all.”

So she was not clearing a path for them to relocate the project. She was making the thin-rifle workshop look busy, in the sanatorium – she understood that. That was what the engineer would tell the inspector he had been working on. Balfair often told the Guard he would get a machine working by their next visit, when it was already complete. That freed up time for him to explore the grounds or to work on private projects. Though he presented himself as this mess of a man, more interested in mechanics than people, he was a master of appearances when it came to work. She had no idea how securing the annex fit into that, though. Was it to make it look as though they were preparing the space for a new project?

The next question was the crucial one. Something that Deni asked once or twice a season. “Have you heard any news from abroad?”

Sincade grunted. He gave her a blunt and, it seemed, honest response: “Half of Thesteran burnt down. Do you know how lucky we are to be apart from all that?”

Deni nodded, growing ever sicker of being told how lucky she was. 

“There was a weapon,” Sincade continued. “Other engineers, in other places, dug up things they shouldn’t have. No responsibility.”

Other engineers. Deni asked, “Was it part of the rebellion?”

Sincade gave her a heavy look. “What do you know of the rebellion.” It was not a question but a criticism.

“Nothing. Only what you tell me.”

“And have I told you something to give you concern?”

Deni shook her head.

“It is far, far away. People fighting, the way they always have. The destruction in Thesteran may have been related, maybe not. What does it matter? If the trouble continues they will flood to the Metropolis, not to here. Their leaders will fight our leaders.”

“How bad is it?” Deni asked. If the trouble was spreading, then she was right to want to leave. Surely the safest place to be was the city, where people could unite to defend themselves. What would they do here? Hide in the bog?

Sincade snorted at the question, though.

“Other people’s problems,” he said, leaving his seat to close the conversation. The phrase he used when he wanted to make it clear that he was only interested in making life comfortable for himself. Balfair’s notions of creating new and important projects were lost on the slave.

Deni stayed in her seat.

The project in the south wing was not connected to the war, it seemed. If anything, it was such a big distraction to them that they didn’t even care that Estalia might be burning. The sooner Deni got away, towards the safety of others, the better. Giving the guard the letter had not drawn anyone there yet, though. She needed to reach out. To go back to Frinz and try something else.
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As it hit the jagged edge of a tile, Deni’s tank clanged loudly and jolted in her grip, making her stumble, which sent a lance of pain across her back. She winced, steadying the tall canister, and paced off, breathing into the pain to make it go away. The tank rocked defiantly a few times before resting still, heavy in the middle of the floor, and she had an urge to kick it over. She growled and silently cursed Sincade for taking the hand-cart into the south wing for purposes she could only guess at.

There were another three gas tanks to drag in, all uselessly dumped by the main entrance rather than by the cellar doors and the pipes where she needed them. It had been bad enough bringing the water up from the well without the cart, let alone having to deal with this, too. It would have only taken Sincade ten minutes to help her move them all through, but instead he had disappeared into the recesses of their shady project, and here she was, her back hurting.

Hearing footsteps hurrying towards the office, Deni skipped away from the tank. She rushed through the corridor to see who it was. Balfair came out at a quick pace. His head down, he almost crashed into her, and came so close to touching her that she jumped back a step with an involuntary yelp. The engineer started with almost equal alarm. As the maid hid her eyes, surprised at her own reaction, Balfair’s face knotted with concern. He murmured something that could have been an apology, but it was too quiet to hear. 

Deni whispered, “I didn’t mean to get in the way.”

He finally spoke, picking up firmness and momentum as he continued: “The First Rule. It applies for many reasons, do I need to repeat it? I cannot have you wandering around – not at a time like this. There are distractions enough.”

“I wanted to help.”

“What?” he shot back, angry that she had spoken. “You want? You have sanctuary here. You have everything you could need, and still – still – you interrupt, and cause these – these confusions –” His voice trembled with emotion. “Once, Deni, once was enough. We have been granted a second chance and you will not interfere. Do not make me regret my mercy.”

Deni let the words out without thinking, almost too quietly for him to hear. “Was it the same thing? When I was young?”

Balfair folded his arms. He said, “You should know better now. But here we are.” He paused. “Why are we here?”

Deni gave him the briefest glance. Was he being literal?

“Apparently you need reminding. You’ll have half dinner this evening.”

Balfair walked past her. Before he could get more than a few paces away, before he would be too far for her to catch his attention without raising her voice, Deni cleared her throat. He spun back with a reddening face, but before he could explode she said, “The letter. Should I check for it?”

The engineer held back his anger. “What?”

“When there’s so much mess, things can be hard to find,” Deni hurried to explain. “Maybe a reply to your letter came to Mr Frinz’s. He just didn’t see it.”

Deni braced herself for an even sterner telling-off. It did not come immediately, though. Balfair gave an unconscious look back to the office. Had she guessed right, that his mind was still on the matter? Was he writing another letter, maybe, or simply checking his own mess in case he’d missed something?

“Could be,” said Balfair, considering carefully. “It’s possible… and it’d do to get you out of the way. Yes. Go back to Frinz. Tell him to search thoroughly – it’s important.”

Deni nodded.

“I was expecting a fast response,” Balfair muttered, still thinking out loud. “To have it mislaid would be a wretched thing.”

As the maid had hoped.

With this seed sown, she could return to the bridge and try something else. 



Deni caught Frinz in a rare moment of work at the bridge tower. A leather strap hung over the edge of the bridge, taut against the low wall as it strained on a hook in the stonework. From the cliff edge, she looked down at Frinz’s ungainly figure, suspended in a too-tight harness, limply flapping at something in the lower arch. He pulled it free. A weed. He dropped it into the chasm, puffing from the exertion. He was like her, tending tirelessly to this ancient structure. Except he could come and go as he pleased.

The large man rested in his harness. It was a marvel that the strap held him at all, creaking under his weight. Peering at it, where it rubbed against the corner of the bridge, Deni imagined how easy it would be to slice. He’d fall out of sight; no one would ever find the body. No one would ever look. The troll of the bridge would be gone and she could walk away. It would gain her at least half a day before Balfair realised she was gone. She might make it to Hadersherry, then catch a boat towards the Metropolis. If she hid her bangle, eventually she might find someone who could remove it.

Could she hide the bangle? How far could she possibly get, on her own, as long as the Guard still worked with Balfair?

Those details weren’t important. 

The important thing was the bulbous man falling to his demise. Would he scream? Would he fall in mute confusion? Would he pop when he hit the bottom?

Deni jumped at the sound of a heavy hand slapping into the bridge. With a great huff, face red from exertion, Frinz was pulling himself over the wall. He had climbed up with remarkable speed and the chance was gone.

He paused when he saw her, with his clothing and fat appearing to melt over the wall. He grinned, almost out of breath, “There’s a sight…”

She did not reply, just backed towards his tower, leaving him to disentangle himself.



The kettle whined on the gas hob as Frinz patted sweat off his neck. Deni squeezed her legs together, trying to make herself small as she waited for him to get ready. She hoped that sitting down, accepting his hospitality, would put him in a more relaxed mood. Then he wouldn’t suspect her intentions.

“You know I’d never hold back on old Balfair,” Frinz said, pouring boiling water into two cups. “I’d say you wasted a journey, but it’s never a waste to see you.”

“It was important,” Deni told him. “He was expecting a quick response.”

“Here,” Frinz handed her one of the cups. His stimule was stronger than the sort they used in the estate, the smell violently invading Deni’s nostrils. She mumbled her thanks and wondered how to get rid of it. The tollman immediately started gulping his down. He released a satisfied belch, watching Deni’s face as though expecting her to be impressed, then he threw his cup aside and said, “If it was anywhere, it’d be here.”

He pointed to a pile of torn paper. Packaging from whatever the courier brought him. Food, mostly. Frinz continued talking as he rummaged through it. “You know it’s not though, right? You think I’d miss something like that? You think I’ve ever missed a letter? Never.”

He had, more than once. He’d come down from the hill laughing as though it was a funny mistake that had happened to someone else. Those letters had not been this important, though. 

“He’s worried,” Deni said. “Out of sorts.”

“Out of sorts!” Frinz chuckled at the phrase. Deni felt her cheeks flushing, not sure if she had said it wrong or if he simply found it amusing to hear her talk. The tollman said, “That man never worries, does he? To a fault. What’s he got to be worrying about?”

“Maybe the problems in Thesteran.”

Frinz paused, giving her a curious look. “What’s that?”

“Sincade said there were weapons used. Found by other engineers. And he’s been working on something new. Big. The Guard have been –”

 “Don’t be coy, working on what?”

“They haven’t told me,” Deni said. “Not me.”

The lazy humour of Frinz’s expression became more calculating. “Bit of secrecy going around, isn’t there? Not like Balfair to hide his achievements. Likes nothing more than to blow his own horn, don’t he?”

Deni mumbled a suggestion. “Maybe you saw something in the estate, from the tower?” 

Frinz studied her, thinking this through. She avoided looking at him, as always, waiting, hoping he would take the bait. Run to the authorities to earn a few chips for this information.

“I can’t see the estate from up here,” Frinz told her, carefully. “Not through the trees and rock. You tell the engineer that, yes?” He was careful to repeat this, “You tell the engineer that whatever he’s up to, I know nothing about it, and even if I did I wouldn’t say, would I? Same as I never told him about that guard taking the letter, you know. I’m to be trusted.”

Deni nodded, heeding the firmness in his voice. He thought she was testing him. And he was too dumbly loyal to consider the engineer a threat. Too lazy to consider what change might bring. Deni took a breath for one final attempt. “Will there be more inspections?”

Frinz eyed her, taking another long swig of his drink.

She clarified: “Because of the other engineers.”

His cup stayed at his lips, concealing half his face. His eyes were locked on her but his mind was ticking over the possibility. “Well, I suppose something that like that would be in the interests of the Empire, wouldn’t it?”

Deni nodded. 

“And it wouldn’t be a slight against our Balfair, no. We’ve all the confidence in him – he’s not doing anything crazy. But they might want to check anyway. To be safe.”

It was all he needed to justify it to himself. There was no betrayal in it if it was merely the suggestion of bringing the guards more frequently. The more inspections that came through here, after all, the more he would be rewarded for accommodating the travellers.

The thought planted, Deni stood and turned to the door. “I should go.”

“Nonsense, stay here,” Frinz replied distractedly. “Have your drink. Wait while I give the place a thorough look.”

Deni shook her head but he crossed the room and his hand landed on the door, stopping her. She met his leering eyes for a moment. The stimule had already given him that terrible buzz.

“Why the hurry?” he asked. “We so rarely get a few moments alone…” She tried to move but with his bulk in front of her there was nowhere to go. His eyes roamed her face, down her dress, searching for the curves of her body. “And here you are, inviting talk for once. I thought we might have a moment.”

Deni shook her head again, more quickly.

“It’s okay, you know,” he said. “I know what he says to you. The rules. But I won’t tell him if you don’t. We can keep secrets, right? Like your letter. And you’ve still got needs, don’t you? Still got blood beating through you. It’s a piteous thing, you hiding in that building with those two clowns, but I’m here. Always here for you.”

“Balfair will be waiting,” Deni squeaked. 

Again, the mention of the name gave the tollman pause. He said, with little conviction, “Let him wait. What’s he going to do?”

He moved away, not wanting an answer; he would not actually defy the engineer.

“Bastard deserves more inspections,” Frinz muttered. Seeing a chance to get out, Deni slipped through the door while his back was turned. Tears teasing the corners of her eyes, she ran back to her tricycle, telling herself this was necessary. However dangerous it felt, and the position she was putting herself in, it was necessary.



When Deni came into the entrance hall, Sincade called her name and made her jump. She stood as a statue as he approached from under the stairs. He knew how to use the shadows as well as she did. 

“What’s wrong with you?” he demanded, seeing her face blotched from crying. As close to sympathy as he got. She muttered a dismissal that barely formed a word. He scratched his scalp and said, “He shouldn’t send you to see that oaf.”

“I offered,” Deni replied quietly.

“You shouldn’t offer.”

She nodded in agreement.

Sincade took a deep breath. He had been waiting, wanted to tell her something. Looking at her now, though, he was revealing nothing. Deni snatched a glance at him, trying to figure it out. He looked disappointed, if anything.

“It was cold out,” Deni explained, almost in a whisper. “There was no problem at the bridge. The wind on the way back…”

“Stop,” Sincade said. “Go and freshen up. Take the evening, we’ll be working late.”

Deni nodded. Then her lips moved and she heard the words come out of her mouth before she had the chance to consider them. “Is it a weapon?”

“Excuse me?” Sincade shot back fiercely.

Without daring to look up, Deni forced out the next question. “Why can’t you tell me?”

Sincade did not answer at once. She could feel his eyes boring into her and she stirred her feet uncomfortably. He finally said, “Because you need to ask.”

Then he padded away.



From her room, Deni listened. They were grinding metal in the south wing. Her window offered nothing but a view of the half-pruned annex court, no clue as to what was going on in the far reaches of the estate. Every time the grinding stopped, she heard different objects being scraped into place, dragged noisily across floors. The project was ever-expanding.

The maid toyed with the knife on her wrist, slipping it in and out of the sheath.

They must have been getting exhausted, working so late. If she went banging, they would come to the door to turn her away. She could force her way in, see what they were doing. Frighten them with the blade if she had to.

Teach them to play games with her.

Teach them to be cryptic.

Because you need to ask.

How else could she get the answers?

They had no respect. Had no faith in her. Thought she was only good for washing and dusting and cooking and moving furniture. Think she can’t keep a secret. Think she can’t understand what these geniuses are up to. Think so little of her. Think so little.

She was pacing a circle in the middle of the room, her breath quickening. Deni caught the look of herself in the mirror. In the low light of the lantern, her face was sinisterly dark, her pale skin stark against the flat, angular mess of her black hair and dress. There was a hole at the top of her left sleeve, white threads showing where a rip had gone through to the under-layer. She needed to repair it.

Was that the problem?

She wasn’t taking care of herself. They thought she was a mess?

She had to ask. They thought she was stupid? 

Or they thought she talked too much, still?

No.

The problem was them. The problem was always them. 

The guards couldn’t come quickly enough.
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The day finally came. 

The chaotic clamour of the entrance bells heralded Frinz’s arrival, and he entered the building with the news that there was an inspector on the way. It was much earlier than usual; something had triggered it. The letter had fallen into the wrong hands or Frinz had passed on Deni’s thoughts. Maybe both. The reason wasn’t important; it was happening and something was going to change. This heinous project would be exposed, the engineer would be destroyed.

Deni could not help but smile, thinly, as she listened to Frinz’s report from the edge of the entrance hall. Balfair gruffly cut the tollman off. “Come to the office. Deni, get back to work.”

She went into the servants’ passage, but once through she stopped and listened as they drew away to the office. She crept after them, avoiding the creaks of the floor she knew all too well, and hid in the passage flanking the room. The men’s hushed tones weren’t quiet enough to be inaudible, not here. 

“They stopped at Hadersherry,” Frinz said. “The courier saw them this morning before he set out. They’ll reach the bridge this afternoon.”

“They know,” Sincade said, tension clear in his voice. “How could they know?”

“What exactly is it they should know?” Frinz asked.

“They could have any number of reasons for a visit,” Balfair said, ignoring the question. “An earlier inspection to fit some change in their calendar. Perhaps a new opportunity they need to discuss.”

“That just happens to bring them here now?” Sincade sneered. “They’re coming early because they know.”

His voice reduced in volume as he restrained his anger. For once it wasn’t frustration at Deni burning their food or at Balfair asking him to repeat a menial task. It was confirmation that this was terrible news. The Guard would bring conflict.

The many layers of Frinz’s heavy clothing squeaked against each other as the tollman shifted his weight. He insisted, uncomfortably, “It might just be this business in the north, don’t you think? They’re concerned and doing more inspections – aren’t they?”

“Why should they think to do that here?” Sincade pressed angrily.

“I haven’t said a thing,” Frinz quickly replied. “Didn’t even know you were working on something I shouldn’t be talking about, not until Deni mentioned it.”

Deni almost shot away from the wall but caught herself. Couldn’t make a sound now. 

Frinz shifted again, and let out a nervous sort of chuckle that said whatever he was reading from the other two was more serious than he had anticipated.

“You understand, now?” Balfair said quietly. To Sincade, it seemed. “This is why.”

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Sincade replied sharply. “Of course she’s been concerned, what did you expect? I told you we should’ve –”

“Enough,” the engineer snapped. “It’s not important now. The problem has spread, no matter our attempts to contain it.”

“Look, what they could know or how they know it, that’s not my place to say,” Frinz said. “I wanted to give you fair warning, is all. You’ve got an hour before they reach the bridge, I’d say. Maybe a little more. I can try and delay them, but no promises.”

“Yes,” Balfair replied. “Yes, of course, you go.”

There was no sound of movement.

“Ah,” Balfair said. “Sincade, there’s a pouch of chips in the drawer there.”

Footsteps and the scratch of a drawer opening followed, as the servant retrieved the tollman’s pay. Then the jangling of chips as Frinz had the audacity to count his reward. Deni shook her head, privately admonishing him.

“That’s generous, Mr Balfair, you needn’t have, I’m happy to help,” Frinz said, audibly pocketing the chips. “Is there anything else I can do?”

“Perhaps,” Balfair murmured, “Come with them when they arrive. An hour won’t be enough time, but we have some contingencies in place.”

“Balfair,” Frinz replied uneasily, “if this is dangerous –”

“It’s not. As long as we can convince them so.”

“And what does that entail?”

A pause, the engineer now reading the tollman. He spoke firmly. “It’ll entail you doing as you’re told. Get back to the bridge at once.”

Frinz scoffed, a restrained laugh that said he was not a slave and did not take orders. He thumped away across the room, though, without further complaint. The door to the office opened, out onto the entrance hall, and Deni rushed back through the servants’ passage to come at them from a different angle. She blundered out just as the opposite corridor’s door squeaked in, Sincade ahead of Frinz.

Deni stopped, partly looking away.

“Why aren’t you in the kitchen?” Sincade demanded. 

Frinz navigated his weight around the servant, interrupting to say, “Seems you were right to be worried, hmm?”

Sincade huffed. “Show Mr Frinz out.”

There was hardly a need; Sincade could have crossed the hallway and opened the doors in a matter of seconds, but he was agitated, searching for a way to control the situation. Deni nodded and headed for the doors as Sincade disappeared back into the adjoining corridor.

“Is it very bad?” Deni asked the tollman quietly. She could tell from the lazy pace of his footfalls that, however bad it was, he was still prepared to take his time and ogle her.

“It’s an inspection,” Frinz said. “Earlier than usual, that’s all.”

“Your news seems to have upset Sincade.”

Frinz let out a rumbling laugh, “When does anything not upset him?”

Deni did not join in the joke. Realising he had not amused her, Frinz continued, “Well, you’re right that they’re up to something, at least. They’re not exactly subtle. And it’s not the usual inspector with the guards.”

“Not Inspector Ricin?”

“No, dear,” Frinz told her, his pitying tone suggesting she couldn’t possibly understand. “This fellow is probably profiteering from the Empire’s paranoia, if you know what I mean.” Frinz paused. “No, of course you don’t. Let’s hope your Balfair isn’t up to something too terrible, huh?”

Deni stepped away from the door, keeping her gaze down to be sure he wasn’t encouraged to say any more or, worse, try to touch her. Whatever unwelcoming signal she exuded he ignored, coming in to kiss her cheek. She squeezed her eyes shut, imagining away the sloppy contact and the bristle of his beard.

“I’ll be back soon,” Frinz said. “Who knows, maybe they’ll take him away and give the estate to us.” He let out a harsh laugh. “Wouldn’t that be a fine thing?”

The tollman swaggered out onto the porch, pausing at the top of the steps and taking a breath of the swamp air. The ever-present ceiling of clouds that hung over them looked particularly dark and thick that day. He continued to chuckle.

Deni remained in the doorway as he descended the steps, imagining him laughing with the guards when they arrived. He would take their money for crossing the bridge, then he would take more of Balfair’s money for being there with them. He would be around, making himself known, as long as there was something in it for him. And she would make sure that whatever opportunity the guards brought to be rid of the engineer, she would use it against the loathsome tollman, too.



By the time Deni reached the passages skirting the south wing, Balfair and Sincade were already unravelling the chain from the main door. She pressed herself into the shadows and listened as closely as she could. Balfair instructed, “Be ready to shut it all down at a moment’s notice. I want the Lance ready, but no sign that we’re working in there. Drape a canvas over the entrance. Give them no reason to enter.”

“And where will you be?” Sincade said.

“Away from here. They’ll ask about my location, they won’t consider yours. Besides, I have to speak with Deni.”

“Do you think it was her?” Sincade asked.

Balfair was quiet. 

“No, she doesn’t know anything,” he said. “But she could still talk when they come.”

“She has nothing to say,” Sincade said.

Deni tensed. She had plenty to say. She was saying things all the time. Just not to them. Not out loud. How dare he. How dare they. This was exactly the problem. 

She shook herself out of her thoughts, catching the last words the engineer said: “…when sacrifices may be made. It is worth it.”

Deni closed her eyes. No more. She had already sacrificed enough, with her blood and tears soaked into the tiles of this decrepit mansion. It was their turn.
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By the time the engineer ambled back to the kitchen, Deni had rushed ahead to fill a sink with soapy water. Putting his own tricks to use, she was scrubbing hard at a pan she’d already cleaned.

“Deni,” he said. She spun as though surprised. He looked haunted. “Our work in the south wing – we have fortunately moved quicker than we expected, but this inspection could still prove dangerous to all of us. Sincade and I must finish this, unimpeded. Whatever it takes, you must keep the guards from the south wing. Better if they have no knowledge that anything is happening there.”

Deni opened her mouth, knowing she shouldn’t talk back but sensing that now, if ever, the rules might not apply. “What’s happening?”

“I cannot say.” He shook his head. “If there’s the slightest chance that they do not already know then I must keep the details to my chest. It’s too great a risk even to speak of these things, to release them.”

The Universal Consciousness. That was his excuse for excluding her, now.

“But you wrote about it!” Deni’s frustration burst out. “You put it in a letter.”

Balfair’s brow folded with deep, aggravated creases. The tremble of his irises and the inward folding of his lips betrayed his suppressed anger. “We can hope the letter was never read. Be thankful that without a response we’ve worked harder. Now, prepare a tray of cove wine and some food. Road biscuits, perhaps. The later vintage cove wine should do. I believe it’s stronger.”

“But can’t –”

“Just do as I say!” His voice rose, face reddening. He caught himself, tremoring, and said, “Now, more than ever, trust in the results.”

Deni nodded, not daring to question further. The engineer pulled out one of the stools from the counter and sat down. He muttered under his breath, too quiet to hear. Deni ventured a different tack. 

“Do you think Mr Frinz said something?” she asked. “Or… me?”

Balfair shook his head. “I do not think any of you would be that foolish. What use would it do? You’d only be hurt. Or thrown to the wastes. And I dread to think of you struggling in the Metropolis. Down the mines. You know how lucky you are to be here.”

Deni stared at him, for once, directly. He was looking back at her, but through her, somewhere else in his thoughts. Completely ignorant of her feelings. 

How lucky she was.

She said, “I will do whatever I can to help.”

“I know,” he said, “Do not worry. We must do this – it will give us meaning. All this.” He waved a hand towards the ceiling. “All that’s above us, we will make sense of it. Break down barriers. Whatever difficulties we face will be worth it.”

Deni went quiet. He had no right to tell her what was worth it or not. He deserved whatever was coming. He could change the world with his own life, for better or worse, but he had no right to sacrifice hers. No right to pit her against the Guard, who had never done anything but support them in this lonely wilderness. She had been left alone all this time; she would stand alone now.

After a few moments of silence he realised she was staring. He frowned and muttered, “It’s time to act.”



Deni raced through the building at the sounds of the guards approaching, through the servants’ tunnels to a circular staircase, up the tower. She got to the top just in time to see the group crossing the uneven cobbles of the mansion’s approach. Far behind them, on the other side of the estate’s warped gate and crumbled perimeter wall, she made out the shape of the guards’ waggon. It was a large road vehicle, a wooden cabin on four wheels with a crank engine at its front and a metal chamber lined with funnels at the back. She had seen the guards using it in the past. The engine at the back ran on steam, for longer journeys and heavier loads, but the smaller set of pistons, cogs and chains at the front required only its crank to be turned to build up energy for short distances. She always marvelled at how easily they operated it, what a luxury it was compared to the tricycle. Another machine she had longed for Balfair to reproduce.

The men approached. The Guard always arrived finely armoured or in new, carefully woven clothing. Inspector Ricin usually headed the group in a great sweeping cloak, but on this occasion it was a man in a well-fitted suit who was flanked by two guards plated in dull grey armour, like walking tin cans. Even at this distance, she recognised Nal and Captain Cruz, Ricin’s regular bodyguard. And there was Frinz, pottering along behind them all.

Deni moved around the watchtower to scan the estate. The hole in the roof of the south wing was just visible beyond the main building. In the other direction, there was noise coming from the sanatorium, where Balfair was busy. Both men were too far from the entrance to have heard the guards. She should ring the bells. At least shout down at them.

Give them time to prepare.

Deni shot the approaching group another look. If they came banging at the door without any warning, her master and his slave would be rattled. Forced into making mistakes. 

She kept watching, waiting for the group to get closer.



Deni approached the entrance doors with a heavy ring of keys in one hand. She busied herself by picking out one key then another, avoiding looking at the oaken barriers, even as the clatter of footsteps approached. Someone pounded a gauntlet on the door. Deni flinched, frozen still.

“Balfair!” a male voice shouted. Captain Cruz. “Open up!”

“Use this,” a softer female voice said. Nal.

A squeaky cog turned near the top of the doors. Half a dozen bells clattered together, partially hidden in the rafters. The inelegant sound rang throughout the house.

“Balfair!” Cruz yelled again. “He must have heard that, right?”

“It’s a big building,” Nal said. “Give him a minute.” The bells rang again and she snarled, “Once was enough!”

Balfair came into the entrance hall from the far door, at a brisk pace, testing different smiles as he muttered to himself, “Sanatorium, thin-rifle, sanatorium, thin-rifle.” He gave Deni a questioning look, distracted from his mental preparation, and said, “Why are you just standing there?”

Deni stared at the spectacle of the engineer at the centre of the room. Flustered, old and weak. Balfair, the master of a ruin, about to be dethroned. He waved a hand. “Let them in!”

Deni unlocked the door and was knocked back as Captain Cruz pushed past. She scurried away unnoticed as the group strode into the hall.

“You hiding from us?” Cruz demanded. 

Deni slipped into the servants’ passage and peeked back through the slit in the doorway.

“I was busy – it is a large building,” Balfair answered. 

The man in the suit casually made his way between the guards, looking the engineer up and down. He stood taller than the others, broad and square, clean-shaven and markedly well-dressed. The gold buttons on his suit and his sleek, shoulder-length hair spoke of someone of wealth and importance, while his workman’s shoes and the bulge of a wooden-handled pistol spoke of a man unafraid to get his hands dirty. He smiled as he asked, “What were you doing?”

His accent was more refined than any Deni had heard before. His whole image seemed to have thrown the engineer, who was staring at this newcomer with distrust. Balfair said, “Where’s Inspector Ricin?”

“This is a special visit,” the man said, threading his thumbs through his belt and pulling the wings of his jacket back to better reveal the pistol. Its holster ran across his chest, the gun halfway up, a flamboyant and unconventional display. With the jacket pulled open, the hilt of a knife was also visible at his hip.

“We need to see your workshop,” Cruz said. He could not have cut a starker contrast; shaven head, a deep scar at the centre of one of his cheeks, and a gutturally low voice. He had the look and sound of a criminal. It was likely he had been one, once, before someone gave him the uniform of the Road Guard – if Balfair’s paranoia was to be believed. Cruz’s visits always diminished their alcohol stocks.

Deni could feel her heart lift, imagining these two hardened men come to save her. Finally put the engineer in his place. Balfair did not shy from the captain, though, returning the man’s gaze to say, “You’re always welcome, though some warning would be nice.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard of the crisis in Thesteran,” the man in the suit said. “It’s raised concerns over anyone that might have access to past technology.”

“Myself in particular?”

“Indeed.” The man winked, mocking the engineer’s defiance. Deni’s lips curled into the slightest smile as the engineer squirmed. It was really happening. They would turn the estate over and he would be done for, whatever crime he had brought against them. She would leave this place, find a new life with a new master. One who did not hide from civilisation. She would have friends. Conversation.

The man took a piece of paper from his jacket. “You sent this message?”

Balfair did not respond at once. His eyes ran from the letter to the servants’ passage, where Deni dipped back from view. Still peeking through the crack, she saw the others looking her way, though none of them could have seen her. Balfair mulled over the accusation, while the guards waited. He said, “What message is that?”

“We’ve travelled a long way,” the man in the suit said. “Let’s cut the crap and get on with this.”

“Do you want to start by giving me your name?” Balfair said.

“Callison Montgomery. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

“Mr Montgomery. I have not. Perhaps it would be well that I explain your position. This is the Balfair estate. This is the home of such products as the armoured cuff, the spring-wheel and the thin-rifle. I have been commended and rewarded by the Guard, time and again, and I demand a certain degree of respect in my own home. So, Callison Montgomery, before you continue, please bear in mind that I have the ear of many commanders, and your behaviour here will be reported.”

As Cruz and Nal shared a concerned look, Deni felt herself shrink. Frinz, too, was distancing himself from their guests, lurking by a far wall. The engineer’s presence seemed to have swelled. Yet Callison Montgomery looked utterly unfazed. He stared the engineer down, still smiling, and replied, “I apologise, Mr Balfair. There does appear to have been a misunderstanding.” A satisfied look crossed Balfair’s face. As Balfair opened his mouth to speak, though, Montgomery continued, “I didn’t mean to give the impression I was from the Guard. I’ve been hired to do a job, not to take orders. Whatever you wish to report is your business. Not mine.” With the engineer struck dumb by this audacity, Montgomery continued into the entrance hall, inspecting the surrounding building. He said, “For what it’s worth, I do know who you are, and the work you’ve done. I expected a nicer building.”

“These are some of the finest facilities in Estalia,” Balfair said, defensive. 

“Show me them.”

The engineer countered, “If you’re not an inspector, what job have you been hired to do, exactly?”

Montgomery held up the letter again as explanation.

“That was private correspondence.”

“Not any more.”

“Detailing a project I had imagined,” Balfair continued hesitantly, as though making a reluctant confession. “But never realised. It is, of course, in our natures, as scientists, to enquire. And only through discourse can we develop those enquiries. If the project we envisage is impossible, or intangible, what better way to exercise curiosity than in correspondence?”

“Love yourself a little bit, don’t you?” Montgomery said, putting the letter back in a pocket and moving past the engineer. Balfair followed him with his eyes. “The ideas of this letter are considered threatening to the Empire. To everyone, in fact. If such a fuel source as this was discovered, and put to the use you suggest, it would be damning to us all. Hence this is not an inspection, Balfair. This is an investigation.”

“I understand,” the engineer said. “And I am trying to explain. I made notes about something I dreamt of doing but have had no opportunity to do. And I would not have done it, regardless, having already been warned by Inspector Ricin.”

“So you’re telling me it was an exercise in rhetoric? Risky, ill-advised rhetoric?”

“Exactly.”

“Prove it.”

“I can hardly show you what I haven’t been doing,” Balfair scoffed. “But I can demonstrate what I have been working on. In the sanatorium. I’ve been putting the finishing touches to the thin-rifle.”

That was it, exactly as Deni thought. The sanatorium had been prepared as a diversion. The work towards the annex was to make the estate look busy. He was going to distract them from searching further.

Montgomery raised a hand, inviting Balfair to lead the way. 



Hurrying through the servants’ passages to cut off the group on the other side of the house, Deni listened for the noises of the guards and the engineer as they took the longer route. He would walk them through the abandoned aviary and along the perimeter cloister before taking the stairs to the dining hall and going through to the sanatorium. It was a deliberately labyrinthine path to a destination that could be reached in two minutes via the servants’ passages. 

Balfair revelled in these deceptions. Even if the estate was in such a state of disrepair that roaches would sooner sleep outside, its high-ceiled halls and winding corridors created the impression of expanse. Give him enough time and he would convince them, well enough, that all his work was being done far away from the south wing. They might never even realise they had missed part of the building.

Unless she could divert them. Create a noise. Leave a scent, something.

Deni rushed through the kitchen, past the tray of glasses filled with thick beige cove wine and the plates piled high with road biscuits. More useless work done for the useless man. Her eyes ran over the various cupboards, searching for something, anything that she could use.

She stopped as the thought hit her. Why not simply say it? Stand in front of the group and say it. He’s doing something in the south wing. She could picture the fury in Balfair’s face. The bald betrayal, demanding retribution. But Cruz and Nal would be there to protect her from his wrath, wouldn’t they?

“You saw them?” Sincade’s voice startled her from her thoughts. 

“You frightened me,” Deni said quietly, as he slid into the room. 

“What are you doing?”

“I thought they were coming here. For drinks.”

Sincade hummed, not convinced. He said, “Who’s the person in charge?”

“Have you…” Deni hesitantly answered, needing to ask a question of her own. Sincade gave her one of his dark looks. She went on, “Have you hidden your work?”

“Do not speak of it,” he said. Then, almost as an accusation, “Balfair said you spoke to Frinz. Could it have led to an accidental message? A rumour he might have spread to the Guard?”

Deni quickly shook her head. “I don’t know what happened. They… have his letter.”

Sincade hissed like a snake in a trap.

Deni said nothing. She wanted, above all, to confirm what it was they had to hide. If it had started out as a fuel source, as the suited man suggested, it had grown into something different by this point. Possibly whatever the Guard had feared it would become.

She did not get a chance to ask more, though. Besides, he would never answer.

Balfair’s voice resounded through the walls. “Up ahead, I’m sure you’ll be impressed.”

“Come on,” Sincade said, eyeing Deni carefully. “We’re going to join them. Together.”
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“Ricin did not always appreciate it,” Balfair said, leading the crowd through the sanatorium’s grimy corridors. “But I expect you fully understand the merits of my weaponry.”

“What is this place?” Montgomery asked with distaste.

“The Balfair estate had isolated medical facilities,” Balfair explained. “It served the wider population. Long before our records begin, of course.” The gently flickering light of the piped gas lanterns bounced off the tiles in a sickly green shade. The sanatorium was always eerily cold and the metal doors and bars across the windows hinted at a more sinister purpose. There was no furniture, bar the tool benches they had installed, but some of the ancient metal spikes and padded beds stored in the loft must have come from this part of the house. Balfair explained with a detail Deni suspected he had invented: “The earlier owners cared greatly for the surrounding area and took in all manner of patients, acting as guardians of the region’s health, as well as other interests.”

Deni took in the mess nervously. Balfair or Sincade had been here since she had shifted all this equipment in. They had moved things around to make it look as if work had been done recently. At the back of the group, she occasionally cleared her throat with the lightest of coughs in anticipation of saying something. Loud and clear for all to hear. On one cough, though, she caught Frinz’s attention. He looked wary of her. She forced a smile that didn’t soften him.

This was bad. Sincade and Balfair leading the pack, into the territory the engineer had already prepared, and her stuck there with Frinz, the guards surrounded. Cruz and Nal were armed with metal batons at their belts, but Balfair might have guns ready. Frinz might have a knife, or anything else, hidden under the bulk of his clothes.

“Through here.” Balfair guided them into one of the larger chambers of the medical wing. Its narrow doorway opened onto a wide room lined with long benches, covered with tool-parts, vices and bags of powder. Balfair stopped at the middle table, where the latest thin-rifle lay.

On seeing it, Cruz said to Montgomery, “This thing’s been in development for over a season now. Every time it’s one thing or another wrong with it. You know what I think? The bastard’s too busy jerking himself off to get it finished.”

 “Actually, I’ve mastered it,” Balfair told him through gritted teeth. “If you recall, the aim was listing to one side, but I believe the accuracy is now comparable to your most favoured weapons. Perhaps you’d like a demonstration?”

Montgomery ran a hand over the dormant gun, a long, square pipe. “Interesting casing. You have access to a lot of exotic materials out here?”

“The swamp is fertile,” Sincade answered. “If you dare enter it.”

Montgomery laughed, then shook his head at Sincade. The servant returned a loathing look. He spoke through the side of his mouth to Balfair. “Sir, if I’m not needed here –”

“Where would you rather be?” Montgomery asked.

There was her opportunity. Deni opened her mouth to say it. The south wing. You need to check the south wing. A squeak came out. When all eyes fell on her, she found nothing else followed. She fixed on Balfair’s expression, the engineer scowling. He said, “My servants have plenty to attend to in this building. We’re always fully available for the Guard, though. Deni, if you’d like to come forward.”

Deni hesitated, but Balfair nodded and she slipped through the crowd to the middle of the room. As she passed Nal, she avoided the guard’s eye, fearing that she would give something away. Deni had betrayed Balfair by handing her the letter and Nal hadn’t betrayed Deni by mentioning it. Surely she must know this was what Deni wanted? With everyone watching, Deni didn’t dare reveal it, though.

Balfair handed the rifle to Deni and she looked at it sitting across her palms, over a metre long. It was like a metal broomstick, with a wooden grip towards the centre and a small, hooked handle at the end. By the handle was a hammer, which Balfair tapped as he said, “Click it back, Deni. Then it’s good to go.”

The men all watched as Deni set the hammer. Balfair stepped aside, holding a hand up in the direction of one of the walls, where a wooden post stood, splintered with bullet holes. 

“When you’re ready,” Balfair said.

Deni lifted the gun uncertainly, tested the weight. It was almost as light as a broom, in fact. She aimed it towards the wooden post and paused. She could spin it back to Balfair and pull the trigger. He would die before anyone could stop her, then she could shout at them to get to the south wing and uncover his treachery.

Assuming it was loaded. Was it a trick to draw her out?

“Deni, please,” the engineer pressed, and she panicked. She pulled the trigger and the weapon fired with a huge report. The men jumped back in surprise as the gun was torn from her hands and hit the floor, a cloud of smoke puffing over her head and the side of the wooden post erupting in a small explosion of wood.

“By Dendra,” Nal uttered her surprise.

“So light,” Balfair told them loudly, proudly, over the ringing echo of the shot. “Even the slightest maid could use it. Ideal for home defence. Town militias.”

Slightest maid. Deni gave him a glance. Regretting she had wasted the shot.

“Arming the irresponsible,” Montgomery commented. “Hardly seems wise.”

“Just for example!” Balfair rushed to continue, returning the gun to the table. “Of course, its main use would be with the Guard. The coming trouble surely warrants –”

Montgomery put a hand on the gun’s barrel, stopping the engineer. He said, “Balfair, if this is the total of your work, then we have a problem. Ricin reported you were close to completing the rifle already.”

“There’s more,” Balfair said, then crossed the room for what Deni knew was coming next. He threw back the doors to a tall locker, revealing at least twenty similar rifles, standing at attention.

Montgomery took a step towards the case. “Ah.”

There was no way for them to know that the rifle the engineer had been pleading for more time on had been completed many moons before. When the inspector had been told that they were experimenting with a refined trigger mechanism, the weapons had already been in place. Deni glared. Would any of them believe her if she said so?

Balfair said, “The moment I realised we were close to perfecting it, I produced more. Twenty-three, in total. Plus the prototype, which I am continuing to tweak, that’s twenty-four. Enough to arm a battle barge. Sincade can load them into your waggon at once, if you wish.”

“Impressive,” Montgomery noted. “But it doesn’t prove anything, does it?”

“It proves what I’ve been working on,” Balfair said. “What more can I show you?”

“Everything,” Montgomery said. “The whole estate.”

Sincade tensed in the corner of the room, near the rifles. Deni watched him, wondering if the slave would do something rash. If Balfair’s lies failed, if the search was still on the cards, how far were they prepared to go?

“None of this was here last time,” Nal commented, gesturing to some of the tools. “They’ve been busy.”

“Don’t be lazy,” Montgomery said. “This place is obviously filled with tricks, a convenient pile of new weapons included.” Balfair’s face fell as he recognised his equal in this man. Deni’s eyes shone hopefully as Montgomery went on, “What say we go back to the entrance and start there? I want to see every room.”

“The only work we do is in here and the eastern office space,” Sincade said. “Little else of the building is usable. The annex, for example, we’ve barely got access to.”

Balfair shot Sincade a reproachful look. Montgomery raised an eyebrow. Deni frowned at the act. The pair of snakes, making it look like a secret. Surely the guards weren’t that stupid. They would turn over the building in their own way, get as far as the south wing, uncover this mystery without being misdirected.

“What annex?” Cruz asked. “We never saw an annex.”

“It’s nothing,” Balfair said carefully. “We’re clearing it for storage.”

“Why not just show them, they’re so curious?” Sincade said, indignant, like he was undermining his master. “Waste everyone’s time.”

What use was this trickery? The annex was far from the south wing, but once they looked there they would continue their tour. Deni had merely cleared the way, cleared some space inside. Sealed the windows and holes in the walls.

Montgomery smiled, taking the bait. “Yes, I think we should start there.”

“No,” Deni heard herself say, without thinking. Silence as the focus fell back to her. Balfair and Sincade looked more surprised than anyone. Montgomery cocked his head to one side, especially curious now. She wanted to go on, to finish the point: no, it’s not the right place to look. It’s a trap!

No more words came out. She fixed her eyes on the leg of a nearby table, face tight with frustration. She didn’t know exactly what they were planning, but she knew it was a trick, at least. The annex…it was one of the only places in the estate that didn’t have multiple entrances. No way out.

Tell them. Tell them now.

“Lead the way,” Montgomery ordered. Balfair did as he was told. 

The words caught in Deni’s throat. When the others had turned away, Sincade gave her a short, satisfied nod. Thinking she had done well.



Sincade and Balfair played their part perfectly, Deni saw with terrible dread, as the group passed through the tunnel she had carved in the thorny weeds. The pair reached the single door to the annex and pressed forward, keen to get in there first. Sincade was two paces ahead of everyone else. Balfair was similarly eager, almost at a jog.

“If you’ll wait for a moment, we need to check –” he was saying, pulling out his keys.

Cruz put one hand on the engineer’s chest as he tore the keys from his hand with the other. “Maybe it’s best that we go first,” he said. “Wouldn’t want you hiding anything.”

Sincade glared hatefully at the captain as Cruz opened the door, onto a pitch-black room piled at the sides with the nondescript shapes of discarded furniture. Cruz leant in, checking that it was safe, then looked back to Nal and nodded. Nal scanned the crowd for a moment, giving Deni one last chance to protest. The maid met her eyes with wide, tremulous warning, but the guard either didn’t register the expression or didn’t care. The two guards moved into the darkness.

Montgomery passed Balfair to join them.

“There’s a light,” Sincade said, hand on the door. “On the right.”

Montgomery went to enter.

“It’s a trap!” Deni cried out, at last finding her voice.

Montgomery’s head snapped back towards her, hand moving to his pistol in the same instant. He had whipped the gun out before Sincade could react, and as the slave slammed the door and shoved Montgomery, the pistol went off. Balfair fell aside with a cry but surged forward, throwing his weight onto the door as the guards inside turned back. He turned the key as Nal and Cruz pounded to get out.

Montgomery jammed an elbow into Sincade’s ribs as the slave dragged him to the floor. Sincade screamed as he dug his fingers into the suited man’s arms and bit at his neck. Montgomery bucked, unable to shake the spidery slave. “Help him!” Balfair roared to the others. Shaken out of his dumb uncertainty, Frinz blundered forward, shouldering into Montgomery from the side. His weight jolted the gun from Montgomery’s hand and together he and Sincade wrestled Montgomery back across the courtyard.

Deni watched in shock. Montgomery put up a tremendous fight, resisting both men at once with punches and kicks, but he was too crowded to get any effective blows in. They bundled him towards the well. She cried out as he tripped on a root and stumbled, pivoting over the small wall and into the pit. Montgomery let out a short, surprised cry as he disappeared.

The moment he was gone, Sincade and Frinz dropped to the ground, both trying to regain their breath. The pounding on the annex door grew louder, Cruz roaring, “You’re dead, Balfair! Dead!”

The engineer took a canister no bigger than a thick candle from one of his pockets and twisted it open. It spewed out a cloud of gas. He used his free arm to cover his nose and mouth as he squeezed the cylinder under the shaking door, the smoke puffing into the annex.

“Get back, get back!” Nal shouted. “Gas!”

The pounding stopped as the guards retreated into the annex.

“I’m sorry!” Balfair shouted, rising to his feet. “When it’s done, you’ll see! It’s necessary!”

With the canister hissing on the other side of the door, small puffs of smoke coming back out, the engineer scanned the courtyard. Sincade was up, glaring fiercely at Deni, while Frinz remained heaving on the floor, trying to get his energy back.

Balfair picked up Montgomery’s gun and took a few steps towards Deni, eyes filled with anger. The tip of his right arm had been grazed by Montgomery’s bullet; his jacket was torn and flecked with blood. It was barely a wound. Deni retreated with a whimper.

“Ought to throw you down there too,” Balfair said.

Deni looked to Sincade, to avoid the engineer. Sincade wore an expression she recognised. The same disappointment he had felt when the inspectors had accepted the spring-wheel after he had argued with the engineer against it. Anger at Balfair for being right. It was evidence that he had, at some point, defended the maid. Deni said, weakly, “I’m sorry.”

 “I thought you had more sense,” the engineer snarled. “But you’ve proven otherwise. Through and through.”

“She panicked,” Sincade said, appearing at his side. “She didn’t know any better. She helped get them out here, at least.”

Balfair grunted. “And how did they get the letter?”

“She gave it to one of the guards,” Frinz said, hoarsely. Deni gave him a fierce look but he ignored it. He was quieter than usual, still seated on the ground. “And she tricked me. She said there might be more inspections. I sent a message to check. See if anyone was coming, so I could be ready.”

Deni gaped at him, incredulous.

Balfair moved quicker than she could argue, raising Montgomery’s pistol. She flinched again. He didn’t shoot, though. He said, “What possible reason could you have?”

All the reasons in the world crowded Deni’s head. None would come out, though.

Sincade placed a hand on the gun and said, “We need to get moving. They won’t be contained forever.”

“Take a thin-rifle and wait,” Balfair said. “Shoot them as they come.”

“I am no soldier! And neither are you! We can’t take that chance!” The engineer finally tore his gaze away from Deni to admonish his other slave. Seeing Sincade staring him down, he hesitated. Sincade continued, “It’s started, now. All that’s left is to finish it.”

“Yes,” Balfair agreed. He shoved past Deni and called to Frinz, “Get up, you moron. Take Deni back inside. Watch her and watch the entrance.”

Frinz tried to get up but floundered, almost falling over, then stumbled a few paces to get upright. He went to say something but when he caught sight of how Sincade and Balfair were glowering at him, he chose not to.

“You’ll be rewarded,” the engineer told him, then marched back towards the main building. Sincade regarded Deni one more time, shook his head and went to follow. Steadying himself, the tollman looked from the annex to the well, back to the engineer, and slowly said, “You can count on me.” Then he said it louder, building confidence: “You can count on me!”

He locked his eyes on Deni. She tried to pull away but he got a chunky hand onto her elbow. “Stupid girl,” he snapped. “Let’s go.”
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Deni watched in grim silence as Frinz planted himself on a stool. She stayed far away, on a stool of her own, scanning the kitchen for some way out. There were two tables between them. They formed a strong barrier, and the stools surrounding them would give Frinz some obstacles to advance over, but it was little help. Though he didn’t have his hands on the thin-rifle that Sincade had delivered, which rested on the counter beside him, it was within reach. She had seen herself how easily it could be operated. Even this slovenly man would have no difficulty shooting her down. 

The shock of their conflict and Frinz’s part in throwing a man down the well seemed to have worn off. He ate the biscuits messily and sipped the wine, back in his bubble of self-satisfaction. Not caring that the engineer’s actions spelt certain doom for all of them, or that whatever Balfair was up to was threatening the Empire.

When Deni had stared at him in vague disgust for long enough, she finally cleared her throat and strained to be heard. “They’ll execute us all.”

“What’s that?” Frinz replied loudly, muffled by the pulp of biscuit in his mouth.

“They’ll execute us,” Deni said, raising her voice a little. 

Frinz chewed and swallowed then took a large gulp of cove wine. Maybe he would drink enough to pass out. In the short time he had been relaxing there, he certainly seemed to have grown more merry. He grinned, pushing off from the stool and swaying on the spot. He said, “Balfair’s smart. He’s got a plan.”

“Does he?” Deni said. She hoped to challenge him, to get him thinking, but her voice was too quiet and weak. It sounded uncertain, rather than challenging. The tollman ignored it, drinking again as he studied her.

“You’ll be all right,” Frinz assured her. “A little momentary lapse – he won’t care about it. You’ve done worse, after all. This soft face, this innocent figure, he’s a sucker for it.”

Deni frowned. How much worse had she done?

“Ever since Methild passed,” the tollman said, “you know, all he ever wanted from you was something pretty he could shelter. Protect, better than he did her. Even when it seemed you were a liability, he kept you around.”

“Without involving me in anything,” Deni muttered. Frinz shrugged. So what.

“It worked, didn’t it? Just keep quiet and, you know…” Frinz let out a repulsive belch. He chuckled. “Let them finish what they’re doing. Tomorrow we’ll have another day. You might ache from a beating, and I might have heavier pockets, with what’s coming my way, but you know, everything will be the same.”

“No,” Deni said, louder now. “This will change everything –”

“There’s problems in it,” Frinz said, “Granted. You don’t – I mean – this is the Guard he’s attacked and all. But there’s a reason. Always a reason with Balfair, you know? He’s built something they just don’t understand yet, that’ll be it. Needed time to demonstrate it. He didn’t want to hurt them, did he. Just buying time to show them what’s what. Then they’ll come round. He’ll sort it all out.”

“You don’t believe that,” Deni said.

“Don’t worry,” Frinz insisted. Seeing himself as some kind of protector, or mentor, or something she couldn’t really fathom, he took a step closer, smiling. Like she needed his advice, like she wanted him there. “You do remember when you were young, and there was that thing – that great bloody accident – because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself?”

“I was a child...”

“Sure. But how many times I’ve had it, Sincade bitching about what you get away with. Blowing up half the engineer’s work, taking extra food, special treatment, that crap.”

“I don’t –” she said.

“And I get it in the other ear from the engineer. Should’ve got another boy, simpler, stronger. I told him he should’ve, if that’s how he was inclined, what a waste when he never had any designs on you. Proper designs, I mean. Think he went a bit numb, after Methild.”

Deni wanted to tell him to stop. Her mind raced over the insults she might make. The defiance she might show. I’ve achieved as much as any boy. I work just as hard. I never needed to be more than what I am to make it worth my being here.

None of it would come out, though. She just glared at the tollman, willing him to feel her indignation. He was grinning back, swirling his drink. He said, “He probably assumes we’ve done it, anyway. The times he’s sent you out to see me – what do you think he’s thinking, really? He’s not stupid.”

“He thinks you’re loyal,” Deni answered, knowing it to be the truth.

“Nah.” Frinz moved along the counter. Leaving the rifle behind. He was convincing himself as he walked. “He probably doesn’t even care. Thinks you’ve had it from me already. Not like he ever asks.”

Deni backed off, edging around the counter. She bumped into one of the stools.

“If he already thinks that,” he said, “would be a waste not to act on it, wouldn’t it?”

“He’ll kill you,” Deni uttered, barely audible.

“He’s got bigger problems right now, doesn’t he?” Frinz shrugged. He took one last gulp, finishing the drink. “We all do, apparently.”

She saw it in his face, then, the change that had overcome the tollman since the scuffle in the courtyard. He wasn’t drunk and he wasn’t merely relaxing back into his old self. He was dealing with the gravity of their situation with a dismissive, fatalist mood. He wanted to make the most of his lot in what small, futile way he could. 

Deni looked to the closest door, five metres away. She glanced back to the rifle, on the other side of him. She made a move, turning slightly, and he sprang into action. The tollman crashed around the counter, knocking stools out of the way and bearing down on her. She got two steps away before his thick arms embraced her. Deni shrieked as Frinz hugged her to him. He flung her around to face him, chest to chest as he leant onto her. Pinned between him and the counter, she could barely move, wrists forced back against her shoulders. He breathed alcohol into her eyes and the crumbs from his mouth scratched her cheeks. He said, “It’s okay, it’s okay.”

“You can’t –” Deni whimpered.

“We’ve all got bigger problems,” Frinz repeated. Deni tried to shift, to free her hands. One of his heavy arms tightened around her shoulders as he inhaled deeply. “Don’t be scared. I can take care of you.”

“Please,” Deni said.

“No need to beg,” Frinz laughed, “I’m right here.”

He planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek, the weight of his unpractised affection shoving her head sideways. He loosened one of his hands and sent it probing over her torso, clumsily clutching at the fabric of her dress. He pressed into her, squeezing her, rubbing his lips over her skin. Her efforts to break free became more panicked and urgent as she pushed back, tensing, screwing her eyes and mouth closed. Breathing heavily, he pulled away to reposition her, to better clutch her skirt and lift it. Her hand came free and she grabbed at the other wrist, pulled the knife free and thrust it at him.

The tollman’s lustful panting was cut off by a sudden gasp. He took a step back, releasing Deni as his horrified eyes saw the knife protruding from his canvas shirt, in a gap between the layers of fur and leather. A circle of crimson spread around it. He lifted a hand, but his fingers grasped limply, in too much shock to do more.

Deni ducked under his arms and darted away. She sprang around another counter to get to the rear door. As she reached it, a moment from freedom, Frinz crashed into something behind her. A table was overturned, stools scattering. She cringed, expecting a gunshot to follow. There was silence, though. She turned back. The tollman was gone.

He had fallen, somewhere between the tables, and was no longer making a sound.

Deni’s eyes rested on the gun lying on the counter.



The wind was picking up when Deni reached the annex, a familiar whistle riding through the gaps in the buildings. It masked some of the sounds from the other side of the estate, but she could still hear the hum of a great machine at work. Balfair and Sincade were making so much noise that they could not have heard the commotion in the kitchen. She prayed to Dendra they would not hear this, either.

Deni pulled the trigger on the thin-rifle, taking care to hold on much tighter this time. Once again it was wrenched from her hands as its boom echoed off the walls of the buildings flanking the courtyard. The shot tore through the annex lock, ripping a hole in the door and flinging it open at the same time. Wisps of green smoke spiralled out.

“I’m warning you!” Nal’s voice shouted, but stopped there.

“Please,” Deni said quietly. Wincing at her own useless voice, she dug down, looking at her bloody hands for inspiration, and spoke louder, “Please come out! It’s safe!”

There was a moment of stillness, then the shape of the guard entered the doorway. Nal ventured out, baton in hand, carefully studying the maid. She stopped and scanned the thorny surroundings. Her eyes fixed on the rifle. “You did this?”

Deni nodded and moved to the gun. As she did, Nal darted for it too, lifting the bat and saying “Not so fast!” The maid dropped back, raising her hands, unwittingly showing the blood that caked them. Nal’s face shifted as she asked, “What happened?”

Deni shook her head lightly and, rather than explain, said, “They’re in the south wing.”

Nal swept up the rifle and checked it over. She pulled back the lever which opened a chamber in the pipe, where the bullets went in. She grunted, dissatisfied, but kept hold of the gun as she turned back to the annex and shouted “Come on! It’s clear!”

Captain Cruz emerged, doubled over and moving in a stupor. He had to put a hand on the doorframe to support himself as he came out into the courtyard, at which point Deni saw the cracks across his skin, chin dotted with blood. His eyes were stuck in a squint, as though it hurt to open them. He croaked, “Where are those fuckers?”

“They’re in the south wing,” Deni repeated, finding it easier now she’d said it once. “In the south wing. That’s where the work is. I wanted to tell you – I wanted to –”

Nal put a hand on her shoulder, looking her in the eye, and said, “Okay. We get it.” 

“When I gave you the letter –” Deni continued.

“Yeah, I get it,” Nal repeated. “I’m sorry. I gave it to the courier. It was only when Frinz came asking stupid questions that we followed it up. We mentioned the name of that doctor and look who came. He already had the letter but didn’t know who’d sent it. Where is he?”

Deni turned towards the building, “I’ll show you.”

Nal caught her arm and said, “Montgomery, I mean. Where is he?”

Deni looked at the well. The guards followed her gaze, wary. They approached it and looked down. Montgomery hung tangled in thorns, suspended in the middle of the abyss, only metres below. His suit was torn and he was cut, but he was within reach. 

“Are you okay?” Nal shouted down.

He stirred with a light groan.

Deni’s smile returned. They were all still here. This was it. She was saved.
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Once they had helped him up from the well, and he had taken a moment to dust off his torn jacket, Callison Montgomery quickly took charge of the situation. He told the waiting trio that all they needed to do was get him some ammunition for the rifle and show him the way. Obliging, Deni pointed the group towards the kitchen while she darted off to the sanatorium to find bullets. It was little surprise to discover the workshop had been stripped of guns; Sincade must have made a few runs to make sure none of the weapons were left behind. He had been less careful with the bullets, though. He had given Frinz only one shot and left a whole box of brass cartridges, ripe for the taking.

Deni sprinted back to the kitchen and entered through the servants’ passage at the same time as the guards arrived from the other direction. Montgomery pulled away, leaving Nal to guide the captain to a stool. He took the box of bullets from Deni and slammed it onto a table. He picked up a cartridge, inspecting it briefly before thumping it into the rifle chamber. He pulled the lever and cocked the gun, hoisting it up to eye-level to test its weight. Satisfied, he dropped it to his side and pocketed a handful of bullets.

“He needs medical help,” Nal said, pulling away from Cruz. The captain was wheezing, staring at his knees as a trickle of liquid came out of his nose.

“Unless she’s a doctor,” Montgomery jerked a thumb towards Deni, “he’s out of luck.”

“What was it?” Nal demanded, fixing on the maid.

Deni shied away from her, avoiding her gaze.

“What was the gas?” Nal said, more forcefully. A groan made her pause. She looked sideways, past the mess of overturned stools and tables, to the prone bulk of Frinz, twitching on the floor.

“By Hrute,” she said. Deni craned around her, jolting when she saw the blood. Frinz whined, loudly, as though just waking up to the horror of his situation. He tried to sit up, hands moving to the knife still sticking out of him, but the pain caused him to cry out and thump back onto the floor. His sobs came in staccato bursts. Deni put a hand over her mouth, holding back her own whimper.

His crying got louder as he raised a hand towards the knife again. He barely had the energy to grasp it. His thick head rolled to the side and his watery eyes locked on Deni. “Help me...”

“Can you –” Deni started, appealing to Nal for something, anything.

Nal was motionless, though, simply staring.

Montgomery placed the thin-rifle aside and strode up to Frinz. Without a word, he crouched, ripped the knife from Frinz’s chest and ran it across his neck. Deni shrieked. Frinz had no time to raise his hands to defend himself; blood glugged up from his neck like water from a blocked sink. The tollman fixed his terrified eyes on his killer, opening and closing his mouth in desperate, gargled pleading.

Montgomery stood, emotionless, and took the rifle again. He pocketed the knife and asked Deni, as though nothing had happened, “There weren’t any more guns?”

Deni was frozen. She hadn’t wanted to kill him. She didn’t want anyone dead. She just wanted a chance. Just wanted a change.

Montgomery shoved her shoulder. She yelped and looked him in the eye as he leant in close. He said, “Were there any more guns?”

“They took them all,” Deni told him.

“Fine,” Montgomery said. “Show us where they are.”

“Was that necessary?” Nal asked, pointing at Frinz’s body. The tollman had gone still.

“Ask questions later,” Montgomery said.

“He’s dead,” Deni said, needing to hear the words out loud. 

“We’ll all be if we don’t get a move on,” Montgomery said, giving her another push. The maid stumbled, then hurried towards the servants’ passage to avoid being struck again. She pointed, mutely, through the doorway. Montgomery headed after her.

Nal hesitated in the centre of the room. She asked Cruz, “Can you walk?”

Cruz nodded, bracing his hands against his knees. He coughed sharply, trying to clear his lungs of whatever poison was still in there, then he stood and shook himself off. In the kitchen light, his skin made him look like a warmed-up corpse, but he was still moving. He walked after them, listing from side to side, and roughly said, “I’ll be fine. Dizzy, that’s all.”



With Nal falling behind and the two men in no mood for talking, Deni walked ahead through the servants’ passages. The men made up for all her practised silence with heavy, thumping boots. She was thankful for the darkness of the tunnels, only her small gas lantern lighting the way, so she could feel at least partially hidden in the shadow. They wouldn’t see the fear in her face. The confusion.

Frinz was gone. Dead in the most brutal way. She had done it. And Callison Montgomery had acted with so little feeling. No question, just a mechanical action. He hadn’t known Frinz. What the tollman was like. What the man had done. He would just as soon have done it to her.

She had started this, though. That was her knife. This was her change. She could do it. She had to follow this through.

Cruz interrupted her thoughts by crashing into one of the walls, followed by grumbles of, “I’m all right, I’m all right.”

The noise made her uneasy. These tunnels were not meant for noise. 

It was no matter, though; the closer they got to the south wing, the louder the din of Balfair’s work became. Something was turning, a great mechanical engine, and there were occasional blasts of gas that sounded like a dragon’s breath.

“What are they doing?” Nal asked.

“Bad things,” Montgomery answered.

“What was in the letter?” Cruz croaked.

“I already told you –”

“That we don’t need to know, yeah,” the captain continued, regaining some of his energy. “Risking our lives and having seen you execute a man, that’s changed.”

Montgomery stopped and the two guards bumped to a halt behind him. Deni turned back. The man in the suit loomed over Cruz, his stature alone threatening. He said, “You escorted Inspector Ricin out here multiple times. You heard the warnings she gave this man. If you don’t already know the answer, you’re more useless than you look.”

Cruz’s eyes flared and Deni expected the guard to pounce. Fearing her saviours might tear each other apart before taking down the engineer, she quickly said, “It’s a fuel. A liquid.”

They slowly turned to her. Montgomery said, “You’ve seen it?”

“I saw them bring it in,” Deni nodded. “A canister the size of a man. They never told me what it was for.”

“He wanted to fly,” Cruz said. “And he’s got some liquid fuel? That’s supposed to mean something to us?”

“Yes,” Montgomery said. His voice was clear, eyes challenging, ending the conversation. He pointed down the hallway. “Please continue.”

Deni kept going.

It was more than flight, she knew that. It was the chance to get above the clouds. That was what Ricin had specifically forbidden. But why was it so threatening as to require this specialist? This murderer?

“She never explained why it was a problem,” Nal said from the back. The guard must have been thinking the same thing. For once, Deni felt better than totally alone. As she paused in distraction, Montgomery almost bumped into her and growled, “Faster, maid.”

“So what if he flies higher than he’s supposed to?” Nal pressed, louder.

“We’re not here to debate it,” Montgomery told her. “We’re here to stop it.”

“That doesn’t make it worth dying for,” Cruz spat.

“So don’t die,” Montgomery replied.

They wound around the back of the aviary and across a hall to finally reach the south wing entrance. As expected, hidden behind a futile canvas, the main doors were heavily chained and padlocked. When Montgomery prepared to shoot his way through, Deni stayed his hand, hers hovering just out of reach of his, and pointed to another narrow doorway. The hidden passage. It might be locked, too, but it would take them to the swimming pool itself, giving the engineer less warning. She led them on, through to the back entrance.

There were hurried sounds of movement on the other side of the door. Something was beeping behind the rumble of a tumultuous pump. Balfair’s voice yelled above the racket, “Ready?”

“Ready!” Sincade answered.

“And… now!”

Something opened with a fierce rush of gas.

“Good! Valve Five!” Balfair commanded.

Montgomery pulled Deni back, raising his rifle. Deni shuffled past Cruz’s deathbed face, up to Nal. The female guard watched Montgomery with concern. She whispered to Deni, “Whatever this is, you were right to involve us.”

Deni nodded quickly.

The rifle went off and the maid shrieked, ducking into the shadows of the tunnel as Montgomery kicked his way into the room. He jammed another cartridge into the gun and let off another shot before disappearing from sight. Cruz and Nal charged into the room after him and another gun fired back at them. Deni clamped her hands over her ears as the fight escalated, a rally of shots cascading over the workings of the machines, Cruz shouting unheeded orders and Balfair screaming for reason.

As quickly as it all started, the fighting stopped. Balfair’s voice rose in desperation, “It’ll blow us all away! You’ll kill yourselves, dammit!”

The pump kept pumping, a creaking cog kept turning, but all else was still and quiet. Navigating a cloud of gun-smoke that had crowded into the tunnel, Deni covered her mouth and peeked into the workshop to see what it was all about. Her eyes widened when she saw it, and, in awe of the spectacle, she realised why Montgomery and the guards had paused their assault.
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Deni had seen countless weapons, vehicles and tools come and go from Balfair’s laboratories. None as impressive as this. The dry cavity of the pool was scattered with tools, workbenches, cables and pipes, and at its centre a metal cylinder rose up twenty feet, into a narrowed, sharpened peak, like a giant bullet. They had put it together from metal panels of a few metres each, welded and riveted to make a seamless whole that loomed like a scrapyard monument. A scaffold of wooden planks was tied around it higher up, towards the roof, where the tip stopped just short of the rafters. It had been carefully placed to point through the seasons-old hole in the ceiling.

They intended to launch it, whatever it was, from that very room. A great missile, something that could wreak havoc on a scale that the rumours from Thesteran had suggested. That was why the Guard feared his power of flight: it could reach a target far, far away. And this fuel was, somehow, the means he needed to do it. The engineer wasn’t just a selfish brute – he was mad. Deni wished she had acted sooner. 

In the lull, she realised the others were taking in the same view, similarly trying to make sense of it. To the left, Nal and Cruz hid behind an overturned workbench, peering round its edges. To the right, on the pool’s edge, Montgomery crouched behind a metal cabinet. He loaded another cartridge into the rifle as he studied the mess of machine parts that surrounded him. The stench of gun-smoke mingled with something much worse underneath; the fumes of whatever the fuel was, evidence of how volatile it was.

“A single bad shot,” the engineer warned, “and this whole building will go up.”

Balfair’s voice came from somewhere in the pool, hidden between pipes and more metal cabinets. The rocket’s base was encased in a gathering of cylinders, suspended by a framework of girders. A single immense hose stuck out near the bottom. It snaked through two different boxes with pistons rising and falling from their tops. The ones making the pumping noises. The hose then ran out of these boxes, up the side of the pool and into the large cylinder they had recovered from the swamp.

The pumps were feeding the mystery liquid into the weapon they had created.

Balfair shouted, “Whatever they’ve told you, I’m not your enemy!”

Not deigning to reply, Montgomery searched for a line of sight to the engineer.

The maid spotted Sincade, at last. On the far side of the room, next to the cylinder and behind a six-foot metal box connected to it by pipes, one booted foot stuck out of cover, prone. He wasn’t moving. Had they shot him? Her only companion.

Montgomery waved to Nal and Cruz. He pointed at the captain, then waved his hand, indicating that Cruz move. Cruz stalked to the side of their cover, staying low.

“I’m armed,” Balfair said in response to the sound of movement. “Don’t come any closer!”

Something started beeping from where Sincade lay.

“Dendra save us,” the engineer uttered.

“You’re done,” Montgomery called back. He darted along the pool edge, in the opposite direction to Cruz. As he moved, Balfair let off a shot, the sound crashing over them but the bullet flying into the ceiling.

“Stop!” Balfair cried, “I’ll set it off – right on top of us!”

Deni leant out to keep an eye on Montgomery. He had found another cabinet and settled there, rifle up to his shoulder as he searched the pool below. The chaos of panelling and boxes around the base of the rocket had Balfair well hidden.

“Always told them you were a nutcase, Balfair!” Cruz shouted angrily. He coughed from the exertion, still suffering from whatever he had inhaled. 

The beeping near Sincade sped up, becoming more urgent.

“Sincade?” the engineer called, between distracted breaths. “Are you able?”

Deni watched her fellow servant’s foot, hopefully. It didn’t move. The beeping persisted.

“There’s a valve, by my man,” Balfair told the room. “It needs to be released at once. The pressure’s rising –”

“Lay down your gun!” Cruz said. “Then we’ll shut all this down.”

The beeping escalated. Balfair made no movement. Deni looked to Nal, then Montgomery. He was peering into the pool, still watching for some opportunity to strike. The beeping sped up frantically.

“One of you has to release the valve!” Balfair shouted.

Deni cringed at the beeping. Was it the same sound? The same moment, with the noises that had driven her from this same room, all those years ago.

“You go,” Cruz responded.

The engineer screamed, “You’ll shoot me!”

It seemed to be getting louder, more urgent. None of them were moving. They were all more concerned with killing each other. Only Deni seemed to care that it was getting worse.

Whatever this thing was, it would destroy everything if it went wrong.

“Balfair,” Cruz rumbled.

Deni took a breath.

“I’ll do it!” The maid stepped out into the room. Nal and Montgomery turned on her. She made it a few steps before stopping in fear, thinking Montgomery might shoot her, too. He did not move, though, so she started skirting the room, at its far edge, towards the incessant beeping.

“Deni, thank heavens!” Balfair said. “Hurry!”

As Deni’s path took her past Montgomery, the man in the suit leant towards her. He said, “You help him now, you die too.”

Deni nodded quickly but carried on. Hoping her action would be enough to explain that whatever else he wanted to do, this was necessary. Montgomery watched, letting her continue. 

“Shut it down, Balfair!” Cruz roared, breaking quicker than the others.

“Once the pressure is released!” Balfair yelled back. “Quickly!”

Deni ran, turning the corner of the pool and passing more debris to see the room from another angle. The two men’s work was spread across the whole hall, hiding the burn marks and breakages that she remembered. On the opposite side of the pool, she could see Cruz’s metal-plated arm sticking out from behind a low pile of spare piping. At the base of the rocket, behind a metal box lined with switches, Balfair was balled up, partially hidden, with thin-rifles surrounding him like a tent of large sticks. He watched Deni as she continued.

“The fifth valve, from the right!” he called out. “Turn it anticlockwise!”

The beeping got impossibly faster. As she approached it, she saw the machine responsible, the cabinet next to the cylinder. Near its top was a line of wooden panels, all coloured red except for one that stood higher than the others, green. Below each panel was a circular handwheel, a larger version of the sort she used to control the flow of the water pipes.

Before touching it, she looked down. Sincade lay across the floor with his arms and legs spread to his sides, a large chunk of his right shoulder missing and a wide puddle of blood around him. Bits of bone and muscle stuck out of the wound, and the wall behind him was splattered as though hit by mud from a waggon’s wheels. Sincade’s eyes were wide open, looking up, face as miserably angry in death as it had been in life.

He, too, was surrounded by thin-rifles.

One of the pipes on the machine erupted, steam bursting out with a hiss louder than the beeping.

“Deni!” Balfair yelled. 

Deni spun the wheel under the green panel. It squeaked closed and the beeping stopped. The green panel flipped down, red on its opposite side.

“Now come out!” Cruz commanded.

The pump hadn’t stopped, though. The machine next to Deni was still churning something through its pipes. The sixth wooden panel, the final one, flipped up, green. The liquid was still moving. Whatever was happening, it had simply moved on to the next stage.

“This work must be completed!” Balfair shouted.

Deni leant around the machine to see him. She crouched by Sincade’s foot, lowering a hand to support herself and resting it on one of the thin-rifles.

“Deni,” the engineer ventured, calmer, “I am sorry.”

Sorry?

“What we have been working on, though – I could let no one know – I knew what the Border Guard would do –” 

“Captain,” Montgomery ordered, “end this.”

“Listen to me –” Balfair struggled to continue, but Cruz didn’t need to be told twice. The guard vaulted into the pool. As he did, Montgomery rose from his cover, aiming the rifle but pausing, unable to get a clear shot. Balfair pressed himself lower, clutching a gun to his chest and aiming in the captain’s direction.

Deni’s hand closed over the barrel of a rifle, too. 

Balfair twisted and fired then threw his gun aside and picked up another. Cruz ducked into cover, then charged forward. He moved like an animal, a workbench in his way flying aside with a rain of nuts and bolts. If he’d had his full energy he might have cleared the distance in time. Just as he reached Balfair he faltered, though, giving the engineer enough time to target him. Cruz’s baton came down with a crushing blow as the gun went off.

Balfair yelled, the crack of his bones audible above the whirring pumps and the echo of the gunshot, but Cruz was catapulted away by the force of the gun blast. Balfair’s arm went limp and the gun fell to the floor as the captain’s breastplate flew apart and he thumped into the side of the pool.

“Cruz!” Nal yelled, springing into the pool after him.

Balfair scrambled across the floor, below the worktops that surrounded him, right arm drooping uselessly as he struggled to lift another rifle. His face was contorted in pain as he swung the gun in Nal’s direction. She kept low, moving between obstacles, towards Cruz. Montgomery stood more erect, tracing both their movements, hesitating. Either he still had no clear angle on Balfair or he was cautious about firing at the machine, waiting for the engineer to move away from it.

Deni raised her rifle. Her hands shook as she looked down the long barrel, towards her crawling master. Her finger teased the trigger.

This was it. Freedom. In her own hands.

She’d done for Frinz already.

Sincade, too.

Now the final hurdle. It was too late for sorry. 

“It’s not a weapon!” Balfair screamed, kicking his way along. “It’s for research!”

Deni froze.

“Nal,” Montgomery instructed, “leave the captain. Silence this man.”

Nal paused, halfway between the engineer and Cruz. She looked up, searchingly, and caught sight of Deni, as the maid looked her way.

“Deni!” Nal called out. “Can you see him?”

“The Border Guard don’t want questions asked!” Balfair shouted, voice thick with pain. “This will pierce the sky – it will reveal what’s above us –”

“Do you see him?” Montgomery shouted, over the engineer. “Shoot him!”

“This will tell us why the clouds won’t part!” Balfair yelled.

Deni forced herself to look at Sincade again. He had defended her. Wanted to involve her. He had tried to share his life, in his own small way. He was not crazy, even if the engineer was. He had one lifeless hand clamped on a gun. Cynical, nasty Sincade had fought for this thing. Trembling, Deni called out, “You hid it from me. It’s dangerous.”

“It will devastate the world,” Montgomery boomed, even louder. “Nal, do your job.”

“It’s not a weapon!” Balfair shouted again.

As Nal hesitated, Deni saw the same doubt in her eyes that she felt herself.

“What does it do?” Deni shouted over the sound of the pumps, surprising herself at the volume of her own voice. Montgomery spun his rifle towards her. She ducked behind the cabinet, holding her own gun to her chest and bunching her limbs close to her body.

“You want to live?” Montgomery said. “End this now.”

“What does it do?” Nal repeated the question, though, even louder.

“It’ll break through the clouds!” Balfair shouted, “It’ll take readings! Analyse the sky – record everything – bring it all back to –”

The beeping started again, right by Deni’s head.

“It’s ready,” Balfair said, voice calming slightly. “Turn the valve, hit this button...”

Deni ventured a look around the machine, back to Montgomery. He sidestepped along the pool, rifle aimed rigidly down.

“The Guard don’t want anyone to –”

Deni screamed as a bullet tore through Balfair’s head. She screwed her eyes shut, too late not to see her master’s face exploding into a cloud of red mist. She heard the slide and click of Montgomery chambering another cartridge. The beeping continued, the pressure ever building.

“Time to leave,” Montgomery said blandly.

There was no sound of movement. Deni fought back tears as she rested her back against the machine. Shaking with horror, she knew this was all wrong. Nal had not obeyed before and was not moving now. The guard knew it was wrong, too.

Deni had not heard everything. Balfair had wanted more than she realised. He had crossed the Guard in more ways than she understood. It was dangerous, but not in the way she thought. And whatever he had just died for, he had believed it worth dying for.

Sincade, too.

The beeping built up again.

“It’s over. Come out,” Montgomery said. “Both of you.”

Keeping the rifle tightly in her grip, Deni stood, well in cover. Whatever this thing was and whatever reason they had for keeping her from it, Deni knew what she had to do. She was not safe now. Certainly not free. She gave Sincade one last sorrowful look and turned to the machine. She spun the final valve.
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A low hum permeated the room. All the pumping equipment ceased, the creaking metal wheel stopped spinning, and all that remained was a rumble from the base of the rocket. Something clicked and the thick hose that joined the rocket fell away. The preparations were complete and the device was ready. In the few still moments that passed, the hum grew louder and was joined by the rattle of the rocket shuddering on the spot.

Deni willed it to simply do whatever it was designed to do. To remove her responsibility. It didn’t, though; it kept rumbling, shaking, waiting for permission.

Then came the footsteps. Montgomery was slowly heading along the side of the pool, towards her. Deni crept back around the cylinder and into the cover of its far side. From there, she could see down into the pool where Nal was crouched near the rocket, looking her way and apparently hiding from Montgomery, too.

The rocket released a bigger shudder. Nal called out, “How do we shut it down?”

“No need,” Montgomery said. “We just need to leave.”

“It’ll take out the whole building! You heard what he said.”

“Best we get moving, then, isn’t it? Put down that gun, slave.” 

Something in his voice suggested he had no intention of letting her go. 

“Deni,” Nal said. “We need to go.”

Montgomery paused to give the guard a chance. 

The rocket’s gentle shudder grew more agitated, the hum louder.

“He’ll kill us,” Deni said. 

Nal urged, “You helped stop this. You’ll be rewarded. Even given your freedom. You can trust me, I’ll protect you.”

“He’ll kill you too,” Deni said. “There was a question they didn’t want asked. Just knowing that is dangerous to someone. The Border Guard, he said.”

“You’re safe, Deni,” Nal said, “At last. Right, Montgomery?”

As the beeping grew faster, the suited man didn’t answer.

He was not interested in convincing them. 

“This thing’s gonna blow,” Nal said to the room in general, voice anxious.

Montgomery’s footsteps started again.

Nal took a quick breath, making a decision, then darted out from behind the rocket. She dashed for the opposite side of the pool. Montgomery’s rifle went off. The shot caught Nal in the upper arm, tearing through and flinging her spinning to the floor. She screamed as she tried to crawl away. Montgomery chambered another bullet and advanced on Deni.

Hearing the cartridge lock into place, Deni acted.

The maid dipped around the cabinet and fired without aiming. Her startled cry joined the sound of the gunshot as she found Montgomery much closer than she had expected. She could barely miss. He lurched to the side, dropping his gun and falling to one knee with a gasp. His hand went to the shredded mess of his jacket, where the bullet had gone through his side, blood oozing onto the floor. He looked up at her with enraged focus, but when he went to stand he couldn’t, gritting his teeth in agony.

Deni ducked under the barrier and dropped into the pool, landing on a pile of metal fixings and twisting her foot as she did. She pushed on, wincing when she put her weight on the ankle, and raced to Nal, who was weeping over the tattered ruin of her arm. Deni crouched and tore a strip from her dress to tie around the threads of the sodden stump. Nal shoved her away with her free hand, growling animalistic noises. The guard couldn’t find the sense to speak but her desperate eyes said enough. They shot sideways, indicating escape. Deni backed off, horrified at the idea of leaving her there.

The rocket rattled beside her, creaking at its sides as though about to burst.

“Get up!” Deni shouted, tears streaming down her face. Nal shook her head, using all her reserves to fight back the pain. Deni refused to let this happen. This was a day for things to change. For her to make a difference. She crouched to pull Nal up, but again the guard shoved her away. Just in time to avoid the next gunshot.

The bullet meant for Deni rushed past, an inch from striking, and shot through Nal’s chest, jolting her still. The maid spun back to Montgomery. The suited man, still on one knee, was chambering another cartridge as he propped a rifle against his chest. She grabbed another gun from the floor and fired. The shot startled him enough to lose his grip on the weapon, but it went nowhere near him, bursting through a wall high above his head. Montomgery’s injury made him slow and clumsy in picking his rifle back up, giving her another chance. She picked up another gun and pulled the trigger.

Click.

Empty.

She stared at all the other guns on the floor around her. She grabbed another as he picked up pace, grasping feebly for the rifle he’d dropped.

Click.

Empty.

The rocket hissed, drawing her eyes to the metal control panel. There was a series of small switches, some straight like miniature levers, others round dials. In the bottom corner, one item stood out. A round button in a separate box, joined to the panel by a massive length of wound wire. Deni gave Montgomery one more look, seeing him finally lifting his gun with a grimace. It was her last chance.

She slammed her hand into the button and it sank with a heavy click.

She dropped aside as Montgomery rushed his shot. The bullet went past her, into the floor. He roared, “Fool!”

The rocket kept rumbling on the spot.

Deni opened her eyes. It rattled more quickly, and cogs somewhere in the base started turning. A clang to her side drew her attention back to Montgomery. He was using the rifle as a crutch to push himself up. No longer interested in shooting her, he meant to escape. Something clicked within the rocket and steam started to pour out of its base. 

Deni turned and ran. She jumped over Balfair’s body and the mess of the workroom, pulled herself up the other side of the pool and ran for the open servants’ passage. Each step stoked pain through her leg as her bad ankle caught her weight, but she pressed on, ignoring it with all her will. The turning cogs grew louder and something crackled into life with the spark of an enormous log fire. She didn’t turn back to see what it was. Montgomery’s footsteps sounded behind her, joined with a desperate roar as he pushed himself on. She pulled the door closed and charged into the passage. She kept running, feeling her way through the darkness, almost tripping as she reached the steps.

She rolled around a corner, kept on until she saw the light of a far corridor. Burst out into the building proper and kept going. By the time she passed the kitchen her ankle was on fire, making her scream as she kept moving. She didn’t stop, though. Back through the decrepit entrance hall and out, onward over the cobbles of the building’s approach, between the enclosing trees to the twisted gates. All the while the noise from the south wing got louder and louder. As she made it clear across the estate the rumble of the rocket escalated, as though some magnificent fire was consuming the world.

Deni had run so far and so fast that she almost crashed into the guards’ waggon waiting on the rocky road. The moment she hit it, the rumble was cut off by an enormous boom. She flung herself against the waggon, turning in time to see the shadow of the sharp-nosed rocket tearing up through the roof of the building. The debris of the south wing rose around it, above the estate, in a puff of dancing brick and wood, amid a ball of smoke and fire. The incredible crack split her ears. A bright trail of white light followed the rocket as it flew higher, higher. Exactly as Balfair promised, it pierced the clouds, parting them and leaving a hole of colour instead of the rolling grey. The rocket disappeared into a spectacular, otherworldly pocket of blue. A shard of light shot down over the estate as the remains of the south wing rained down. For a moment, the stonework shone with brighter greys, the leaves glistened with bolder greens and the rich reds of the tiles bounced the light back up to the sky.

Deni’s quick breaths sounded thick and laboured in the aftermath of the deafening boom. She slowed her breathing, watching gentle wisps of smoke turn in front of the bright colours. Slower. Slower.

She rested against the waggon, shaking.

It was over.

They were all dead. The estate was ruined.

When Deni opened her eyes again, the small parting in the clouds was closing, moment by moment. For the briefest time, there had been a way through. A window to something else, something vivid and inviting. As the clouds rejoined, the colour faded. The world returned to its neutral greys.

And a dark shape stood down the path.

The wound caused him to list to one side. His hands were empty; he must have lost the gun in his escape. He limped closer, spitting to the side and saying, “Stop.”

Deni spun to the waggon and started turning the front engine’s crank.

“That’s enough,” Montgomery said.

Deni turned the crank more quickly and the engine’s cogs and chains rattled into life. She just had to jump onto the driving platform and pull the lever. She grabbed the side to pull herself up, but Montgomery was upon her. Even with his injury, he had strength, enough to throw her clear from the waggon. She hit a rock with a wheeze, the wind knocked out of her, and she struggled to regain her breath as Montgomery recovered more energy.

“It’s done,” he told her, breathing into his wound. “For nothing.”

Deni pushed back across the ground, into another rock. She glared up at him as he rediscovered his grin.

“But at least you’ve proved the case for slaves,” he said. “Only good for following a master, in the end, weren’t you?”

“No,” Deni replied. Hearing the defiance in her own voice, and seeing the surprise on his face, she pushed up onto her elbows and fixed him boldly in her gaze. He started laughing. A deep, mocking laugh. It only made her more angry.

“He wanted to escape too, you know?” Montgomery pointed to the sky, where the rocket had lanced through. “Like you, he should’ve known his place.”

Montgomery turned away. As soon as his eyes were off her, Deni’s hand shot to the side, grasping for a weapon. He winced at his wound and shook his head in irritation, then opened the waggon door. He reached inside, hand probing as he continued, “It’s a shame. Petite. Know how to keep your mouth shut. You could’ve gone far in the city.”

Deni crept to her feet, rock in hand, and moved noiselessly towards him.

One more man in her way. One more animal that thought nothing of her.

“Not quiet enough, though, were you?” Montgomery turned back to her, a pistol in his hand. She drove the rock into his face and he smacked the waggon before falling to the floor, pistol rolling to the side.

Montgomery tried to push himself up onto his hands and knees, but she brought the rock down again, cracking it into the back of his skull. He went still, long hair slick with blood.

Deni stood over him for a moment, staring at the work she had done. 

She threw the rock aside and told his motionless body, “It wasn’t for nothing.”

She bent down and patted Montgomery’s jacket, probed under his weighty chest and pulled out the letter from his pocket. Patting, further, she found her knife.

“It wasn’t for nothing,” she repeated, raising her voice with each word.

Something in the building cracked, far away in the shadows, drawing her eyes to it. Flames rose up from the south wing, spreading over the place she had called home. Another crack and a whole wall crumbled down. The building would all go up soon enough; no trace of Balfair’s work would remain.

She climbed onto the waggon and took another deep breath, staring down the road ahead. Soon it would get dark; the path was uneven and the operation of this waggon alien to her. She breathed deeply, looking through the world, to what lay beyond the swamp. The light of the growing fire caught on the sheeny surface of her slave bangle. 

The tattooed man was still out there, but no one would hold her back now. She would find other people. People who would help her. She would see the truth of the Metropolis. She would join a society of people, stronger together.

 All she had left to do was live.
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