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            Chapter One

          

          Evil in the Mist

        

      

    

    
      November was the month King Fog ruled London, and even the Ministry Seven gave him his due. Standing on a street in Bethnal Green she knew, it might as well have been Mars to Verity Fitzroy.

      Staying close to the wrought iron gas lamp, this small sphere of the city was hers alone—which could have been cosy—but was very far from it. The yellow tinged fog closed in tight on her so dense and thick it completely cut her off from anyone. In point of fact, when she thrust her arm out into it, her own hand disappeared into the fog, like she was a ghost herself. Then there was the matter of the acrid taste in the mouth which she found impossible to shake even though she wore a linen mask over her face.

      In short, if horror waited for ideal weather conditions then this was it. It was the time of the murderer, the robber and the rapist, in short not a very good time for a young person of any age to be out on the street.

      Not even God was able to help anyone with a lung or heart complaint, they should simply set about dying forthwith. She wondered if Uncle Octavius was out there somewhere biding his time, with the piece of the world machine she’d allowed him to take from her. It was the reason she’d been eager to come out into the fog to help the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences. It wasn’t the first time she’d leapt at the chance to investigate something mysterious with the hope it was connected with Octavius.

      Children were always disappearing from London’s streets—that happened every day of the week. Recently though children were being carried off by something ghostly in the fog. On the fourth day, and she went to Harrison Thorne to offer the particular services of the Seven. These were not children of the aristocracies, but those of the street, and thus their people. Also, no one much cared if London had a few less ragamuffins on the streets. Some might even call it a blessing.

      Adjusting the linen mask, Verity tried not to let paranoia overcome her. She’d made the masks for all of the children of the Seven, but it could only do so much to filter out the Peculiar. She was a healthy fifteen years old, but even so the fog pressed down on her, her lungs working extra hard to get oxygen from this mire.

      The only comfort in all this was the hard bean shape of the aether tracker from the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences tucked under her dress against her collarbone. Out in the fog the other child of the Seven also wore them, while their handler Agent Harrison Thorne stood ready with backup in a nearby building.

      This was how the street urchins of her little group earned their crust and even more than that, they were on the trail of a child murderer, and not the kind that Scotland Yard could be trusted to find. The Ministry and consequently the Seven who worked for them on the streets of London, did not deal in anything resembling normal.

      Standing on the street corner, clutching a basket full of wilting violets, she waited while trying desperately not to watch the fog. If something ghostly was looking for children, then she made herself look as young as possible in order to lure them; tying her hair in braids and wearing a dress more suitable for a twelve-year-old. It did not sit well with her, but better than an actual twelve-year old being nabbed.

      The question was, how exactly could anyone see their prey in this much saffron coloured fog? They must have some supernatural powers or a contraption to help see. The other Seven children were very close, since this area was where the kidnapper struck four times in the last few days.

      Since all of the victims were various ages, races, and sexes, the Seven hoped to find him, and by tracking him bring him to justice.

      Standing on this street for at least three hours Verity started to doubt her own sanity. The mist began to contain patterns, and she wasn’t sure if they were real or conjured by her brain. Faces assembled themselves and disassembled in the swirl of the fog. Hands with long fingers came at her from out the corner of her eye, and she got heartedly sick of leaping out of the way.

      When the scream sounded through the haze for a moment she wondered if it came from her lips, but then she recognised it. Colin had the best scream in all of London. He should really have been on the stage.

      The cold grip of fear took hold of her stomach as it hadn’t since the Delancy academy and the whole adventure with the Psusennes. However, unlike being chased through the burning school by an undead pharaoh, this time Verity was the one in pursuit.

      Grabbing hold of the shocker stone under her coat, she ran towards where Colin was in position selling newspapers. In the distance other footsteps ran in his direction through the fog. They all appeared together as if they had popped out of nowhere.

      Emma with her curly dark chestnut hair barely contained under her bonnet. The twins, Jonathan and Jeremy for once together in a caper. Liam clutching his cap. Henry tall and lanky, with his own shocker stone in his hand was the oldest, but only by a fraction over her. The boy who she clashed with over leadership of the Seven, had been wanting to shock someone for a long time now. He’d mostly been that way since they returned from The Delancy School. Christopher, the most troublesome of the group, looked annoyed by the whole thing. He’d most likely been contemplating popping into a gin shop before the scream

      Henry found the pile of papers bundled up next to the lamppost. The faint orange light it cast at least meant they could see each other's faces.

      “Poor Colin,” Emma whispered, though they knew this was the plan all along.

      Seeing the abandoned newspapers like that, Verity’s stomach cramped with worry. “Don’t be silly,” she said, yanking the tracking display out of her coat pocket.

      The last thing that would help Colin was panic. Instead she stared at the little red circles on the tracker. The cluster of six was them here and drifting away to the north was another.

      “This way,” she said, spinning on her heel. “In a line, hand on shoulders so we don't lose each other.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for Agent Thorne?” Emma asked.

      “Limited range,” she snapped in reply, “we could lose Colin if we do. Agent Thorne will have to catch up.”

      “I'll lead,” Henry said, muscling his way up to the front.

      Now normally Verity would have a stand-up argument with the lad then and there, but time was of the essence and Colin was only getting further away. Also, Henry had a pair of starlights he’d modified for the London Particular. As much as she wouldn’t admit it, he was better with optics than she was. So, she stood beside him, hand reluctantly resting on his shoulder, while Christopher did the same behind her.

      “Don’t go too fast,” she said in his ear. “You’ve got the longest legs of all of us remember?”

      Through the yellow smog, he still managed to shoot her a dirty look, but he didn’t set off at a run, but rather set a fast walking pace. While he looked ahead, Verity watched the display in her other hand and called out where to turn on which street. A few baffled people loomed out of the mist, men trying to find their way to the pub, a wagtail looking for a customer with a bright green hat on, and a shoestring peddler with his overflowing basket.

      All of these appeared and disappeared just as quickly in the dense fog, so that Verity almost wondered if she imagined them.

      They didn’t have to go very far though, which was good since telling Henry where to go was sooner or later going to develop into a fight, no matter who was in danger. Colin’s little red dot finished moving, and Verity slapped Henry on the shoulder to let him know that they’d reached their destination.

      He staggered back a couple of steps before glaring at her.

      “This one,” she said. “He’s in here.”

      It looked like any other slum dwelling. Two stories high, leaning against its neighbour with lines of laundry on the top floor slung across the road to the next, but there was nothing moving out front.

      They all lived in such areas before the Ministry provided a safe house in Kensington. The bustle of the slum was as familiar to them as their own heartbeat, and one thing was sure, there were always people about: mothers chasing children, dollymops chatting up customers, or drunk men slumped in the alleys. A rough and tumble existence, but definitely plenty of life.

      This house stood as silent as a full grave, and it sent chills up Verity’s spine. One glance in Henry’s direction, and she knew he noticed it too.

      “We have to get in there now,” he said, hefting the shocker stone in his hand. It was a solid bit of kit that she’d designed and came in very handy on Dartmoor when the Seven were faced with strong and dangerous men. They did pretty well in the East End too. Being children on the streets of London made gadgets the best way to protect themselves, yet what lay beyond that door was still unknown. Verity worried she hadn’t brought or made the right device for this occasion.

      Henry was right though, anything could be happening to Colin while they stood there. “Jonathan, Jeremy and Emma, go around the back and find a way in,” Verity instructed. The smaller children were like rats, they could find entrance into any building.

      They bounced off into the fog and disappeared.

      Now there was just the three older children. Christopher wore the kind of grin on his face that made Verity nervous, but since there wasn’t much else to do, but get their Colin back, she went to the door.

      From her satchel she fished out the auto-lock—a device of her own making. Plenty of lock-picks existed, but this was no bigger than the palm of her hand and worked quickly. For the last year or so she’d concentrated on miniaturising devices and making them as efficient as possible, since they were easy to conceal and even the smallest of their number could carry them. Ministry creations tended to be larger and harder to heft.

      She possessed confidence in her devices, but even so when the curved interior of the pick sucked onto the lock, and the clockwork inside began to do its work, she let out a controlled sigh of relief.

      The Sound—as her teacher at the academy, Professor Vidmar had called it—worked in her head. At first the ticking frightened her, but since the Delancy Academy, Verity made her peace with it. Now the Sound provided some order in the chaotic world around her and gave her the kind of insight into mechanications that most clankertons would have killed for.

      Even though her Uncle Octavius was out there, doing something, she had chosen to concentrate on those she loved and cared about at this moment. Thoughts of revenge were for now swept away by day to day existence… if she focused on them hard enough.

      The lock pick had the tempo in her brain of a mouse running in the walls, speedy, urgent, and somehow a little bit cute. That kind of device though on a simple slum house was a clue in itself. No one who lived here would ever have enough money to buy a lock like that, no matter how many shirts they washed, or shoe they put soles on.

      When the concave lock pick popped out into a convex form, it’s work was done. With a nod to Henry, Verity pushed the door open with the tip of her finger. Someone made sure the hinges were well oiled, and it swung open with barely a squeak.

      However, this was by no means an airtight door. King Fog already took up residence as the three young people stepped into the building. Curls of it obscured the floor, and caressed the walls, so any number of beasties could be hiding among it.

      “Did you see that?” Christopher whispered, even though they were alone. He nudged her in the direction of the stairs which led up. She saw what he meant, a flicker of blue light in amongst the fog.

      London was full of ghosts, Agent Thorne had told her; ones nursing ancient grievances, others hot with recent outrages. The Ministry dealt with those making mortal lives difficult on a semi-regular basis. It was something young and inexperienced agents were often tasked with, Thorne had said in a very offhand manner.

      Knowing of ghosts' existence though did not make them any more comfortable, especially in the swirling, dense fog which invaded this odd house. Like the street, it should have been full of slum dwellers, their noise and life fair to bursting out the walls—but there was nothing.

      “Let’s check these rooms,” she whispered. It wasn’t because of the chill up her spine, she’d after all faced the ghost of an ancient pharaoh not that long ago, but because it made sense not to leave an enemy at your back. Thorne taught her that too.

      Only two rooms came off the hallway on the ground floor. The three of them turned to the right one, and Henry pressed his ear against it for a moment. When he gave a nod, Verity pushed it open. It was dusty and full of upturned chairs, and a bed broken in the middle. It looked like a family had lived here once, she thought. Odd though that it was empty, since in this part of the Green everyone lived cheek by jowl. Apart from the cobwebs it didn’t look any different to any other room—only with no people.

      Christopher locked eyes with her and shook his head; he didn’t like the feel of the place either. Henry led the way into the other ground floor room, the mist swirling around their steps. This one didn’t even have furniture, only a largish pile of clothes in the corner by the door.

      She poked the pile a bit, just to see if it concealed anything, but it didn’t. One thing caught her attention though; the Ministry Seven could have fitted in everyone.

      Small clothes, she mouthed to Henry and Christopher, and their expressions hardened. Children’s clothes.

      Backing out of their hurriedly, they were about to head upstairs, when a hidden door under the stairs popped open. Henry leaned back to throw his shocker, but Verity grabbed hold of his forearm before he could.

      It was Emma, her mop of brown curls backlit by flickering gaslight coming from inside. “This way,” she hissed. “We’ve found another doorway down here and there’s definitely something interesting behind it!”

      The mist twined around their ankles, as the three of the older children followed Emma. In this part of London, even a basement room would be rented out to a couple of families. No space was left vacant… except for this one apparently.

      Emma, Jonathan, and Jeremy must have levered open one of those narrow windows and slipped in. Most people didn’t lock them since they were so small—or at least people who weren’t familiar with London street urchins forgot.

      It was a typical basement, except it had gaslighting in each sconce, and a sodding great door that screamed its importance.

      The twins stood in front of it, already checking for protective traps or wires. Bound with iron and secure with a thick brass bar, it was sealed shut with a massive clockwork lock. Through the crack at the bottom of the door some purple coloured steam curled, promising even more excitement than the London Particular outside.

      Christopher looked up at it as if he had suddenly found the meaning of love. His dream, he’d once confessed to Verity was to crack the Bank of England’s vault, which probably in his dreams looked a lot like this one. Already he was flexing his finger joints and eyeing it up.

      The only problem was that Christopher never found a safe cracker willing to teach him, and even Henry wasn’t foolish enough to encourage him by giving him the basics. Much as Verity didn’t like to crush dreams, the second oldest boy didn’t really have the skills or the aptitude. Ask Christopher to find a particular gent in all of London, and he’d track him down in a jiffy. Engineering however wasn’t his thing.

      Now was not the time for him to learn though.

      “Your turn, Verity,” Henry said, tossing the shocker stone in one hand and shooting her a most curious look. He’d been there in the Delancy Academy, when her knack for mechanics turned into something larger. He’d heard Professor Vidmar tell her about the Sound. They never discussed it after, but he wondered—Verity saw that in his eyes.

      Stepping up to the door, she disappeared into a world of sensation, that she could not have described to him anyway.

      Through the lens of the Sight, the door was simply beautiful. The clockwork within in, shining and perfect. Each piece knew its place, so that it was a symphony of order in a world which Verity had decided long ago was nothing but chaos. Putting her hand to its face, she inhaled the odour of manufactured metal, and trembled at each shift of the movement under her skin.

      She didn’t pull out her auto-lock for this—that would have almost been an insult. Instead she brought out the old-fashioned curve of the clock pick loop. The clankerton who made this was a master, and no plan old set of tools would be able to do the job. Instead as Verity put the arbour pick to the lock, she moved the gears with the Sound. Encouraging the clockwork to whisper its secrets to her.

      The cogs would only work to open the door when the proper mates were introduced through a proper key. The sizing and mainspring no one could have guessed through simply massaging them with the picks. It was the Sound that moved them in the right order, and the loop she only needed to act as a barrier to the line of them moving.

      The door made no loud clunk as it found its setting, that would have been dreadfully common. Instead it gave only a faint whir when it opened.

      “Nice bit o’ work there,” Christopher whispered, even though his face reflected more envy than anything.

      Henry said nothing, but that in itself spoke volumes. His dark and handsome face, twisted into an expression Verity couldn’t quite read. Even if they’d had all the time in the world though, she wouldn’t have questioned him.

      The three of them slipped into darkness, and now the London particular became very unparticular. Instead of the yellow tinged fog, the one that rolled towards them was of a greenish hue. It didn’t sting the nostril like the one outside did either, instead there was a peculiar organic odour to it that was not unpleasant, almost like cut grass.

      Beyond the door, with this new strange-hued fog curling around their feet, the three eldest of the Seven, stood in a long corridor, with many alcoves and doors off it. Each one could contain a villain or a bound-up Colin waiting for rescue.

      Henry turned back and spoke through the door to the twins and Emma. “Assume the usual,” he whispered. Though Verity could not see their expressions, she knew what they would be—sullen. Still it was the usual practice of the orphans to split their numbers in case things turned pear-shaped. Many times, previously the younger members got their elders out of scrapes.

      It also made Verity and Henry both feel better about bringing them into it. Not that they would tell the smaller children that.

      Without speaking to each other, Verity, Henry and Christopher fanned out down the corridor, trying doors and peeking in. The first two she found were cupboards, full of items she might have found in the classes at the Academy.

      Chemical supplies in one, vices, planes, and screws for engineering projects in another. Glancing across the space as Henry emerged from one on the other side, he shook his head. Each one needed to be checked though, and there were many doors. At least no one of them were locked, so that speeded up the process.

      Mind you with a complicated and beautiful lock like the one on the front door, who would need anything less behind it, she thought to herself.

      The fifth door Verity opened was at least interesting. It extended further back than any mere cupboard. This was a chamber, about fifteen feet wide, and lined with the most beautiful things.

      Illuminated and gleaming by gaslight were line upon line of carefully sculpted and unique automatons. Her eye ran over them with a greedy eye. Some were not dissimilar to the new portoporters she’d seen at Paddington Station, while others were brass renditions of Greek gods as seen in the British Museum. Some were large and chunky, like security automatons, while others looked like they would be used for cleaning or service work.

      Using the Sound, she could feel around on their insides, but since none of them were active all she got was a vague impression of the workings. They were very strange indeed; not totally made of the usual clockwork or steam. Buried within were aether crystals, the kind that the Ministry used for the trackers, but much larger. The sheer cost of using the fragile and rare components must be as much as this house —if not the whole of Bethnal Green—was worth.

      Yet all stood around, silent and without a spark to bring them to life.

      To her senses it was as if they were dead things, a beautiful butterfly stilled before it could fly from the cocoon. It was almost a crime.

      She wandered between them for a moment, touching their cold metallic skins, and puzzling over this strangeness. The Sound spiralled her down into their complexities until she quite lost herself. Everything was beautiful and strange, but when she got jerked out of it, it was with a half-scream.

      A thick hand clamped on her arm with the kind of strength only an automaton could bring to bear—and it immediately began to squeeze awfully tight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          The Little Brass Man

        

      

    

    
      For one very shocked moment, Verity Fitzroy stared into eyes flaring suddenly green. The automaton with the chiselled body of Adonis stared down at her, his hand wrapped firmly on her shoulder, close to her neck if he cared to try breaking it. If she were to scream, then the jig would certainly be up.

      The automaton tilted its head, sculpted with the soft curls of an ancient Greek statue, and the jaw opened. Verity after her initial shock, felt something deeply disturbing from the automaton—something it should most definitely not have; an emotion. Sorrow, to be particular.

      Her eyes welled up and a sob choked her throat. She’d never experienced this effect when using the Sound, which was always clinical and precise.

      The automaton worked its jaws several times, as if trying to find words, but only the slightest of squeaks came out.

      “What’s the matter?” Verity whispered as foolish as that was.

      A sight ping echoed from behind the chest plate of the mechanication, and she gasped as she experienced the aether crystal within shatter. The green light emanating from its eyes died away, and the grasp on her arm loosened as the automaton’s head sagged.

      “Verity?” Henry pitched his voice low as he peered from behind the door. His eyes widened when he spotted the rows of assorted automatons.

      “Come on,” she said, bustling out of the room and guiding him away with a push of his shoulder before he too got lost in the splendour of the mechanications. “We have to find Colin.”

      Christopher appeared out of another cupboard. “Full of jars,” he said wrinkling his nose, “smelt really off, but I don’t know what it was.”

      That was the last door before the end of the corridor. More of that green hued mist rolled out when Henry eased the door out. Verity wasn’t happy about it, but he took the lead.

      This final corridor was stranger still. Gaslight bounced off the brass-lined walls, and it wasn’t just the walls, the arched ceiling above also had the same treatment. Why anyone would do that, she couldn’t think. It would have been pretty if it hadn’t also made the floor under their feet slippery and loud.

      Something made a soft and insistent noise off to her right, but she was certain the boys didn't hear it. The Sound once again called to her. In this corridor too was a cupboard, but smaller than the others. It would only take a moment to investigate, so she darted to one side.

      This was small—really only a broom cupboard—and inside were more brass parts for automatons. Arms and legs were jumbled together, some showing signs of having been wrenched apart or crushed, but there was more.

      Leaning against the wall was one in full working order.

      The automaton stood about four feet tall and could in no way be called menacing. Its rugby ball shaped head was painted yellow and rested atop a chunky, spherical little body with struts and an axle running through it, even though it had two arms and two legs which stuck out like a clumsy toddler’s. The effect was to make the automaton look like it’d had one too many goose dinners. Its large silver eyes took up most of its head, and the effect was one that Verity could only describe as adorable. If it’d been made as a toy, it would have certainly been the must have item on upper crust children’s Christmas list. After seeing all the fine sculpted pieces from the other room, this one was almost comical.

      Still, this must be what triggered the Sound in her head. Bending down Verity saw a small gleaming button adhered to the front of the automaton’s chest. It definitely wasn’t part of the original design; in fact, the clockwork tick of it was suppressed by a slight hum. Not knowing what it was, but still not liking it much, Verity pulled it off and stamped in it with her heel, like it was a wasp. The Sound didn’t care for it, and neither did see.

      The automaton’s eyes, lit up green, and it tilted its head up to look at Verity. “Where is the monster?” it asked, it’s voice high-pitched and crackling.

      “What monster?” she asked, bending down slightly. “We haven’t found any monster…”

      “Good god, there are more of you! Hurry we don’t have much time.” The automaton’s legs retracted into its body, and its body descended from the frame, so the body was more of a wheel. Verity admired the ingenuity of it, even as the automaton grabbed hold of her hand and spun itself madly towards the door. She ran to keep up with the thing as it burst out into the corridor and rolled at high speed towards where Henry and Christopher ventured. Since they’d been making every effort to stay silent, Verity and the automaton soon caught up with them.

      She got a glimpse of Henry’s shocked face as they barrelled past, forcing the boys to race to keep up with her. The automaton said nothing else, but the crackling heat she experienced over her skin she interpreted as rage.

      The brass-lined corridor opened into a room she shouldn’t have been surprised to see, but one that clenched her stomach. Through clouds of green steam, Colin became visible, his blond hair flying as he struggled with a massively taller figure which was trying to push him back onto a chair… a chair that had straps on it.

      London crawled with mad scientists, people who wanted to advance the sciences, but didn’t want to bother with all the pesky problems of morality and decency. Pretty much always it was the poor and small that they chose for their experiments, so this wasn’t the first time the Ministry Seven had run into one—nor even the fourth time.

      The automaton at her side let go of her arm but continued rolling at top speed towards the struggling figures. It didn’t have any obvious weaponry, but it went on regardless.

      “Stop that person,” Verity screamed, grabbing hold of the shocker from her belt and hurling it towards the concealed figure wrestling with Colin. Behind her, Christopher yelled fit to burst his lungs, and Henry joined in with a cry that might have been last heard on the field of Agincourt.

      The figure dropped Colin, who scrambled to get out of the way. His attacker slipped back into the clouds, as Verity’s shocker struck the awful chair and sent sparks dancing.

      “Monster! Beast!” the automaton screamed from somewhere within the smoke. It was not being put off.

      “Colin! Over here!” Christopher’s shout produced results in a moment, as the younger boy scrambled out from the heaving fogs towards them.

      He looked no worse for wear and hurried over to Henry’s side. “Gimme a shocker,” he demanded without even drawing breath, but holding out his hand. For an eight-year old he had a keen sense of justice… and revenge.

      All of the Ministry children stood alert, arms held back, ready to throw, as screams and automaton beeps sounded in the mist. It was impossible to see anything, and they really wanted to find something to hit.

      The echo of footsteps racing towards them from the direction they had come, made Verity momentarily glance over her shoulder. Seeing Agent Harrison Thorne pounding towards them, his Ministry issue experimental pistol already from its holster made her heart race faster than it was already. If anyone was exactly how she imagined a dashing hero to look, it was Thorne.

      It pleased her a great deal when he raced up to her, not Henry. "Got the chap cornered then?" he asked, his eyes scanning the fog for a target.

      "Yes," she reported, "we extracted Colin from whatever it was, but we seem to have picked up a friendly automaton that's attacking whoever is in there. Must have better sensors than we do."

      "Right then, let's see if we can flush the blighter out." Harrison kept his pistol aimed at the fog, but called out, "This is the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences. We have you surrounded, so be a sensible chap, and give yourself up. We don't want to have to hurt you."

      All grew very silent in the fog, and for a moment Verity had hopes that the villain might simply walk out and lay down his weapons.

      Instead, the automaton exploded out of the mist as if shot from a cannon. Its bright green eyes were even brighter, as it rolled towards them waving its hands.

      "Run!" it bellowed, with some kind of extraordinary power that no human could match. "The building is going to explode!"

      Indeed, the green fog thickened and bunched, so the wreaths of mist looked like a boxer's fist curling up ready to punch. The figure within did not follow the automaton, but Verity could sense a power growing deep within the mist, a clicking and a clacking that grew faster and faster.

      "It's right," she yelled, as the automaton barrelled past the children and the agent towards the exit. "Leg it!"

      Luckily a life on the streets made all those present quick on their feet. Henry, Verity, Christopher, Colin and Thorn bolted back the way they had come, with a rumble springing to life under their feet. The whole house now sprang to life around them, and she was almost deafened by the clank of something massive turning and spinning behind them.

      She thought of the Pharaoh's great machine, the one she'd seen depicted on the walls of the tomb beneath the Academy. Even running for her life, Uncle Octavius intruded. She hoped that these were not her last thoughts, since he was in them. That would have been very bothersome.

      Breaking out of the long, brass lined corridor, and into the one with all the doors, they followed the automaton as it bounced past the massive clockwork door and into the basement. Jonathan, Jeremy and Emma were by the small windows, watching out as they had been taught, but when Henry barked out "Move!" they didn't pause for a moment.

      Taking up the rear as Verity was, she saw the automaton struggling to get up the stairs. It deployed its legs, but it did not move nearly as fast as when it was a spinning ball. The idea of such a wonder being destroyed did not sit well with Verity.

      Scooping it up, she bundled it up the stairs. The automaton was no light weight, but it didn't struggle, so holding it with both hands in front of her she ran on.

      The house was now thundering and bucking underneath them, green smoke pouring through the cracks in the floorboards and walls. Choking them with that smell Verity only just thought of as pleasant.

      Children and agents scrambled out of the building, just as it released an almighty boom, shooting mist and flame out into the yellow Particular. It shook the ground and broke windows all around—but lasted only a moment. Then with a loud sucking sound, the flames and gouts of steam were sucked back whence they came, yanking the building down into the gaping pit that was all that remained of the basement.

      The children standing on the street stood huddled together for a moment. Shock could barely describe what Verity experienced there.

      Already doors in the surrounding buildings banged open as terrified and angry residents poured out onto the street. The Seven allowed themselves a moment to recover, but it was Verity that regained her composure first.

      "Emma, gimme your sack?"

      The chestnut-haired girl tried to feign ignorance of what she meant, but when she dosed her with a glare, the girl fished under her skirt and pulled out a rolled-up sack. Emma was always prepared, and if they came across some valuables on their adventures, the first to pilfer what she could lay hands on.

      Quickly Verity bundled the automaton into it and hefted it over her shoulder.

      "What are you doing?" the mechanication demanded, sounding deeply offended by this treatment.

      "Silence," she hissed back, "you're not going anywhere until we get some answers."

      The crowds of residents crowded around the front of the house, shouting, pointing, and generally getting upset with what just happened on their street. Women were in the process of tucking their aprons up, which meant things were about to get ugly.

      "Reconvene at the house," Thorne muttered. "I will need a full report for my superior." With that, he shoved his hands into his pockets, and strolled away from the children like nothing happened.

      It was indeed best to get away from the scene before fingers were pointed. The children broke up into small groups to make their own exit. Seven children together was just a little too many, and in this kind of situation would attract interest. Henry sauntered off with Jeremy, since Jonathan had already slipped off. That was their modus operandi.

      Verity jerked her head at Colin and Liam, who followed her, which left Christopher and Emma to make like brother and sister in the crowd.

      "Where are you taking me?" the automaton bleeped from inside the sack, and she gave it a hard wrap.

      "Silence until we get there," she said. "Or I'll put that disruptor button back on you."

      Colin and Liam shared a look, perhaps grateful she didn't have one of those for them.

      Once they got beyond the people rushing to ogle the scene of devastation, the ringing of bells announced the arrival of a fire engine. Impressive that it was so fast to appear in such an area, and Verity wondered about that. Was someone watching the mad scientists lair? They were dead now, so it wasn’t so much of a bother, though her thoughts did turn to how he had managed to snatch so many children so quickly.

      Hefting the automaton, she led the way back into King Fog. With a heavy mechanication over her shoulder, Kensington had never seemed so very far away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Amongst the Children

        

      

    

    
      “Wonderful, just wonderful,” the voice in the sphere creaked out, “children…”

      Doctor Alexander Potts stared out of his automaton's eyes at the small kitchen they were all crowded into. When he possessed a mortal body of his own, children were the bane of his existence. Being a teacher that had been somewhat of a problem.

      Now as a three-foot-tall automaton it hadn't much changed.

      The blonde young woman who had carried him from the Monster House, hadn't stopped staring at him since she took him out of the sack. Despite the ignominy of that little incident, she was certainly the most interesting of the collection of ragamuffins.

      The tall young man, who looked to have some Indian ancestry, kept his arms crossed and said nothing. Alexander felt like he stared at the automaton shell he wore rather as he would something he was about to take apart.

      Since this was his only habitation at the present moment, that made him rather nervous. He might pop into wheel mode and try to escape, but these little blighters looked to be light on their feet.

      So there was no choice. Instead he bleeped where he would have cleared his throat. That reminder of his predicament was extremely unwelcome.

      "I mean... how delightful."

      A door banged somewhere off further into the house, and the children glanced over as a tall man, wearing a bowler hat and carrying himself with the air of one from the military entered. Taking off his hat, he glared at Alexander.

      "Well, have you taken it apart yet?" he asked.

      A clank of alarm escaped the automaton body, when he would rather it didn't. "Taking me apart," he burbled, "would be killing one of the finest brains in England."

      "Bit uppity," another boy, dirty and with a thick Cockney accent commented, "but what's he on about?"

      The eldest girl bent down. "I am Verity Fitzroy, and who might you be?"

      Finally, they were getting somewhere. "Pleasure to meet you. I am Professor Alexander Potts of the Brunel Institute, Kent."

      The only adult in the room straightened up at that. "I say, the Ministry did some business there a couple of years ago. Describe to me if you will Professor Henrietta Falcon."

      A test then. Though he didn't like his credentials being questioned, Alexander turned to face the gentleman, obviously the one in charge. "Professor Falcon is a striking dark-haired woman, but also I should say rather too demanding for one of the gentler sex. She run's the Centre like it is her own private..."

      "He's met her then." The man crouched down next to Verity. "Pretty sophisticated piece of a mechanication."

      "I still say we pull it apart," the dirtiest boy grumbled.

      "I don't think it is a mechanication or a replication," she said. When she peered into his gleaming automaton eyes Alex realised that she saw more than just his brass and bronze exterior. A sensation of warmth passed through him, such as he hadn't experienced since the incident. She actually saw him.

      When he gathered himself from that rush of unexpected emotion, he responded, "I am not." His programming whirred within, preventing him from uttering many things, and it took him a moment to grasp what he could and could not recall.

      "I am Professor Alexander Potts... or at least his brain. That is what the Monster was doing." He pointed to the small blond boy who had struggled in the mist with his captor. "It was trying to replicate the original experiment that created me, with him."

      "Colin," the smallest girl said with a gasp, and almost immediately covered it up with her hand.

      "Yes, quite. I am afraid it would have killed his mortal body as it did... as it did mine."

      His memories of that moment were missing, but he recalled a swirl of green and purple, and remembered the unutterably terrible moment when he'd seen his own dead body lying discarded on the floor. 

      Verity rested her hand on the top of Alexander's head and gave him a pat.

      "Putting people inside automatons? I don't believe it!" the tallest boy burst out.

      "Henry, after everything we've seen, you must allow things are changing at a tremendous rate." Verity turned back to him. "Can you tell us anything about this monster you saw?"

      Now here was the sticky point of it. Alexander tried to rewind to that moment, but even when he ran at it in the green mist, for some reason he couldn't pin point what the monster looked like, or if he even knew his name.

      Another unwanted jet of steam escaped his body and that embarrassed him too. "No, I cannot access that information..."

      A ripple of sighs and rolled eyes followed his announcement.

      "That's a real monkey wrench in the system... a convenient one too." The dirty older boy, was still glowering at him. "So now let's take him apart and Verity can see how he ticks."

      Suddenly the little chestnut-haired girl leapt up and wrapped her arms around Alexander. For a moment her bouncing curls obscured his vision. "That's a wonderful name for him, we shall call him Monkey Wrench!"

      "Oh no..." he let out a sigh which expressed itself as yet more steam.

      "Yes, Monkey Wrench!" The blond boy who fought so valiantly grabbed hold of the automaton's slick surface too. This was taking an unpleasant turn.

      Now the room was full of childish yells and screams as all the little blighters tried to get a word in. For a moment it was pure chaos, and Alexander believed he was starting to get a headache even though he didn't technically have a flesh head to experience that.

      Finally the man's voice cut through the hullabaloo. "Seven! Seven! Please." They quieted a little, but after no small amount of complaining.

      "Here's what we're going to do," the man from the Ministry said. "I'm going to go back to the office and confirm if there was or is a Professor Alexander Potts from the Brunel Institute, and while I'm doing that, Verity here is going to look this thing over."

      "She's not going to take Monkey Wrench apart!" The other girl shouted until the room fairly shook.

      "No, no I won’t, Emma,” Verity said with a sigh. "I'll just check out what he has going on in there." She pointed at his chest plate.

      Alexander didn’t know which was worse; being pointed at in such a common fashion, or being labelled with ‘Monkey Wrench’ as a name. He didn’t have a lot of experience with children, but he was certain such things stuck for life. Or in his case unlife.

      Verity pulled Emma and the other ragamuffins off the automaton and took hold of his hand. Alexander actually experienced the sensation, which was an artifact of the process of sticking him into this shell, but one he didn’t understand.

      Away from the chaos of all the children, he climbed the stairs with the young lady, contemplating how he came to this point. He knew he was going to have to explain himself, and the problem remained, he would not be able to do that. He hoped this little expedition and her ‘look over’ didn’t involve a trip to the scrap merchants for him.

      “Now then, sit here,” Verity said once they reached the top of the stairs, and now he understood; these children lived in the walls of a house.

      Certainly the building must have got designed like this, but why? Maneuvering his spherical body over to the stool where she indicated, he took in the small amount of belongings she could fit in here. A narrow bed, books stacked all around it, but a tinker's bench took up the majority of the space. His brother Roger, whose inclinations leaned more that way, owned something similar in his rooms in Cambridge.

      Since Alexander’s preference was for the more theoretical, he found spanners, cans of oil and drills rather quaint. Still when Verity picked up a screwdriver and moved towards his chest panel, he slapped his three-fingered automaton hands over it protectively.

      He’d never met a female doctor, and he was sure he wouldn’t have let one near him as she did. “What are you doing?” he squawked, several loud beeps popping out in an embarrassing manner.

      Letting out a sigh, she knelt back on her knees and stared at him. “I just want to check out what sort of workings you have going on in there. I promise I won’t touch, just look.”

      It all felt very… personal and intimate. Not that he had anything to be intimate with. Funny how when he’d had a flesh and blood body he hadn’t really thought about it, but now he missed its sensation greatly.

      He longed for the smell of spring flowers, and the taste of a steak cooked to perfection. While whoever made this shell somehow worked out how to translate the touch, he left out other senses. Probably didn’t think were as important. They were though.

      He forced himself to relax his arms and let Verity open his chest plate. While she worked on the screws, she glanced up at him. “How long have you been like this?”

      Time, there was a difficult point. Alexander tried to recall what day he last remembered his flesh body, but a searing pain in his head overwhelmed him. Pain, that was likely why the monster had let him have the sensation.

      “I… I can’t really say,” he confessed as she removed the last screw, and placed it on the bench. “I have no idea to be honest.”

      Verity nodded, as if she’d expected this, but how could anyone expect anything of this situation. A few clankertons that he knew of in Europe, India and America banged around the idea of automatons that thought like humans, but they were the laughingstock of the scientific community. To say they were considered eccentric would have been kind. 

      The monster who did this to him decided to go another route and apparently got a great deal further with it.

      “That's understandable,” Verity muttered, swinging open the chest plate. Bright green light poured from inside so that she fell back and groped around on her bench for a pair of goggles.

      Alexander meanwhile stared down at the emerald rays beaming out from his own body. He no more knew what was inside this mechanical shell than a human would have in the dark ages, and despite the horror of his situation it intrigued him.

      “Oh, I say, what is that?”

      Verity adjusted her goggles and peered in. “Whatever it is it’s… it’s beautiful.”

      Alexander wished his automaton neck was capable of extending. “Well, please, go on, enlighten me.”

      The girl stared for a moment, tilting her head and choosing her words with care. “You have a small, clear crystal container in the center of your chest. In it there is a bright green flame, but I can’t see any fuel that keeps it burning.”

      Green flame. Darkness squeezed in on Alexander’s vision, flickering and threatening to shut his sight down completely. No Emerald Flame. A sensation tickled in his mind, that it was familiar, but as he tried to grasp it the more it darted away from him. Another blank spot in his recollection. It was beyond frustrating.

      Verity craned her head to one side, the flame reflecting in the lenses of her goggles. “It is attached to the boiler, so that’s where you are getting your steam from.”

      “Don’t touch it!” Alexander burbled, suddenly terrified of this child messing with his innards. 

      “No fear there. I have never seen anything so bright.” Still she didn’t close the chest plate. “I don’t spot anything else particularly different about you that could contain a…” She paused. “A soul… or a mind even.”

      Alexander didn’t know what to make of that. He might have expected the girl to find a tiny analytical engine, or something more aether based. 

      “I am Professor Potts,” he murmured, as if to remind himself. “I remember growing up in Surrey with my parents and my brother Roger and then studying in Cambridge. The Brunel Institute approached me in my second year there… I was so happy.”

      Verity finished screwing shut the chest plate without saying anything. When she was done, she pushed the goggles up on the top of her head and peered at him. “Did you have a wife or children?”

      He worked his brass head back and forward. “Never had the time for any of that. My parents died several years ago, but Roger lives in London.” He patted his rotund mechanical belly. “I am more than just this I swear.”

      With a sigh, Verity put away her instruments, laying them out neatly on her bench. “You are certainly the most complex automaton I’ve ever seen. Even I can’t be sure what all your workings do.”

      Alexander began to feel the implications of his situation. When he’d been in the Monster’s house things were fractured somehow, and his only concern was revenge and survival. Now, in the quiet of the childrens’ house the reality began to settle on him. He was an automaton, and it remained to be seen what the future would hold. His flesh and bone body he was certain was gone, and that meant he was reliant on this metallic one alone.

      A low beep escaped him in place of the place where he would have sighed.

      Verity patted his shoulder. “Stay here, Professor Potts. Mr Thorne will be back by dinner time with some answers.” She must understand he wanted a little time to think on things.

      As she climbed down, the mop-haired girl Emma, climbed up. His irritation rose, but since these children were the only help available in this matter, he didn’t voice it.

      The girl plopped down next to him and swung her legs though he did nothing to encourage her presence.

      “It’s hard at first,” Emma said, patting him on the back. “Figuring out how to be an orphan in this big city. Everyone gets scared, but don’t worry you’ll get used to it after a while, Monkey Wrench. We'll help you.”

      Her company was better than none at all, so Alexander sat silent and let the girl rattle on, while his mind fled down dark paths where no one else could go. Her arm on his brass skin though was curiously comforting.
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          A Scottish friend

        

      

    

    
      Verity slipped away from the others and out of the house. Luckily they were all too busy discussing Professor Potts to notice her descending the stairs. She walked the underground tunnel that led from the house to the park that all the houses in the square shared.

      Emerging quickly from the tree, she exited the park before anyone got a chance to notice her. The residents of Onslow Square knew nothing of the children living in their midst, and it was best to keep it that way. Verity walked away not meeting the eyes of any of those early risers on the street. Everything was so very tidy and elegant in this part of Kensington, so she didn’t cry, or cause a scene. Even if she wanted to.

      Keep walking, keep walking, she told herself. Finally, she turned a corner and found an alleyway out of the stream of traffic. Only there did she let the tears flow. She had become used to the Sound in her head, the rattle of machinery, and the feeling of rhythms bouncing around her skull, but when she’d looked into Potts’ chest plate and seen the green flame, it was another matter altogether. She had heard the voice of her father, her dead father.

      One foot in front of each other, little bit. That’s how archaeology and life goes.

      It surprised her that she hadn’t just slammed the chest plate closed and screamed. After so much time she’d almost forgotten what he sounded like. Yet staring at the flicking light, it was as if he’d whispered it straight into her ear. That wasn't the kind of sound she expected.

      Wrapping her hands over her eyes, Verity tried to get control of her tears. She’d been only eight when her parents had been killed in a fire, leaving her destitute and on the streets of London. In her pursuit of answers as to why, she’d lost sight of the people she’d lost. Her father with his gingery beard that her mother tugged on. The way her mother’s mouth twisted at the corner when she laughed. It all came flooding back.

      After a few more tears, she rubbed her eyes and took a long shuddering breath.

      “Cora and Hugo Fitzroy,” she said to herself, and realised immediately that she hadn’t said their names out loud for a very long time. Just saying them conjured up more memories, but that was alright. She wanted to hold onto everything she could remember.

      It also made her think of Uncle Octavius though. He was supposed to have died just before they did while working near the Nile, but he hadn’t. She’d caught a glimpse of him at the Delancy Academy, making off with a part from the Silver Pharaoh’s tomb. Professor Vidmar—or whatever his name was—had been with him, along with his sister who had masqueraded as the headmistress.

      That she fell for those deceptions and lost a part of the great machine still stung. On the walls of the pharaoh’s tomb, there were images of a great machine, conquering enemies and bringing death and destruction.

      She knew for sure that it wasn’t merely fancy. It was the thing Octavius craved and worked towards, and it was her duty to do what her parents would have; stop him.

      “Verity?” Glancing to the entrance of the alley, she found Henry standing there. He always did have the knack of finding her. If she didn’t know better she would have thought he planted another of the Ministry’s tracking rings on her, but she was certain he hadn’t tried that again.

      Brushing the back of her hand over her eyes, she straightened. “I just needed a bit of air.”

      He nodded, stuffed his hands into his pockets, and leaned against the wall a few feet from where she did the same. “I know how that feels.”

      Somehow, since she knew his own past, she found herself telling him about the green flame in Potts chest, and what she had heard in her head. He already knew about the Sound after all… so he couldn’t think her anymore cracked than he already did.

      “Glad I didn’t hear my Dad’s voice,” he said screwing up his face and kicking a stone across the alleyway. Henry’s father had been awful, beating and abusing his son, so consequently wasn’t much mourned when he drank himself to death. “Any idea what the flame was though?”

      “The only thing I have seen that was anything close was…” She stopped as another more recent memory leapt to mind.

      “Was wot?” Henry was the most impatient person she’d ever known.

      She waved her hand at him, frowning as she pondered. “It was that seance Julia McTighe did at the Delancy Academy. Do you remember?”

      Henry’s lips twisted. “I can hardly forget that can I.”

      “But that particular shade of green… it wasn’t anything you find in nature. I think it was an effect of the aether that Julia used in her device.”

      Henry pushed away from the wall and crossed his arms. “Hold on a moment, you’re not thinking of talking to that crazy McTighe girl are you?” When Verity pressed her lips together to keep from spilling the beans, he threw his hands up in the air. “You have got to be having a laugh!”

      “I have maintained a correspondence with Julia since leaving the academy. She writes me almost every day. I have to say life in her household is never without drama.”

      He shook his head. “I bet not, since her uncle is ‘Mad McTighe’ and has blown up more laboratories than anyone in the bleedin’ Empire.”

      Verity pursed her lips, before replying, “The road towards progress can be… dangerous. Besides the Queen herself keeps him as an advisor.”

      “Only as long as he stays in Scotland. She wouldn’t have him in Buckingham palace unless she wanted to redecorate.”

      They glared at each other, which was how most of their conversations went.

      “Well,” Verity said, “Julia is my friend, and I think she might know something about all this. Her knowledge of aether is greater than either of ours.”

      Henry opened his mouth but then shut it again, because there was no arguing with that. Aether was a substance on the very edge of science. It was first described by the Greeks as the breath of the gods, and then later by the alchemists as the fifth element. However it was also connected with the transmission of nebulous powers such as the paranatural, like the Silver Pharaoh.

      Its use was considered almost an embarrassment in some scientific circles, and Verity was among them, until she’d experienced its power in the whole Delancy Academy situation.

      “Send a message then,” he grumbled. “But we need to get that automaton out of the house. If it’s packed with that much aether power it could be dangerous.”

      She wanted to argue about that, but then thinking about the echoes of her father she’d heard in the flame, maybe he was right.

      Henry and she wandered back towards the house, but he was in a remarkably chatty mood.

      “You don’t talk much about your parents,” he said, glancing at her from under his cap.

      “Neither do you.”

      “Yeah, but mine was a tosser. Yours sound alright.”

      Verity took in a breath and tried to talk past the tightness in her chest. “They were. My mother was a clankerton, she let me mess around with her bits and pieces when I was little. Papa was an archaeologist, and the three of us went on digs together all the time.”

      Henry stared at his feet for a moment, and a she recognised a flicker of jealousy over his face.

      “I try not to think about them often,” she said, stumbling over her words, “it hurts too much, and besides… the Seven are important too.”

      He shot her one of his seldom-seen but bright smiles. “What a handful though…” He paused and gestured across the road. “An aethermessager office. You should send Julia a message—might as well since we’re out. I’ll wait here.”

      For all his height and increasing maturity, Henry didn’t do well with authority figures, and that included clerks. Verity darted over the road, dodging piles of horse manure and one of the new electrically powered hummingbird motor vehicles. The slight whirr was her only warning, since it had no steam or clockwork power to trigger the Sound.

      Inside the office she paid her pennies to send a message to Julia McTighe. She kept it simple to keep the cost down, and just in case anyone was paying attention to aethermissives.

      Aether problem. Any free time for a London visit next month? - Verity

      Then she bolted back to Henry, who was keeping watch up and down the street. They weren’t on an assignment, but he still acted like they were. She understood; the events of the previous evening were most disturbing.

      As they strolled back to the house, she enjoyed the day, until she realised something.

      “The fog’s gone,” she said with a frown. “It usually sticks around for a good few days…”

      “Took you long enough. Yeah, it’s strange ain’t it?”

      Neither of them had answers, but Verity chalked it up to the whole strangeness of the event. Maybe the monster that Potts described been in control of the mist itself? That idea didn’t bear thinking about, since King Fog already had a pretty tight grip on the city as it was.

      Henry and Verity slipped back into the house and found the child piked out all over the place. It had been a long night, with far too much excitement even for them.

      With the Ministry’s coin for their assistance, the children didn’t have to do any of their usual stealing or begging. Seeing them tucked up in corners of their narrow home, Verity couldn’t help but feel protective of them. The twins were curled up next to the hearth like puppies. Christopher’s soft snores came from his room, because he always liked the door open. A stint in prison had given him a healthy fear of being shut in anywhere. Colin sat at the kitchen table, slumped over, head on his arms, out like a gaslight. Liam, when she peeked into his room, was asleep with his thumb in his mouth. She wouldn’t point that out since he got quite angry at the suggestion he was still a child.

      When she climbed up to her own room, she found Emma still up there, but asleep wrapped around Professor Potts. The automaton’s green eyes grew brighter as she approached. It wasn’t fair of her to judge him by what his creators used him for, she knew that. Still the glow was a little eerie.

      Holding a finger up to her lips, she crawled in behind Emma, and snuggling up with her, drifted into a warm nap herself.

      By the time the whole house awakened later in the afternoon, it was drawing in dark. November could be such an odd month weather wise, but night started its dominance over the day.

      Verity slipped downstairs to make tea for everyone, and soon all of the Seven were up and about. The twins already made themselves scarce before she could stop them. Like the spirit of London itself, they fed on mischief, and caused no fair amount of it themselves. She had no way of preventing it.

      Though she sometimes liked to think of herself as their mother, these children would not be hemmed in or controlled—even by her. After drinking a couple of cups of tea, Liam and Colin slipped away with Christopher. It was likely some confidence trick they were working, since they couldn’t control the grins on their faces. Maybe they didn't have to rely on such plays to keep from starving these days, but they needed to keep their skills sharp.

      Emma appeared, holding fast to Professor Potts brass hand, as they came down the stairs. The automaton was perfectly stable, but the girl took great care with him, as if he were elderly. Verity and Henry watched without comment as Emma bustled around, fetching both her and the Professor some sandwiches and a cup of tea.

      When Verity raised one eyebrow, the younger girl raised her hand to act as a shield and whispered, “I know he can’t drink it, but it is nice to include people.”

      It wasn’t easy to restrain her giggle at that. Emma might have been hardened by the streets, but she had surprisingly soft spots in odd places.

      She’d just taken a seat next to the robot at the table, when the secret knock came, followed by the tall form of Agent Harrison Thorne bending to enter the kitchen. He always looked like an adult who stumbled into a playhouse.

      “Ah yes,” he said, “perfect timing. I'd love a cuppa.”

      While Emma jumped up to fetch him one, the agent took off his hat and addressed the automaton. “Professor Potts, I can confirm your identity, at least as far as anyone can do so in this situation.”

      “So he is this bloke from the Brunel Institute?” Henry asked as he entered the kitchen.

      “The details he was able to give us, do line up, yes.” Thorne took the cup from Emma and raised it to take a sip. Verity noted that while he did so his eyes never left the automaton.

      “I’m glad you see reason,” the professor said, his voice modulating high to reflect what had to be disdain. “Now, if you can locate my original body and take me to this Ministry of yours, we can set about getting me back into it.”

      “Ah, now here’s the rub.” When Thorne pursed his lips like that, Verity worked out he was about to say something he really didn’t want to. “We have already managed to do that.”

      “Excellent,” Potts trilled, his stubby metallic legs swinging from where he sat in a strange imitation of how Emma moved hers.

      “One slight kink to that though—you see we found your body in the Thames, and it is quite dead.”

      “Oh Monkey Wrench,” Emma sobbed, throwing her arms around the motionless form of the automaton. “I’m so sorry.”

      The Potts’ eyes flickered and dimmed a few times. “I see,” was all he said.

      “How did he die?” Verity asked.

      “That is what we are not quite sure about, we’re going to have to cut him open to see," Thorne said shooting the automaton a sideways glance.

      “Now I feel rather queasy.” Potts head wobbled from side to side as if he’d been struck with a hammer.

      Henry scoffed and shook his head.

      “There, there,” Emma said, rubbing a spot on his body that she must have decided was his back.

      “We definitely have more questions than answers,” Thorne whispered to Verity and Henry, “but would you mind keeping him here for a while? I’m afraid the clankertons at R&D would just take him apart to find answers, and that doesn’t quite feel right at the moment.”

      “He can stay,” Verity replied. “Emma has taken quite a shine to him.”

      “Not sure how he feels about that,” Henry muttered with a slight grin.

      Yet if he was going to remain here, then Verity knew she would have more opportunities to examine him. Even though that scared her, she wanted answers and only the little brass man seemed capable of giving her those. Whoever his monster was, they needed to find him before he started his experiments all over again somewhere else. No more people should suffer the fate of Professor Alexander Potts.
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          A Squirrel's warning

        

      

    

    
      For the next two days, the house was relatively quiet, even with the mechanical professor about. Finding out about his body put him a rather depressive state, Verity decided while observing him.

      Emma didn’t leave his side, but even she was muted somehow, keeping her conversation quiet. The boys took to the streets intent on their own schemes, except for Liam who shadowed Emma and Potts. It was hard to tell if that was because he was curious or if he was worried about the younger girl. She’d noticed Liam’s kind nature under all that boyish bluster. He cared about Emma, and didn’t quite trust Potts.

      Studying the automaton Verity hadn’t noticed any change in his behaviour. If he was a trick, then he was a mighty impressive one. The amount of programming and mechanical cleverness involved in making one like he she'd never read about… and Verity read a great deal. Despite the Seven’s circumstances she was never short of books, and some very obscure ones. Agent Thorne often brought her the latest scientific journals smuggled out from the Ministry R&D department. Nothing she’d found in them came close to suggesting that the level of mimicry that Potts displayed was even possible. The little automaton the younger children named Monkey Wrench showed signs that he was capable of feeling.

      How that could be? When Verity considered she came to the immediate conclusion that it was connected to what lay within him.

      At night, when Verity finally feel asleep, she dreamed of the green flame in his chest. It spun around in its crystal chamber, almost like a flower, but one made of constant movement and change. It entranced her and called to her with the voice of her father. Now though he did not speak English.

      Faint whispers in languages on the edge of her comprehension slipped in her head, blurring with the sound of boilers heating and cogs and gears turning. It sent seductive chills through her body, even if the flame frightened her at the same time.

      She woke up, sunlight creeping into her room and a rhythmic thump in her skull. It took her a full minute to rub the sleep out of her eyes, lever herself out of bed, and realise that the noise was not in her head, but rather a tapping against the window pane.

      When she pulled open the curtains and peered out, she found herself face to face with a squirrel—or rather a mechanical squirrel. They stared at each other for a moment, Verity with her brows knitted together in surprise, and the squirrel with a tiny brass paw pressed against the glass.

      She could have easily made it go away, or stopped the mechanics inside it, causing it to fall of its perch, but that seemed very unkind. So instead Verity opened the window and reached out to the device. It was beautifully put together, but inside she could sense a simple and elegant design. Before her fingers could touch the tiny automaton, it flicked its tail around and presented it to her.

      Verity blinked in surprise as the layers of brass peeled back to reveal a roll of paper within, about as long as her index finger. When she plucked it free, the squirrel chimed once, and then threw itself from the window ledge into the apple tree ten feet from the house.

      She watched it until it disappeared over the back wall, before turning to the paper. She broke the red string holding the roll tight and opened it.

      For a long moment, she sat there staring at the words, but not really making them out, because she recognised the writing. Uncle Octavius wrote to her often when he was in the field. His precise, angular script was very distinctive, and so when she found it inscribed on a piece of paper delivered by a mechanical squirrel it was quite naturally surprising.

      First and foremost was, this meant he knew where she was. Her heart raced in her chest and for a moment she couldn’t draw breath. The tingle of alarm came far too early in the morning for her to be ready for it.

      Smoothing out the paper, still in a daze she read what Octavius had written.

      

      
        Dearest Verity

        Excuse the strange delivery mechanism, but I understand you are under the protection of the Ministry and can’t risk any other method least they detect it. I imagine the glimpse you caught of me at the Academy was quite shocking.

      

      

      
        She paused and took a raggard breath. He thought that was the first time she’d laid eyes on him, even though it wasn’t. He can’t have been aware that she’d actually spotted him at his doss house or observed him garroting one Arthur Clayton. He most certainly didn’t know she had the mysterious cog he’d killed the man for, otherwise she suspected he would have come himself, instead of sending a brass squirrel.

      

      

      
        It was the same for me. I heard of your parents' death, and assumed you’d been killed as well. I am very glad to find out that wasn’t true. You have grown very like your mother, and I am sure you are a credit to her. However, it is because of Cora and Hugo’s memory I am reaching out to you.

        I understand you encountered a kidnapper in London a few days ago and may have seen some very strange things indeed. I am writing to you to beg that you leave it there. I know your mind, Verity, and you are just as curious as your lovely mother, but please let this lie. The Illuminati which attacked the Academy have not given up their pursuit of my same goals, and I fear they have now found out about you. When you disrupted their experiments you drew their attention.

        I am sure you are not the type to give up, but you do not want to draw their attention further.

        Pursuit of the Emerald Flame will only lead you to death and destruction for you and those you love. Believe me.

        I hope once I have finished my work, to find you safe and well, so please do heed my advice. I will explain everything that has happened once all this is done.

        

        Your loving Uncle Octavius

      

      

      Verity stared at the words for a moment, and then read them a second and third time just to be sure. The glimpse of him in the carriage that sped from the Delancy Acadamy had been more than enough for her to identify him, but she’d hoped that perhaps he didn’t recognise her. After all she’d only been eight when he’d last seen her, but as he said she looked very like her mother Cora—though she’d never thought of it until this very moment.

      Somehow from all that, he’d tracked her down to their safe-house in Kensington and sent of all things a squirrel automaton to warn her off. However, he’d made no mention of Potts, so perhaps he didn’t know about the existence of the little brass man.

      Tucking her knees up against her chest, Verity stared out the window, her hand tightening on the note. He could be out there right now, in the street or over the back wall, and though after the initial surprise wore off, she found that deep down she had been thinking of him when she saw the bright green flame in Potts' chest. He was collecting strange and ancient things for some purpose she didn’t know yet, and the Emerald Flame looked so like that which had stained the air around the pharaoh that it couldn’t be just a coincidence.

      Aether, it must have something to do with that.

      “I said stop!” Potts’ reedy voice echoed through the house, along with a high-pitched bleep. Stuffing the confusing note into her pocket, Verity bolted downstairs to see what was happening. The walls of the Kensington house were thick, but she still worried what the neighbours would say if they heard more commotion.

      Reaching the kitchen, she found Henry holding Emma away from him with one of his hands on her forehead, while Potts swung from above the hearth by the chains used to keep the pot aloft over the flames. The automaton’s wheels spun and whirred uselessly, while his head bobbled from side to side like an alarmed bird.

      Sharp-eyed Verity noted that two of the screws on his chest plate were half-out, and Henry's belt of tools lay on the table. To complete this tableaux Jonathan and Jeremy were seated on the opposite side of the room, each munching on an apple, and watching the drama unfold with the enjoyment of children at a Punch and Judy show. They loved a good bit of argy-bargy and could sense it a mile away. Frowning at their obvious delight, Verity waded into the fray.

      “What’s going on?” she said, crossing her arms least she be tempted to take a swing at Henry.

      “He’s hurting Monkey Wrench!” Emma wailed, waving her arms fruitlessly and leaning into the arm restraining her.

      “No, I’m not,” Henry countered, but there was an alarming brightness to his eyes when he glanced back at Potts. “I just want to see that little green flame of his.”

      “He’s trying to kill me, Miss Fitzroy!” the automaton peeped as he swung about on the chains.

      “Were you spying on me when I opened him up, Henry?” Verity said, rounding on him.

      Distracted, Henry let go of Emma’s forehead, and slipping under his grasp, she kicked him in the knee so that he staggered back. Emma was very good with her feet. She dashed past him and with a grunt lifted Potts off the hooks and down onto the ground. Jonathan and Jeremy gave her a round of applause from their seats on the far side of the kitchen. They’d been spending far too much time at the West End lately.

      Henry’s face took on the aspect of a thundercloud, as he rubbed at his leg. “Maybe,” was his sullen reply.

      Up until that point Verity was on the verge of sharing the warning from Uncle Octavius with the group, but now she jammed her hand into the top of her pocket, least the slip of paper accidentally fall out. The Seven knew about him, since she’d been forced to explain to them why she needed them to fall in line with going to the Delancy Academy. However, they hadn’t seen him garrotte someone, and she hadn’t shared that information. She wasn’t sure she ever would.

      It was strange, but she didn’t want them to think people she called Uncle would do such a thing.

      Clambering to his feet, Henry admitted what he’d done. “I may have watched from the stairs, and I saw that bleedin’ light come pouring out. I just wanted to examine it more closely. What kind of power source is running that thing?”

      Potts clapped his three-fingered hands over his chest plate. “I am not some exhibit at the museum.” His half-spherical head bobbed up and down vertically as if he was trying to get taller somehow.

      Verity let out a long slow sigh. “I am sorry Potts, but I know Henry, he won’t rest until he has seen it himself.”

      A cascade of beeps told her how unhappy the automaton was, but he suffered himself to be put up on the kitchen table, and let Henry loosen the remaining screws—though he did turn his face to the wall.

      When the green light hit Emma and Henry’s faces their jaws dropped. Jonathan and Jeremy wriggled from their perches and raced over to peer in themselves.

      “Now you’ve all had a good look, please kindly close me up,” Potts snapped, and didn’t look at any of them until his screws were securely back on. His attitude was that of a city banker forced to disrobe, and Verity tried very hard not to smile even a bit.

      “Did you always know what was in there?” Henry said tapping the automaton on his chest.

      “No, no I did not, have you ever seen your insides pray tell?” he replied as his eyes got brighter.

      “He doesn’t mean it, Monkey Wrench,” Emma said, throwing her arm around the automaton’s shoulders. “He’s just Henry.”

      Potts made some vain gestures that might have been meant to brush her off, but the little girl was strong for her size. No matter how he shook she stayed put.

      “What is that flame thing?” Henry asked, fixing Verity with a stern look over the top of the tableaux.

      “I don’t know,” she insisted.

      He just glared harder. “I don’t believe you.”

      Ever since the Delancy Academy, he’d tried to worm more details out of her. Henry did not care for puzzles, and she suspected that to him, she was now one he was intent on cracking. In her pocket her hand clenched into a fist.

      In that moment, Verity was certain all hell was about to break loose, when Colin burst into the kitchen, his cap in his hand and his face bright red under his blonde hair. “We got a visitor!”

      Usually that would have meant scrambling to secure the house and possibly pull out armaments, but the smile on his face gave them pause.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Henry demanded grabbing hold of the younger boy.

      “Agent Thorne is coming up the street with a visitor for us.”

      Verity’s heart sank. She worried it was his partner, that Eliza D Braun woman, who poised as a teacher at the academy. She got far too much enjoyment in blowing things up on the cricket pitch, and Verity was never been fond of loud noises and dangerous chemicals. Also she didn’t care for the way Harrison looked at her.

      “Is it a woman?” she asked, fearing the answer.

      Colin grinned wider. “Nah, more like a girl, bright red-hair sticking out all ways. Thorne said for you to meet him in the park.”

      Barely had the words leapt from his lips than a smile spread on Verity's lips. Grabbing hold of Potts’ little arms, she dragged him back down onto the floor. “Sorry Emma, going to have to borrow Monkey Wrench here. The rest of you, stay put. I have a friend come to visit.”

      Before any of them could argue, she pulled the little automaton out of the kitchen and towards the secret entrance.

      “I won’t be tugged,” Potts exclaimed, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter. She might not be able to effect his inner workings, but the release mechanism on his wheel assembly was right there. When it dropped into place she could pull him along as fast as her legs went.

      “My visitor is Miss Julia McTighe,” she explained somewhat breathlessly.

      “Oh good Lord, not one from that mad Scottish clan.” Potts’ head swivelled around, but she was already pushing him up inside the tree towards the trap door. His wheel spun uselessly.

      Most everyone in the Empire heard of the McTighes. Julia’s uncle Hamish, often referred to simply as Mad McTighe, was one of the Empire’s most famous, and infamous inventors. His creations had changed lives; some for good, some for rather ill.

      “She’s very nice,” Verity said with a slight huff as she worked the door open and pushed the automaton through, “and you are going to be polite, or I’ll unscrew your legs.” It was an empty threat, since Emma would give her endless grief about that, but it shut the little brass man up for a moment.

      With a slight pop, the trap door opened, and Potts bounced out into the park. He immediately turned about and tried to wheel himself back in, but Verity blocked the way. She slammed the door shut and nudged him out onto the path.

      Harrison was seated on the park bench with a very familiar red-head next to him. Verity pushing the automaton in front of her, went to meet them with a broad smile on her lips.

      “Julia,” she called out.

      The other girl leapt to her feet and raced towards her like a Scottish hurricane. When she collided with Verity, she almost knocked her down. She might be a little shorter, but she always seemed to carry her own force with her.

      “Och, Verity, it’s grand to see you—” The words stopped in her throat, when her eyes lit on Potts, and before she said anymore, she swung at the little automaton with her carpet bag. The impact of her luggage with the spherical body sent him careening across the grass like he was a croquet ball.

      “Run!” Julia screamed, grabbing hold of Verity’s arm with her hand, while shoving her hand into the bag. It was all so unexpected that the Verity didn’t have time to interject anything, before the Scottish girl pulled a long, gleaming pistol from that very same bag, and pointed it at Potts.

      “Stand back,” she howled like she was at the battle of Culloden. “I’ll save you.”

      The pistols chamber grew blue and began to spew trails of steam from the side. Something very loud was about to happen. The residents of Onslow Square were about the be very disturbed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Taking Pot Shots

        

      

    

    
      It was only when both Verity and Harrison grabbed hold of Julia that Potts was saved from being turned into scrap metal. The Scottish girl’s eyes were wide, and her hair somehow seemed to have puffed up along with her rage.

      “He’s a killer!” she howled, even as Harrison disarmed her and slipped the pistol into his pocket. The agent did have some very firm ideas on children having firearms, hence why Verity invented the shocker stone.

      The Scottish girl batted at his hands, even as he restrained her.

      “Julia…Julia!” Verity called, worried that her friend was going to hurt herself. “It’s alright. I’ve checked him out.”

      Potts spun in place a few times, so perhaps some of his gyroscopes were knocked loose in the struggle. He also gained a small dent in his side that Verity chose not to point out in this moment.

      “Mad Scots!” he replied, his eyes flashing bright. “What an uncalled-for attack! Like Wallace on the bridge.”

      That was entirely the wrong thing to say.

      Harrison needed to pick Julia off her feet to prevent her flying at the little brass man again.

      “Take a breath, Miss McTighe,” he said as her wild red curls threatened to blind him. “Pray tell, what is the matter? This little fellow is entirely harmless.”

      Taking a long ragged, gasp, Julia pushed her hair out of her eyes, before levelling an accusatory finger at Potts. “That is one of the automatons that attacked my uncle last week.”

      Potts head bobbed up and down. “I think I would remember a trip to the wilds of Scotland. I can assure you, young lady I was firmly here in London during that time period.”

      Regaining some of her composure, Julia straightened her grey coat and nodded to Harrison. “You can put me down now, if ya please.”

      The agent glanced at Verity, who nodded, but nonetheless stood between her friend and the automaton, just in case.

      “Are you saying, that a machination like this one attacked Lord McTighe?” she asked. In the line of automatons there had been none like Potts, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others somewhere.

      When Julia nodded, Harrison shook his head. "And why was the Ministry not informed? Your uncle is under our protection after all."

      Julia pursed her lips. "He didn't want to bother you since there was no evidence." She fixed the agent with a hard look. "Ya keen that some in the Ministry think my uncle is a wee bit touched?"

      Verity managed not to raise her eyebrows or roll her eyes. Instead she said evenly, "So what happened?"

      "A wee brass man like that one there, found his way into my uncle's study. When he interrupted what he was doing, the little devil attacked him." Julia crossed her arms. "Naturally we defended our castle, but the thing got rather… incinerated along the way. All we had to show for it was a burn on the carpet."

      "Plenty of those in Castle McTighe," Harrison mentioned, and was immediately given a red-hot look that might have turned him into soot on the rug.

      "I can hardly be held accountable for every automaton's actions," Potts said, rolling up to nestle against Verity's trousers.

      "Not just any brass thingemewidget—one that looked exactly like you!" Julia pointed at him with her finger.

      Potts head began bobbing up and down in an agitated rhythm that resembled that of an agitated duck. “Hold on… did you say McTighe? Oh. My. Giddy. Aunt. You’re one of that lot!”

      Verity sensed the situation was unravelling faster than she liked. She didn’t want to be caught in a border war with an enraged Scot and an outraged English automaton. That was how empires got toppled.

      Ignoring Potts’ outburst, she tried to draw the conversation back to the point at hand. “Are you sure the automaton looked like Potts here?”

      Julia blew a stray curl off her face. "I could show you if it hadn't gone and blown itself up in a cloud of green fire."

      "Green fire?" Verity stomach clenched. Too many coincidences were piling up. She didn't want to talk in front of Thorne, so she cleared her throat. "That's an interesting story, Julia. Perhaps Agent Thorne should be the one looking into it, since I can account for where Potts was last week. It's probably the design de jour is all."

      Harrison looked at her with his head tilted, but she simply smiled at him. "Isn't that what you get paid for, Agent Thorne?" she asked sweetly.

      He blew through his moustaches and tilted his bowler back slightly off her face. "Hamish McTighe is a vital Imperial asset," he muttered under his breath.

      "Then thank you for bringing my friend, we're going to go and have tea," Verity said. "The Ministry calls and all..."

      "I suppose it does." He stared at her for a moment but then turned to go. After all the McTighe dynasty was important to Queen Victoria; she had a rather soft spot for the mad inventor.

      He had only got two steps before Julia called him back though. "My weapon if you please." She held out her hand while the other rested on her hip. For a fifteen-year-old she managed to seem like a schoolmarm. "You dinnae have a reason to keep it," she added, "and it's part of the McTighe experimental collection."

      From the expression on his face Harrison definitely did not want to return it, but finally he pulled it out of his pocket and gave it back into her possession. McTighe's were sometimes more dangerous than the creations they made after all.

      "No shooting at automatons unless necessary," he admonished her. "Have a fine tea and chit chat. It's what young ladies love I believe." Then he tipped his hat and briskly strode out of the garden.

      Julia stared after him for a moment before turning her attention to Potts once more. "You're absolutely sure about this wee thing then?”

      "Do you mind, I am right here," the automaton protested.

      "Absolutely." Verity tugged her over to sit on the nearest park bench. After looking around she ascertained that they were in fact alone.

      She gave her another quick hug. "Thank you so much for coming, Julia. I didn't know who else to ask."

      Resting her weapon on her lap, the Scottish girl adjusted her hat. "You said something about aether, and after what happened to my uncle, I knew I had to get on the first hypersteam south."

      "Your uncle? I didn't know that he worked with aether."

      She leaned forward. "Oh, he doesn't usually... but the automaton that attacked him... well as I said, it exploded with green fire. The kind of bright green only produced by aether."

      "I can assure you it was not me," Potts said with a strangled beep, as he clapped his hands over his chest cavity. He must guess what was coming.

      Verity would have revealed that then and there, but Julia's pistol was still in her hand, and she didn't want to lose the one clue that might lead to Uncle Octavius. She needed to work up to that particular revelation.

      “Did he build it himself, this automaton?” she asked instead.

      Julia shook her head. “He gets sent all sorts of dohickies from admirers, and this was one that just turned up. He has no idea who sent it, just that it was labelled ‘for your consideration.’”

      “So your uncle just opens mysterious packages then?” Potts broke in, his little brass hands fluttering about. “That seems rather reckless of him.”

      “He’s Hamish McTighe,” she shot back, her ginger eyebrows drawing together in a hard line. “It’s what he does.”

      The automaton let out a jet of steam that Verity hoped was his way of producing a huff, and not something else. “Mad McTighe? I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      Verity let out a soft sigh. “Julia, concentrate on the issue. Potts, please remain calm or you might just blow a boiler.” Sliding her hand over Julia's gloved one, she held it tight. “So it could have come from anyone?”

      The other girl nodded. “My uncle dunnae keep very good records I’m afraid.”

      That wasn’t surprising, but with a stern look Verity was able to cut Potts off before he said that. “So,” she said before the silence could be filled by more outrage, “in all your reading have you ever heard of a green flame, maybe a green aetherial flame?"

      Underneath her freckles the Scottish girl grew very pale, quite an achievement in a red-head. "You... you've seen one of those?"

      Verity nodded, but for once her friend was not forthcoming with words. At least her hand did not go to the trigger of her weapon, but the expression on her face was troubled. Staring towards the street, she took in a long breath.

      "Where?" she finally asked, her voice trembling slightly.

      Verity pointed to Potts chest cavity. She didn't want to reveal it here where anyone from the street could see the blaze of green light.

      "Don't shoot," Potts squeaked, his only defence since his was trapped in the walled garden with both young women.

      Verity's Scottish friend did not fly into a rage. Instead she rubbed at her forehead. "That makes no sense at all."

      Verity squeezed her hand, to remind her she wasn't alone. "What do you know?"

      Julia opened her mouth, and just at that moment the gate to the private garden squeaked open. Verity glanced up; she hadn't heard anyone turn the lock in the key, but the clockwork slipped aside as if she herself asked it to. She knew most of the inhabitants of the square by sight, it was just good sense to. However, the man entering the garden was a stranger to her. Maybe a guest of one of the houses.

      It was only the jumping metallic squirrel in the oak tree overhead that alerted her to something very wrong. It gave her a moment to spot the sudden gesture towards the inside of his coat.

      Grabbing hold of Julia, she jerked her off the bench. They fell in a pile to one side of the garden bed in a tangle, just as the bullet pinged off the wood where they'd been seating.

      Julia let out a squeak as the rolled down the slight slope. What a terrible time to be without Agent Harrison Thorne, Verity thought as she felt around for the weapon her friend brought with her.

      Another bullet whipped overhead, and she realised Julia's weapon was lost in the shrubbery on the way day. After deploying his wheel, Potts was already heading for the back gate at a high rate of speed. Much as she hated running from a fight, it seemed like the best thing to do under the circumstances. Yanking Julia to her feet, the girls ran after Potts.

      They zig and zagged through the garden, the Scottish lass clamping her fine purple hat to her head with one hand. No shouts to stop came, only a relentless zip of bullets to either side of them. This wasn’t a machine that Verity could influence, since it had no power source—at least that was how she thought it worked. Leaping over the line of low hedges the young women reached the west gate to find Potts standing on the footpath.

      At first Verity thought he might be waiting for them, but instead his head bobbed from side side. “I don’t know this part of London,” he beeped.

      “This way,” she barked, having no time to feel slighted. Their pursuer might have caught them off-guard in the garden, but they were on the streets of London now. This was where the home advantage was hers.

      She would not risk leading them back to the house and getting any of the Seven shot. Instead she pulled Julia to the right, and yelled to Potts, “Do keep up!”

      Beyond the fence of the courtyard garden, there were streets, urchins, pedestrians, and maybe even a bobbie or two. All of which could be used to her advantage.

      “It’s me they’re after,” Julia gasped, shooting a glance over her shoulder. “My uncle would pay a hefty sum if I got taken…”

      Turning a corner that would lead them to Kensington’s High Street, Verity heartily wished she could share the good news with her friend; they were after the English girl rather than the Scottish one. Illuminati most probably, she thought.

      “No, no, no, it’s me,” Potts bleeped out, his arms waving frantically. A few well-dressed women on the opposite side of the street, giggled at his antics. “I have a great deal of information from the Brunel Institute…”

      Everyone wanted to be important she supposed, but now was hardly the time to argue about it. The foot traffic got heavier the nearer they got to the High Street. Horse drawn carriages were actually preferred in the lofty streets of Kensington. Though they did produce a lot more manure, they were considerably quieter than motorcars and cycles.

      She hurried their little group towards the bustling traffic that led towards Hyde Park. Buses, trams and larger vehicles plied this street making it much busier, but also dangerous. She knew of at least three street urchins who got killed in traffic while fleeing one of the adult gangs of London. On look at Julia’s wide eyes, and the way she jerked her head around, and Verity understood that she couldn’t pull any of the Seven’s usual tactics for shaking off a tail.

      Glancing behind her, she couldn’t spot the man that had shot at them, but the prickle in the back of her neck told her that he was still there. The trouble was Potts was very distinctive. Even though there were a few automatons on the street, his design stood out. The wealthy ladies of Kensington if they really wanted to show off kept a gleaming brass manservant at their side. If they were accosted on the street, he might also serve as a bruiser.

      However, Potts was far too adorable for any of that. As they passed a laden baby carriage, a child reached out for him on instinct. He was that adorable.

      “We have to get off the street,” she muttered, and immediately her eyes lit on the squat white building, of the High Street Kensington Station.

      “Have you seen the city's latest modern marvel?” she whispered into Julia’s ear, hoping to distract her from their pursuer. “The London Tube is something to behold.”

      Keeping her hand tight around her friend’s elbow, she dodged them around a cluster of school children, and towards the curved door with the wrought iron sign above it. Potts kept pace, though since his rather cowardly abandonment in the garden, she didn’t feel particularly concerned about his welfare.

      Verity loved railways, and ahead she could sense the rattle of an engine approaching the platform. For that moment she was wrapped up in the warmth and comfort of the clockwork and steam power ahead, and that was when she let her guard down.

      Their pursuer with his bowler pulled down low over his head, appeared out a crowd of commuters and made a rush towards the three of them. He didn’t have his pistol out anymore, but he barrelled towards them with his greater height and weight. It was all he needed.

      Julia was closer to him, and with her hat tilted he probably couldn’t see her bright red hair. When he snatched her off her feet, she let out a muffled scream of outrage. Verity reached for her, but what could she possibly do against a much taller and more powerful person? It was the same old battle for the Seven in a city of adults.

      Watching her disappear into the crowd with a howl made Verity feel small and weak… but she wasn’t. The Sound made her so. The man with the bowler picked the wrong young lady to come up against.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Underground Battles

        

      

    

    
      The Scottish girl was gone, pulled in among the horrified crowd. Yet not one of the good citizens of London moved to help her. Potts wasn’t found of the Scots, or children, but even he was horrified by that fact.

      A peculiar thrum vibrated through his metallic exterior right through to the tips of his fingers and made him come over quite peculiar. He was almost like he was being struck by a tiny hammer, but none appeared to be around.

      At his side Verity stood stock still, her hands clenched, which was in itself strange; he would have expected her to leap after the red-head. Through his automaton senses, he could hear her breathing high and tight, as if she were having some kind of attack. It seemed very rude to enquire about her health—especially in public—but the thug was headed for the exit with her friend.

      The strange thrum grew sharper, and almost verged on pain. This body he was so ignominiously thrust into didn’t experience that, and yet now it was close to that human sensation. Just when Alexander thought he couldn’t take anymore, it reached an extreme pitch.

      His body rattled like a struck kettle and then was silent. At the very same moment, three portoporter automatons burst out from the ramp leading to the platform. One was trailing luggage, that scattered off its back, sending passengers scrambling to get out of the way, while the middle one swung two large valises from his long arms. Alexander rolled himself closer to Verity just in case anyone thought he was with these rampaging mechanications.

      Those in the station stumbled and fled before the out of control automatons, but there was one who they were set on. Spinning around on its axis the lead portoport launched one of the valises at the man who had the struggling Scottish girl under one arm.

      For certain this was not part of the automaton’s original programming, but his missile flew with precision through the air and struck the attacker square in the face. Whatever was in the luggage must have been somewhat weighty, because he was propelled backwards, losing his grip on both Julia and his footing all together.

      As soon as he did the portoporters stopped rolling, their heads drooping, as they went completely still. Alexander never saw such behaviour from an automaton before, and he might have liked to make a study of the phenomenon, but Verity grabbed hold of his arm with one hand, and the staggering Scottish girl with the other.

      “Run!” Verity barked out, which must be the most unnecessary order to give in such a moment. They had nowhere else to go but towards the platform, where the raging portoporters came from. After that kerfuffle the path was cleared for them, but then their pursuer would also have the same benefit.

      Deploying his wheel, Alexander spun hard to keep up with the running girls. Obviously these were not the needle-point and gentle gossip type of young ladies from his youth.

      They were fast on their feet.

      Reaching the bottom of the ramp, a train came into view. The Tube trains were not familiar to Alexander, but he rode one once in his youth. Back then they were rattle-bang affairs, poorly ventilated so choking to death on the smoke generated was a real danger, and lit by of all things bags of gas carried on the roof. That no one had been blown to pieces on those early trains was quite a surprise.

      This one that stood quietly chuffing to itself beside the platform was a cheery green colour and had none of those encumbrances that he recalled. Daring to take a moment he spun his head around to see if they were being pursued. He didn't spot anyone, but he distinctly made out the impact of running feet. It appeared that even after been floored by flying luggage their pursuer still possessed enough vim to come at them again.

      "The train is pulling away," Julia said over her gasping breaths.

      "Run faster!" was Verity's sage advice. "We can make it!"

      Alexander started to fall behind, and his brass articulated arms would only stretch so far. The train's doors began to squeal as they closed, and the sound of the engine commenced building to full power. It was definitely about to leave. They had no chance of making it before the doors were sealed shut, and Alexander didn't think that there were enough mad portoporters left in the station to help them when that man caught up to them. He might carry off the girls, but he would probably just kick Alexander's metallic body down onto the tracks.

      The last door at the rear of the train wasn't closing. Gears ground together, spinning and whirring. It was quite surprising since the service was brand new. The whole idea of the Tube was that apart from the driver there was no other people needed to run it. Maintenance, Alexander thought dismissively, it's always about the maintenance.

      It didn't matter the door might be jamming to their advantage, because the train was still pulling away. Obviously, the driver wasn't paying much attention, but his lack of diligence might get all three of them killed. The shadow of their pursuer crossed over them as he reached the bottom of the ramp.

      "Jump!" Verity screamed and her Scottish friend, did make a leap. Her pretty blue skirt flared out around her, but she made it quite comfortably.

      Alexander immediately saw the problem. He had no way of propelling himself in such a fashion. They would leave him behind to face their pursuer, and he would end up run over by a damned train.

      When Verity scooped him up, his wheel spun uselessly and for a moment he truly hated how all these children were so very fond of doing that. However, when she threw him an entirely different sensation raced through him; embarrassment.

      A child hefted him through the air like he was some kind of croquet ball. If his colleagues at the Institute could see him now they would have quite split their sides.

      Still when he landed inside the last carriage with a solid bang and rolled towards the back, he was forced to admire her calculation of force and velocity. By the time Alexander got his head rearranged properly—these things were more complicated than when he'd been alive—Verity joined them inside the carriage.

      Though he didn't have any lungs fit to burst, he did watch at Julia and Verity bent over gasping, unable to talk for some little bit.

      The English girl recovered first and rushed over to peer out the back window of the carriage. "No pursuit," she said, slumping down on the rearmost seat. Luckily it was just after midday, so no evening commuters got to see that little show. The entirety of the carriage was theirs.

      Julia set about trying to put her wild curls in order. Like most of the heathen Scots, she was finding it hard going. Still the expression she wore was entirely appropriate for a young woman of means who just got chased through the streets of London.

      Finally, since none of them were going to say it, Alexander felt he needed to. "Well, do either of you know what that was about?"

      His gaze naturally fell towards Verity, since of the two young women she possessed the greater experience of the streets... he could tell just by how she dressed. Also she was acting remarkably calm now that they got on the train.

      "Not a local," she said, picking at a loose thread in her trousers. Alexander did not subscribe to the modern fashion for ladies to wear such items of clothing, but he supposed it made life easier for her in her... line of work. "Didn't recognise him, but he could have been..."

      She paused, and he could have sworn she was doing some kind of mental mathematics about Julia and himself. "Illuminati."

      Now Alexander knew she must be positively doolally. Julia's face went quite white though, so she was obviously of the easily swayed variety of young woman.

      "The Illuminati," he said, trying to bring some semblance of logic and reason back to a day of complete chaos. "You have been reading far too many Penny Dreadfuls and cheap novels. I believe it was that writer Maureen Stiles, who invented them, just to sell more of her ridiculous scribblings."

      Julia's expression went from horrified to outraged in a blink. The Scots were like that. "I love Maureen Stiles!"

      Of course she does, he thought to himself. I am not surprised.

      "Stiles novels are pure imagination," Verity said, "but the Illuminati are real, and they have been hunting me since the Delancy Academy."

      "You went to the Delancy Academy?" Perhaps Alexander wasn't quite as good as keeping his thoughts to himself as he hoped.

      "We both did, you big hunk of tin," Julia said, flicking another stray lock of hair out of her way.

      "And they were the one's responsible for its destruction." Verity added, staring down at her shoes. The end of the Academy sent ripples through the scientific community that were still being felt. Many of England’s elite minds tucked their children safely away at the academy. It was very inconvenient for many of them to find new places for their little ankle-biters.

      Alexander supposed it had been trouble in other ways, since scientists needed to be moulded somewhere. Even he had been a child once—or so he heard. Though he hadn’t read the newspapers on the story, it burned to the ground, now that he recalled.

      These two young women were more likely to be the arsonists than the Illuminati. His observations of their behaviour today seemed to suggest that was far more statistically probable than not.

      “But what would they want with us?” Julia asked, but her eyes flicked towards Alexander.

      He hoped that Verity was going to make up some story, but instead she did the worst thing of all—she told her the truth.

      As she spilled out the tale of the monster and when she got to the bit with green flame encased in his brass chest, Alexander just knew the Scot would be demanding to rip him open there and then. If only he possessed some kind of defense.

      When she was done, Julia folded her arms over her chest and stared out the window. Not that there was anything to see out there except for the brick tunnel and miles of darkness. He couldn’t tell if she was sulking or didn’t have a thought in her head to spare.

      The train jerked as they headed around another bend, and Potts who inadvertently forgot his brake on the wheel, shot across the floor and clanged into the wall. Julia let out a most inelegant and insensitive laugh. That he might have damaged his core, didn’t seem to cross the Scot’s mind, but it broke the ice.

      “If this is really a professor’s mind in an automaton,” she said curling her arms around her knees and staring at him, “then I am surprised he hasn’t suggested to you, what this green fire might be?”

      “You holding out on me, Potts?” Verity asked, tilting her head to one side.

      “He knows the story I am sure of it.” Julia McTighe was definitely trying to sow the seeds of discontent. If Alexander had a neck to grow red, he would have. Instead a low rumble of steam raced through his body. It was a peculiar sensation that he hoped not to repeat.

      “I don’t know any story,” he protested, afraid that Verity might eject him from the train. She had shown a remarkable strength for a young lady. “I am a professor of science, with a doctorate in aetherial magnetisms.”

      “I am thinking it is something like the Emerald Flame,” Julia said, a wicked smile flickering over her lips. She was really enjoying this.

      “Greek Fire?” Alexander couldn’t help a little derisive laugh escaping him. “Oh, along with a belief in the Illuminati, you now want to share fairy tales?”

      Verity’s arm came down on top of his head. “Hold on, I think this is our stop, best discuss it when we get to the throne room.”

      Now both girls were speaking in utter gibberish. The Queen was hardly going to have them for tea, even if one of them was a McTighe. He was just about to suggest some kind of treatment for their evident hysteria, when the door they leapt through, once again slid open. The maintenance on this carriage was beyond appalling.

      “This is our stop,” Verity called, once again grabbing up Alexander. “We’re on our way to see Her Majesty.”

      Now talk of the Illuminati and the Emerald Flame seemed like sane conversation. He barely got time to let out a peep of alarm, before he was tossed unceremoniously out into the darkness. He fully expected to crash into the brickwork and meet his second maker.

      The only surprise was, it wasn’t the Scot who was responsible for the whole debacle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Dinner with the Queen

        

      

    

    
      Verity was getting to quite enjoying tossing Alexander Potts around. Emma might think he was wonderful, but she found him rather insufferable. He reminded her of far too many toffs in the West End, who tried to bargain with a little girl selling violets. It didn't matter who was freezing to death on the street, he needed a discount. She didn't have the time for men like that.

      Still she wasn't trying to destroy him—as fractious as he was—she honestly believed the mind of the professor was in the automaton. That would make smashing him to pieces murder... and she wasn't up for that.

      The train slowed at the corners, and while Julia and Potts argued she experienced that right into her bones. Also this was the stop for the Queens way. Potts was gone but tossing the Scottish girl out in a similar fashion just didn't seem right.

      "You have to jump," she said gesturing into the void.

      Julia pulled her skirts around her, peering into the darkness. "Why though? We're in the tunnel and... "

      "Do you trust me?" Verity took hold of her hand. "I wouldn't let anything happen to you, and I will show you something even your uncle hasn't seen."

      Julia glanced out once more. They didn't have long until the train began to pick up speed again.

      "Just make sure to keep hold of me." Verity went to the edge of the carriage door, and Julia followed. When they both leapt into the darkness, the ground was not far below and crunched under their feet. The thick layer of gravel protected their legs from the impact. They crouched there, panting in the darkness for a moment until the train had trundled on without them.

      Looking over her shoulder, Verity spotted the green light of Potts' eyes, but it wouldn't be enough to really see by. She wasn't about to open up his chest to act as illumination either—not with where they were going.

      Instead from her belt she took out the small chemical torch and shook it until it cast an eerie blue-white beam on the ground. It was one of her little acquisitions from the Ministry. She was convinced Thorne looked the other way for the odd bit of pilfering. By its handy light, she and Julia made their way back to Potts.

      As anticipated he was not best pleased.

      "You can't just toss me around like that," he spluttered. "I am your elder and better. Have some respect pray."

      Staring down at him she thought now might be an excellent time to knock some dents into his sense of importance. "You are an automaton. We only have your word for it you are anything more than that. If I just left you lying around, you'd be cleaned up by the street sweeper and end up in some peddler's shop for parts."

      His eyes grew even brighter at that, and she felt instantly a bit of an arse saying such things. So she patted him awkwardly on the head. "I needed you to get off at the right place. This is the Underground Queen's stop."

      "There's a queen of the underground?" Julia asked, peering around.

      "Indeed there is." Verity looped her arm in her friend's and began to lead her a little bit up the tunnel. Potts after a moment's consideration popped his wheel up and came after them. "And since she owes me and my friends a favour, we can ask her to go and alert the rest of the group to the Illuminati at their door."

      Potts made a slight chuffing noise at that but offered no further comment. She could only hope that his deference lasted the rest of the way. The Queen could be capricious, but Verity understood why.

      London was not a kind city. It drew people from every part of the world, but what it did with them was a roll of the dice. It could be fame and wealth. It could be sickness and depravity. The Underground Queen took in those that would be nothing but hay under other people's feet.

      It had been Henry that gave her the royal introduction, but Verity had been the one to suggest that sometimes they did work for her.

      Only a few feet from where they landed lay the door to her country.

      The clockwork lock on the outside was simple, and she could have used the Sound on it easily, but that would have been rude. The Queen and her people believed in manners. Instead she stepped up to it, and with her knuckles and the tip of her foot, tapped out the rhythm Henry first taught her.

      A grill at the top of the door slid open, and a massive gleaming green eye peered out. It was much larger than anyone might have expected from a human, but then that was the type of world the Queen ruled over.

      The eye roved over Verity, until she felt as if her bones were exposed... maybe they were.

      "Verity Fitzroy," a voice ground out from the other side. "What do you bring?"

      Everyone had to pay a price to enter, but she and the Seven did enough favours for the Queen that she didn't need one. From her waistband, she withdrew the wooden bracelet, which had three vertical marks on it, and a place where two more were cut out.

      The clockwork spun and the door was opened. When they entered, Julia drew in a gasp. Naomi, or as she had been called in the carnival Giganta, did have that effect. At nearly eight feet tall, the woman was the oldest of the Queen's friends, however she looked far older than when Verity had last seen her, and that had only been months.

      She held out her hand, and Verity shook it. "How are you Naomi?"

      The giantess gave a little shrug and smiled. She had combed her hair into an elaborate style, but her clothes were cobbled together from at least three regular dresses. "Can't complain," she said. "Is Her Majesty expecting you?"

      "No, but I know the way."

      Naomi let out a relieved sigh and sank back onto her specially reinforced chair. "That's good. I don't think my knees could take another jaunt up there today."

      "Take a rest then," Verity said, patting her on the back. "We'll be back in a jiffy."

      The tunnel was just as she remembered it; well-constructed and surprisingly clean.

      “What is this place?” Julia asked, staring around at the dripping walls and flickering gaslight. She was a child of privilege, even if it was an eccentric one so this must be rather alarmingly.

      “A death-trap,” Potts muttered, but when Verity shot him a look, he ceased his beeping. Automaton or not he could be taught.

      “Another world, more like. The Underground Queen protects and guards those that cannot walk above without ridicule and danger. It is a very special place.”

      They didn’t have to go too far before Potts and Julia began to see the Queen’s subjects in the tunnel with them.

      “Don’t make comment,” Verity hissed out the side of her mouth. “If we want to make it out of here alive that is.”

      Audrey, appeared from a corridor, dressed immaculately in a pretty yellow dress, that stood out sharply against the dark brown fur that covered her face and arms. She was no older than Verity and was put in a freak show since she was two, until the Queen took her away from all that.

      She waved cheerily and bounced up to give Verity a hug. “How things in Kensington?” she asked patting her shoulder.

      “You should know, you live there too—just under it.” Verity turned and gestured to her companions. “This is Julia McTighe and Professor Alexander Potts. Julia, Potts, this is Miss Audrey.”

      Audrey didn’t make any gesture to show she was surprised about a professor in an automaton, instead tugging Verity further down the corridor. “The Queen will have seen your arrival, but the rest will be so happy you're here.”

      Verity wasn’t quite so sure of Audrey’s assertion, since not all of the Underground’s citizens liked children all that much. Before they formed their own show, which they controlled, many were taunted by rude little blighters, so she understood their dislike.

      Julia and Potts were mercifully silent as they went, but she knew that would wear off when they got to the throne room.

      “How is the show going?” Verity asked. The Underground was in a residency at the Egyptian Hall, in Piccadilly, one that they took a healthy cut from. No middle men, just cash in hand.

      Audrey shrugged. “They take good care of us. No one dares to even think about cages, and we run it all. Mostly the customers are polite—or are made to be.”

      Verity couldn’t imagine what the ‘mostly’ signified, and she didn’t dare ask. It wasn’t her place to tell the Undergrounders how to live their lives, no more than they would have told her how the Seven should live. They all did their best as they could.

      Audrey sleeked back the fur on her cheeks as they reached the final door. Eric stood to one side of this entrance. He was not as tall as Naomi, but his body was a mass of muscles and wall to wall tattoos. She was surprised when Audrey went up to him and nestled against his side. The adoring look on his face was one Verity wished someone had for her.

      Eric kissed the top of Naomi's head, but still managed a little glare for Verity. She wasn't a danger, or she'd be feeling his fists, but she wasn't exactly welcome either.

      She dipped into a curtsy, and then gestured over her shoulder for Julia to do that same. She frowned but followed suit. Potts even tilted his half-spherical head into a passable bow. The gatekeeper here could have given him a few dents in his shell, and he obviously understood that.

      All this didn't make Eric's scowl go away, but he unlocked the door at least and pushed it open. Naomi kissed his cheek and led the way in. The throne room was ancient, more ancient than any place remaining above ground.

      Julia's indrawn breath reminded Verity of the first time she saw it. The carved space seemed far too massive and vaulted to be contained underground. Stone steps cut their way up from a smooth area that could have been a stage once. Pillars spoke of a Roman past that hadn't been touched by fire, or plague, or anything else that went on above. It was a little sealed bubble of the past, but with a few additions from this time. The ceiling was lined with pieces of glass, random findings by the citizens, in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Plastered above, with light aimed at them, they created a blinking, shiny reflection on those below. It was as if the stars themselves beamed down on the proceedings.

      Penny Dreadfuls, the kind Verity loved to consume, would have immediately set a ritual or sacrifice in this sunken place. She wondered if such a thing ever happened, but it never seemed polite to ask and it certainly didn't now.

      Not with so many faces looking down at her. The Underground citizens were such a multitude and so various, that at her side, Julia craned her head all around to take it in. While the stage was wrapped in shadows, those that sat on the benches were unashamed and bathed in light.

      People only the same height as Potts clustered together by the door, whispering to each other. The lobster children, Timothy and Rachel sat near the stage, their pincer shaped arms folded in evident distrust. Peter the worm—or so he'd been billed as—sat by himself, smoking a pipe and keeping his own counsel. Scattered further back were the rest of those the world above called freaks and put on display. Children like Audrey were sold by their parents to avarice filled carnival owners—even though slavery was long outlawed everywhere men of conscious lived.

      Verity understood their suspicious gazes, even if they were no danger to the Underground. Still she did not stare, and nudged Julia when she threatened to. As they got closer to the dais, Timothy turned a knob and gaslight flashed to life along the edge of the stone.

      It was appropriate that they installed footlights here. The Underground Queen started out on the stage, like most of her citizens did. It was only she had not had anyone to save her. She'd saved herself.

      The lights cast flickering, yellow illumination on the talk of London—or at least that was what she had been in her day.

      The Underground Queen sat on a specially carved chair, large enough to fit their conjoined form. Andrasta and Boudica were advertised on playbills since they had been four years old. Undoubtedly, they'd not been born with those names, but their first owner gave them to the sisters. It was his misfortune that they'd grown into them in ways he couldn't have anticipated. Apart from that, their history was veiled in mystery, but Verity was certain she caught the hint of a Devonshire accent the last time they'd spoken.

      They were older now, well into their forties, though the strain of their existence and their past drained them grey, and their hair was already pure white. Joined at the hip and shoulder, the Queen possessed two arms and four legs, but Andrasta's head tilted at a rather extreme angle.

      Boudica's eyes fixed on Verity with the intensity of a bird of prey. She could well have been that ancient leader who brought Rome low. "Verity Fitzroy," her voice cracked out, while Andrasta whispered something into her ear.

      "How rude," Potts said, as if this behaviour was the strangest thing to happen to him today. Verity responded with a nudge from her foot against his wheel. He was lucky it wasn't a kick.

      "The little brass professor," Andrasta said, her voice low and sweet, especially compared to her sister's sharpness.

      "How did you ken that?" Julia asked.

      Both of her companions pretty quickly forgotten Verity's admonishment to them.

      The Queen shared a glance between themselves. "The McTighe girl," they crooned, "so it is this reality."

      Verity experienced the power of the Queen's perception before but managed to explain it away to herself. The Underground Queen was not the strangest thing she'd experienced in her life, but she was up there. How exactly Boudica and Andrasta interacted with the world was still something of a mystery.

      Julia cleared her throat. "Why yes, thank you, I am. Have you heard of my uncle, down here?"

      Boudica and Andrasta turned to each other and bounced a small chuckle between them. They didn't talk, but it was certain some kind of other communication was going on.

      It was Andrasta that answered though. "Lord McTighe had visited our domain many times and become a true friend to us. As his niece you are welcome here."

      "That creature though," Boudica said, leaning forward to point toward Potts, "he is not. I cannot see his past or future, and that "—she paused, her sharp blue eyes narrowing—"unsettles us."

      "He unsettles everyone," Verity started to say, but was quickly interrupted.

      Potts head bobbled up and down. "I am Professor Alexander Potts of the Brunel Institute. Currently trapped in a poor metallic form, but quite able to talk from myself thank you very much."

      The citizens of the Underground were not treated well by humans, and machines were often used against them. It made them wary of the innovations in the London above their head. It was not surprising the Queen didn't like what she saw.

      Putting a hand against his head, Verity pushed him back on his behalf. "Very sorry, your Majesty, he's a bit of a work in progress."

      The two sisters tilted their heads in opposite directions as they focused on him. To have Boudica's and Andrasta's attention focused on one point was rather like being under two powerful spotlights. Verity found herself squirming, even as she stood between the automaton and the Queen.

      "The aether gathers around him, Verity Fitzroy," they finally said in unison, "so be very careful with that one."

      Clearing her throat, she tugged Julia forward to stand with her, acting as an effective wall in front of Potts. "We shall," the Scottish girl chirped with a wicked gleam in her eye, "he's a wee devil for sure."

      Andrasta reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a wrapped handkerchief. “Would you care for a teacake?”

      It was such an odd question, that Verity blurted out a, “Yes please,” before she could think about it. The Ministry Seven never turned down a chance to eat. Once the words were out of her mouth, she was committed to seeing it through.

      Together she and Julia climbed the few steps to the dais and took a small yellow teacake from the offered hand of the Queen. She did wonder briefly where they came from, and then felt bad about it.

      Andrasta smiled sweetly and claimed one herself, as did Boudica. Chewing nervously on the cake, Verity looked around. The citizens were watching them intently as if this were some kind of ritual.

      She was abruptly aware that while the Seven did plenty of business in the past for the Queen, and many among her subjects Verity would call friends, she didn’t know that much about their real lives or their beliefs.

      “I feel a wee bit odd,” Julia muttered at her side, and immediately after she said that Andrasta’s smile turned to ice. She grabbed hold of the Scottish girl, while Boudica’s hand clamped on Verity’s arm.

      Potts, even if he wanted to do, which was doubtful, couldn’t have down anything to stop it.

      “Now,” Boudica said, her eyes hooding like a hawk, “we shall find out the truth.”

      The cold in Verity's stomach grew suddenly hot as she stared into the eyes of the queen, right up until everything become soft, dark, and dreadfully out of focus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Twin Sight

        

      

    

    
      Just when Verity wondered if she led the others into a deadly trap, she felt her knees go out from under her. Boudica’s hand tight on her wrist was the only thing that kept her upright.

      "I came here for help," she gasped out, as the world spun all topsy turvey around her. The only thing that stayed still was the image of the two women, one Queen.

      "You'll get more than that," Andrasta said, not unkindly. "There is something about you, young Verity, something calling to you from the past."

      "Psuennes was just the beginning," Boudica went on, her face as blank as a doll's.

      The smear of light and dark at the back of the Queen solidified into a face, and one that she knew terribly well. Uncle Octavius Barnes, handsome and smiling—not as he had been last time she saw him for a split second outside the burning Delancy Academy—but as he'd been when he visited her parents at home.

      They didn't exile Verity from many conversations, usually Cora and Hugo Fitzroy wanted their daughter exposed to as many bright thinkers as possible, but that last visit, they sent her to her room.

      The memory wasn't one she recalled on her own, but somehow with Boudica's hand holding her tight, the recollection began to come into focus.

      "They were fighting," she muttered to herself as it all flooded back. Being a stubborn and wilful child, even back then, Verity didn't stay in her room. Instead she snuck down the stairs on bare feet, and eased her way up to the library door. The house was old, so the wood was thick and stout, but she knew the trick. Lying down, she pressed her ear to the crack between it and the chilly stone floor.

      "You cannot ask us for that, Octavius!" It was her mother's voice, but full of the kind of anger that Verity had never heard before. Cora was usually the quiet one, slow to express any emotion but love and joy.

      "You're not seeing it," her uncle replied, and Verity caught a glimpse of his feet as he paced in front of the fire. "This could be the invention that saves the world."

      "...or destroys it." Her father's spoke in a low tone, like when he was disappointed in something naughty Verity did. Uncle Octavius was an adult though. What could he have done?

      "You're thinking so small Hugo. Cora I would have thought you of all people would see the ancient world reborn."

      "Somethings even I believe should stay in the past," she replied. "Now, I think you have said your piece, and you should go before things get more… heated."

      Verity was forced to run towards the kitchen to get out of the way as the library door burst open and her Uncle strode away. As he left he shouted over his shoulder, "I'm not giving up on you two. When I get back from Africa, you'll see my point."

      The darkness and light swirled together. "So much arguing, so much disagreement," Boudica said, her blue eyes softening, "but it isn't over yet. Not by any measure."

      At Verity's side, Julia let out a squeak. "I dunnae want to see it."

      "But it matters, little one," Andrasta said, "it matters a great deal."

      The shadows twisted and turned, and now they showed something else entirely, a place Verity did not know. It was the inside of a castle by the massive amount and depth of stonework all around. When she caught a glimpse of a banner with the McTighe coat of arms on it, she understood; she was seeing Julia's memories.

      Two voices were raised, their emotion running as high as her recollection of her parents, but these were heavy with Scottish brogue. Another little girl was sneaking downstairs to listen to something that she wasn't supposed to. Peering over the bannister, little Julia observed what they didn't want her to see.

      The broad-shouldered man with the bright red hair, who Verity recognised as Lord Hamish McTighe, kilt and all, in full Scottish outrage. The woman facing him also possessed the same colour hair, though hers was curled and loose about her shoulders. The way her hands were jammed on her hips suggested she did so, in order not to strike him.

      "Mother, uncle," little Julia whispered, “dunna fight."

      They didn't hear her, and she didn't raise her voice to make them.

      "Una, you can't be serious," Hamish said, shaking his head. "You canna take such chances with aether and the girl like that."

      "I dunna say I would do any such thing with Julia nearby." Una spun around and stared at the flames in the massive hearth for a minute. "I just know I can learn so much more about it, if I keep going. Science sometimes require we go to the edge."

      "Aether is dangerous and unreliable," Hamish barked back. Quite something to hear from the notorious Mad McTighe. "If you go looking for answers you could end up killing yourself and your daughter along with you."

      Una let out a long, ragged sigh and thumped her fist against the stone surround of the fireplace. "I canna give up, Hamish. I canna.”

      Verity understood the passionate pursuit of the sciences, and not just because her parents suffered from it—so had she. Sometimes it was hard to pull herself away from tinkering with something. When the brain wouldn't let go of an idea, and the body pushed for a little more time. That was how hours and days could be lost. However, she was not a mother, and she could read in Una McTighe's face the struggle between both motherhood and discovery.

      Her brother let out a long side and shook his head. Verity would never have imagined seeing such restraint from an inventor known for his 'madness' and brilliance. Yet here he was urging caution on his sister.

      "If you must continue your pursuit," he finally conceded, "then at least leave Julia here in my care. She will want for nothing and be safer."

      How McTighe castle could be the least dangerous option, remained a mystery. What was Una McTighe pursuing that was so terrible?

      Finally, the woman paced back and forward a moment, chewing on her lip, but finally she nodded. "That would be the most sensible thing brother, but I will write to her—every week I promise."

      "She didn't," Julia's voice reached her. "Only on my birthday, but she is now the foremost expert on ancient aether technology."

      The light and shadow released the two young women, as the Queen also let go of them. They slumped to their knees, sapped of all energy.

      When she was able to recover herself, Verity looked up at them, a simmering rage building inside her. Neither she nor Julia asked for that sort of intrusion.

      "I came here for help," she repeated. "After all the Seven have done for you, and this is how you repay me?"

      A ripple of angry muttering ran around the room at her disrespect, but Verity didn't care.

      "We repay you with knowledge," Boudica said, leaning back in their chair, and pushing her iron-grey braid off her shoulder. "Not everyone asks for our gifts, but they must be used. We are trying to save the future, and there is only one voyage that can set you on the right path."

      It wasn't enough of an answer for Verity. Brushing off her trousers, she got to her feet. "What I really came here for was to ask you to save my friends. I would like one of your citizens to place the red kerchief at the window of St Giles, as a signal to the Seven. They are in danger if they stay in Onslow Square."

      Andrasta raised her hand, and one of the younger bearded ladies got up and left.

      "It will be done," Boudica said. "But remember we swore and oath to watch your back, Verity Fitzroy. If we did not show you these things, then a terrible fate would befall all of your children. The shadows of the past follow close on your heels."

      The Queen laid claim to being prescient, and Verity had long doubted that, thinking it was just another bit of sideshow flimflam, but now having experience a dip into the past, she wondered.

      "Show a little gratitude," Andrasta hissed. "You need to go on a journey to avoid that path, and we have given you signs to help you along it."

      Boudica's fingers tapped on the arm of her chair. "Children are always ungrateful, even the talented ones."

      "Most especially the talented ones," her sister offered, pressing her lips into a sour line.

      “We understand,” Julia said in a small voice, her face folded by concentration and just a hint of tears in her eyes.

      The Queen leaned in against herself, looking like a stern Janus with nothing but concentration for them.

      "Elias will send the signal you request," they whispered, this time together. In these kind of moments, Verity understood the reverence the Underground had for their queen. Her four sets of eyes glittered in the half-light. After her brush with the Silver Pharaoh, the young woman had learned there were indeed more things in heaven and earth.

      Slowly she began to back away from the dais, head tilted down, but eyes up. Julia and Potts stayed behind her until they were out in the corridor.

      "Well, that was terrifying," the little brass man said, jetting some steam out of his rear port, "but you two were holding hands with them for quite some time, what was that about?"

      Their little display was just for them then, and not be projected to all and sundry; Verity could be glad at least of that.

      She cleared her throat. "Nothing, just being reverent is all, you know and keeping our heads on our shoulders."

      Julia glanced up and they shared a dark look.

      "So, what now? Are we to become permanent residents?" Potts asked, his head spinning around to check up and down the corridor.

      Instead of answering him, which would have only risked everything tumbling out, Verity turned and led them in the other direction from which they came. "We go to St Giles and wait for the rest of the Seven to turn up. They will tell us if the Illuminati came calling back at the house, or if they only made it as far as the park."

      Julia hustling to keep up, tapped her on the shoulder. "You live there in Kensington?" She said it in such a disbelieving tone, that Verity was reminded once again how sheltered and privileged her friend's life was. Certainly, she lost her mother, never knew her father, but she'd been brought up in wealth. From her point of view, ragamuffin Verity living in the neat rows of upper crust Kensington was quite the surprise.

      "No," she snapped, "we hide in Kensington, there is a difference."

      Realising she'd made a mistake, Julia was silent after that. Following the tunnel east as far as it went, Verity began counting the twists and turns. She didn't know all of the side tunnels and exits as the Underground citizens did, but she could identify one. Their rendezvous point.

      Have a plan or three in your back pocket, Henry always said, and this one triggered by the signal would see them right for this situation.

      The High Street of Kensington was the main thoroughfare all the Seven used, and they would notice the signal soon enough. Scatter and regroup, it communicated. The Seven in the house on Onslow Square would hightail it out the back, rather than using any of the usual methods, and then they would regroup in St Giles in the Field.

      It was a church picked for both its good location, kindly rector, and the fact it had a lot of visitors. Small children would not be so remarked upon as they would in fancier churches. After taking three lefts and right and then another left, Verity was confident she led them in the right direction.

      When Julia spoke, it almost made her jump. “I know the voyage the Queen talked about. I know where we must go.”

      That brought Verity to a stop. She spun around and fixed her with a sharp look. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Emerald Flame. The Greek Fire. The War Fire. It is what my mother is searching for… still is actually.”

      “And where would that be?” Potts burst in. The flame in his chest obviously worried him even more than he was letting on.

      “Cappadocia, in Central Anatolia.” Julia folded her fingers together and stared down at them. “That was at least where the last birthday card I got from her came from. She said she was very close to finding the answer to the mystery she's been chasing the years.”

      Verity considered before saying anything else. Too many coincidences pointed towards the Emerald Flame; a professor of aether, the Illuminati, and her uncle Octavius.

      Now Julia’s mother was coming close to revealing a secret about the flame. If the power that lived inside Potts’ chest could be larger than it would make a weapon capable of changing the world. The image of the massive machine Psusennes built flashed in her memory. Her own parents saw the danger of what Octavius Barnes was doing and tried to dissuade him.

      It would be easy to alert Thorne and the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences, but then Julia’s mother would get into trouble, and Octavius who proved himself a subtle player before might slip through their fingers.

      The thought remained, if she went, then he would know. She might even get to see him face to face, and be able to ask him the real question burning in her mind; had he killed her parents? If he hadn’t maybe he knew who did?

      "Where's that then?" Christopher asked with a twist of his lips.

      "It's in the Ottoman Empire," Emma said pertly. "Long way from here."

      She licked her lips, before offering, “It would be good to get out the city with the Illuminati crawling all over it.”

      “Wait a minute,” Potts injected, waving his brass arms and beaming green light from his eyes. “You’re saying we should all go haring off to Italy just because this girl’s mother knows something of aether and maybe Greek Fire?”

      “With Miss Delancy dead,” Julia replied coolly, “my mother is the foremost expert thank you very much, and Greek Fire is her life’s work. She also asked if I would like to visit her dig with my class sometime.”

      “I think that time would be now,” Verity said, crossing her arms and staring down at Potts. “And you’re coming along. Can’t leave you here for the Illuminati, real or imagined to get hold of.”

      "I don't like travel," the automaton grumbled, but both women completely ignored him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          St Giles' Plan

        

      

    

    
      “You want to what?” Henry said, leaning back against Auden’s grave and staring at her as if he couldn’t quite believe what she’d just said.

      “We need to get to Anatolia,” Verity repeated not meeting his eyes. She didn't want to get into a fight at this juncture if she could help it.

      “I don’t know nothing about where that is, and I kinda don’t think I want to,” Christopher replied with a twist of his lips.

      Verity turned to him. "That's good because I don't want all of you to come."

      "What?!" Emma, who sat with her arms draped around Potts, leapt to her feet.

      Verity held her hands out in front of her, mostly to defend from the angry looks the other children were giving her. Julia sat, arms crossed over her chest and huddled in the far corner by a tombstone. Apart from Henry and Emma, these other children were complete strangers to her, and Verity was aware how they would look to her cultivated eyes; like most of them would stab her as soon as look at her. To be fair, all of the Seven did indeed have some kind of weapon on them.

      "I've had time to think about it while you got here," Verity said, while noting from the corner of her eye that Jonathan and Jeremy already whispered to each other. "We have a problem in both places. The Emerald Flame is being used by a monster experimenting on children, and we know nothing about how to stop him. While the Illuminati, one of the most deadly and secretive organisations in the world, may well know the location of our home."

      Colin raised his hand like he was in school, though he'd never darkened the doors of one. "You're sure that was who it was?"

      Now, once again she was going to have to involve them in her past. From her pocket she removed the note from her uncle and handed to Colin. He read it, and then passed it on around the circle. Even Julia got a lookie-loo. Some of the Seven read better than others, Christopher for example being far less willing to sit still and be taught—but all of them got the gist of it.

      "Your uncle again?" Henry asked, giving her an angry glare under his furrowed brow. "For someone who is supposed to be an orphan you do have a lot of trouble with family, don't you?"

      The rest of the Seven had mostly dead or disappeared relatives. Verity swallowed hard, trying not to feel the prick of tears in the corner of her eyes. She knew it wasn't for Cora and Hugo, but rather for bringing this trouble to the Seven's doorstep.

      Liam put his hand on top of hers and gave it a squeeze. "We've all got ghosts in our past. People that would happily slit our throats. That's why we look after each other."

      "Don't even think about leaving us," Emma said, her face screwed up in near anger. "We stick together, that's what you said, and that means through everything—not just the good bits."

      Jonathan whispered to Jeremy who whispered to Colin. "That's the code, right, Truth?"

      Verity meant truth, and sometimes she wished she hadn't told them that. This was not one of those times when she could give them everything, much as she might like to.

      Blinking and nodding, she went on. "I thought about it as we came back from the Underground. Thought about it a lot actually. Here's my suggestion, and then we can vote on it."

      She looked across at Henry, who wore a glower that could have cracked eggs. Still, start as you mean to go on. "I think Henry should stay here with Jonathan, Jeremy, Christopher and Colin and infiltrate the Illuminati, while Emma, Liam and I go to Anatolia to find out more about this green flame. We'll take Monkey Wrench with us since he has one inside him we can use as a comparison."

      Henry leapt to his feet in a moment, genuine shock washing away that glower. "You want me to stay here?"

      Odd how he wasn't worried about traveling to Anatolia, just that he wanted to go with her.

      "You're the oldest," she said, wondering that she had actually said that, since it was the one thing that grated on her when he brought it up himself.

      “Onslow Square is our home," Colin said while shoving his hands into his pockets, "we don't give it up if we has to."

      Verity pointed out him. "Precisely, I doubt the Ministry has another perfect little house for us just kicking around. We want to go back to living in a dripping basement, or something?"

      They all shook their heads.

      "You're right," Henry said, and never had words sounded sweeter, but then he had to go and ruin it, "but I should go with you."

      This was where things started to get difficult. By always dogging her footsteps, like he did in the Delancy Academy, he just said to Verity that he didn't think she was competent or capable. She wouldn't have that.

      "This isn't something I just dreamt up," she snapped. "You love to be in charge and entering the Illuminati and finding out what they know will be complication. The twins will pull their usual trick, of keeping one in reserve if things go pear-shaped. While Colin is the sweetest little cracksman among us, just in case you need to get in somewhere, which you will. I'll take Emma who is in fantastic at infiltration, and Liam for pickpocketing."

      Henry crossed his arms. "And you take Christopher as well," he said, as if they hadn't talked about it time after time. The older boy's love of the bottle was starting to interfere with things, and he wouldn't listen to Henry no matter how much he yelled.

      He gave her a little shake of his head while his gaze locked with her. "Just in case you need some muscle on your end. Agreed?"

      Verity sighed but knew an impasse when she saw one. "Alright then."

      Christopher scowled and stared around at the other. "So that's it? We're going to a vote, but we need another option to this crazy idea?"

      "We scatter," Henry replied, spitting out the words like they had a bad taste to them. "We abandon Onslow Square, and leg it out of London. We might stand a chance the Illuminati give up on us if we set up in Birmingham or York maybe..."

      Jeremy whispered to Jonathan, who leaned over and whispered to Colin. "Yeah, Birmingham is the arse end of nowhere."

      "Any other suggestions?" Emma asked.

      "You could tell Harrison Thorne all this," Julia offered in a quiet voice. "Let the Ministry sort everything."

      All eyes turned to her, and Verity winced. The Seven were happy to earn a living working with the Ministry, but they were their own entity. Every single child in the group was proud of their independence, fiercely loyal to one another, and looked down on adults in all their shapes and forms. The Seven took care of their own business, and that was reflected in every one of the children seated in the vault of St Giles. Every terrible story they'd gone through forged them into something more than children. They were a family.

      Verity went to open her mouth to explain that to her Scottish friend, but Henry got their first. “Maybe the Ministry is a comfort to you, Miss McTighe, but they are a business partner to us. We take their money, but we earn it fair and square. This is our business, personal like, and we fix it ourselves.”

      Emma nodded sagely. “Don’t trust adults, Miss. We’ve done that in our time, all of us, and it always ends badly.”

      Julia stared around at all of them, taking in their serious faces and realisation dawned over her face. It was an alien way of thinking to this child of privilege but the Seven relied only on themselves. After being chased by the Illuminati and shot at, after witnessing the life of the Underground and its Queen, a little part of the rich young lady, started to comprehend what the world was for other people.

      Luckily, she didn’t try to explain their lives to them, probably because she must have witnessed many people at Castle McTighe doing the very same thing to her uncle. Lord Hamish might have money, but he also existed outside the boundaries of what was considered normal society.

      Instead, Julia folded her hands, and leaned back, letting the Ministry Seven conduct business as they saw fit.

      “A vote then,” Henry said, pushing his dark hair out of his face, and looking far older than Verity ever noticed before. “Those is favour of legging it out of London, make yourself known.”

      Only Christopher put his hand up.

      Henry let out a sigh. “Those in favour of splitting up and following Verity’s plan, raise yours.”

      Everyone else, including Julia and Potts put their hands up. Verity chose not to point out they didn't really get a vote, but the message was there.

      Christopher swore under his breath, while the automaton muttered, “Birmingham, imagine. All those peaky blinders to contend with…”

      Emma shuddered and squeezed him, even though the little brass man was in no danger of being sliced by anyone.

      Henry stared at his shoes, and then jerked his head to take Verity to one side. She didn’t want to argue, but he might just start one in front of the others anyway, so she followed him around the corner.

      He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Do you honestly think this is the best thing, Verity? Do you think it’s safe?”

      It was a ridiculous question, but something about the soft tone of his voice stopped her from just barking back. So she considered, thinking through the options again, before telling him the harsh truth. “Nothing we do is safe, Henry. Living isn’t safe for any of us, but I honestly believe that Onslow Square is our home, and worth fighting for.”

      He glanced up at her from under his cap. “And this Emerald Flame thing, you still want to chase it even after your uncle warned you off?”

      Going to answer, she paused and really thought about that too. The memory of the Silver Pharaoh chasing her through the burning Delancy Academy was still very fresh to her. Should she just stay in London to help Henry with the Illuminati, and take Octavius’ advice to leave well enough alone?

      Considering that possibility, looking down that line to a future where she made that choice, she had the answer.

      “Yes,” she said, “because I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t. They were my parents, Henry. I loved them, and they loved me. That has to mean something. If my uncle had anything to do with their deaths, he has to be brought to justice.”

      She didn’t mention the mighty machine she’d seen in the pharaoh’s tomb, that seemed too far-fetched to be inserted into a logical argument right now.

      Henry chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, and he had to be thinking about his own parents, both dead, but only one of them laden with terrible memories. Finally, he gave a stiff nod. “Just make me a promise you’ll have a care, right? You won’t get yourself killed or nothing. I won’t be there to fly in on an ornithopter to pick you up.”

      It had been a marvellous moment now that she looked back on it, knowing it wouldn’t end in disaster. She tapped him on the back of the hand and smiled. “I’ll be careful, and I’ll be back as soon as I can. Just make our house safe for me, alright?”

      He scuffed his foot on the floor and grumbled, “Be sure you are, or I’ll be bloody cross with you.”

      Verity blushed, unable to find the words for this now awkward moment.

      “Come on then,” she said, moving to return to the others.

      That was when he squeezed her hand, for a brief moment. A frisson of electricity shot up her spine at that little gesture, and a rush of blood to her head didn’t help matters. Henry was a challenge, but she allowed herself the understanding that he was also handsome, smart and loyal. A physical reaction to him was not unexpected.

      When she went back to the others she was sure they could make out the red in her cheeks. Clearing her throat, she spoke with more authority than she felt at that moment. “Henry will be in charge on the London end then, and I’ll take care of Anatolia.”

      Christopher looked like he might just punch the rock wall, but after a second, he nodded. “Just so you know, I hate bloody airships.”

      “Oh, he’s going to be delightful,” Potts piped in. “Already I can see the chances of success are high.”

      Verity’s hands clenched into fists, as she wondered if her choices had been the right ones. What possible future might lie ahead, and would it ever turn out like she hoped. Whichever it was, it would take more than sarcasm to get them through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          On the way to Anatolia

        

      

    

    
      It was almost embarrassing how quickly Julia got them on the next airship to the Ottoman Empire. She didn't even seem to know as she stood at the counter, how what she was doing underscored the difference between them.

      Verity watched from the shadows of the aeropot with Emma, Liam, Christopher and Potts.

      "Got a bit of dosh then," Christopher said, tilting his cap down to watch the Scottish girl discuss which routes were best with the ticketing agent.

      Verity knew what had to be going through the boy's mind. She tapped him on the shoulder, "Now don't finish that thought. She's helping us, and she's my friend. I won't take it very well if something goes missing from her."

      He clasped his hand to his throat as if distressed she would think such things. "I won't touch a curly red hair on her head," he replied.

      Liam pushed closer to her. "I didn't like that airship thing last time neither. And this will be much longer right?"

      Christopher leaned down, "It's over night, boy. Swinging about in that basket underneath..."

      It was Emma that bopped him on the head, not Verity. "Shut your mouth, Chris. We're as safe as houses. Better than catching a lift on the back of a London tram."

      Liam relaxed a little bit after that. When Julia returned she'd secured them berth on the Sky Queen, and Verity took that as a good sign. Perhaps the Underground Queen was watching them. Maybe they'd seen all this in the light and shadow?

      Sharing a berth with four other children and a very mouthy automaton was certainly not Verity's idea of a fine time, but she bore it. Liam, after his initial doubts, loved the airship. He spent the two days it took to get to Constantinople running from bow to stern, getting under passengers and crew's feet. He asked so many questions, in a ceaseless flood, that Verity gave up on keeping him in check, and let him bother stewards with them.

      Christopher stayed in his swaying hammock, hat pulled over his face and ignored the fact that they were thousands of feet in the air as best he could. Emma spent every waking moment hovering around Potts. She got it in her head that the rotund automaton was in danger of rolling off the side of the Sky Queen and bouncing to his death. No matter how much he fussed at her to leave him alone, she tagged along wherever he went. It didn't matter how curt he was with her, the young girl simply let it roll off her.

      Verity found the whole thing amusing, and enjoyed the prickly retorts Potts gave, followed by an absolute void of understanding on Emma's part.

      What did worry her though was Julia McTighe.

      After the initial elation of getting them on their way, the Scottish girl made an effort to keep herself out the way on the first day. She disappeared into the airship somewhere, only to return at night, when she slipped into her hammock with nary a word.

      On the second day Verity decided she had to have it out with the girl, because soon enough they would be meeting Una McTighe and then all their politeness would have to be on.

      So, she went hunting for Julia, leaving Potts to his frustration, Emma to her adulation, Christopher to his pout, and Liam with his curiosity. She could do nothing about any of those, but she could find out where her friend's thoughts lay.

      Finally, in the empty dining area, she discovered Julia, sitting with a pot of tea and an empty cup, staring out the window at the clouds. Sliding in next to her, Verity felt the pot. Stone cold.

      Taking hold of it and the cup from Julia's hands, she deposited them back at the service window, and from the automaton behind the counter retrieved a fresh pot and two cups.

      Only when it had steeped, and she poured one for each of them did she even attempt to speak.

      "It's your mother isn't it?"

      Julia didn't meet her eyes, but she accepted the cup and began filling it with sugar cubes. "I canna even remember her face very well."

      "When did you last see her?"

      Julia's green eyes locked with hers. "You know when."

      They had shared each other's memories, and Verity hadn't forgotten the tableaux of Hamish and Una arguing in the castle. "Oh," she said, carefully stirring her cup. "So awhile then."

      "What am I supposed to say to her?" Julia still put more sugar cubes in. It was now more sugar than tea. "By the time she was my age, me mother was already at university studying aether particles. I'm an idiot compared to her."

      Verity understood that her friend was feeling down on herself, but that self-indulgent lie wouldn't stand with her. "You're plenty smart, Julia. Remember how you threw together that device so we could communicate with the dead? How many idiots do you know who could do that?"

      The hint of a smile pulled at the corner of Julia's lips, but then she frowned. "I was just messing with something already made. My mother has invented several aether devices sold all around the world. Just like me uncle."

      Verity reached across and grabbed her hand. "Do you want me to tell you the truth, or do you want to hold onto your fears a bit longer?"

      Julia straightened up and shot her a shocked look. "What do you mean by that?"

      Verity shrugged. "Sometimes people need to wallow, so they can drag themselves out of it. Other times they want people to tell them the real situation. I only wanted to understand what you wanted."

      "Aye, let's try the truth then."

      "You're a smart young woman, and you're afraid to meet your mother because you don't know what you will make of each other."

      Julia took a long sip of her tea before answering. "You're nae wrong there."

      "Whatever you find, is what you find," Verity said, leaning back, cup in hand. "Think of it this way, and it might be hard. She's your mother, but she's also a person, who can make mistakes, and has all kinds of flaws. Don't put her on a pedestal."

      Julia smiled slowly, and then drained her whole cup of tea even though it was still very hot. Then letting out a gasp, she said, "How is it, that you are so damned smart about this, Miss Verity Fitzroy?"

      She let out a long sigh in response to that question, because it was one she had thought about long and hard in her moments alone since joining the Seven. "It's easy to forget our parents are humans too. I had made mine into carved gods myself, and their only mistake was dying. But then I started to remember their arguments, their forgetfulness, and their stupid jokes. Whatever happened to them, they were people." She leaned forward. "And I was angry for them for that last bit... getting themselves killed. Don't tell me you're not angry with your mother's choices..."

      Julia pulled her wild curls back off her face and stared out the window for a moment. Back in the academy she'd displayed plenty of the legendary temper of the Scots, as well as the off-centred nature of the McTighes, but now Verity observed something else, real, deep-seated disappointment.

      Verity's parents hadn't wanted to leave her, while Una McTighe had chosen to put her work ahead of her daughter.

      "Yes," Julia whispered softly, "I canna pretend different. I love my uncle, but my mother... after my father died she was all I had… and she left." She spoke the last words and turned her eyes to Verity. They were full of anger and sadness. She looked as if she couldn't decide if she should smash something or fall into tears.

      "You should tell her that when you see her," Verity said, leaning over and giving her friend's hand a squeeze. "Before anything, have the talk with her."

      Julia nodded. "I… I will try."

      They finished up the pot of tea, and in Julia's case all of the sugar in the canister, before heading back to the cabin. As they reached the door, a call went out from the deck. "Landing ho!"

      Liam came whizzing down the stairs, his face alight with excitement. "They let me into the crow's nest, it was bloody brilliant! I saw the city and everything! Constan…constan… something…I dunno…”

      It was hard not to catch a little of his infectious joy in the moment.

      All of the children, even Christopher raced to a window to stare out.

      "The second city of Rome," Verity whispered, as the sunlight glinted off the waters of the Bospherous Straight, and the domed roof of the Blue Mosque.

      "It's where east meets west," Julia said, her voice tinged with the same excitement as Liam. "I've never been this far from home."

      "Us neither," Christopher added, rubbing his nose on his sleeve. "I wonder what sort of larks we could get up to on those streets."

      Verity elbowed him hard in the ribs. "They have their own street children down there I am sure. They'd eat us alive, just like we would if they dropped into London."

      They watched at their airship took her place with all the others waiting for their turn to dock at the busy aeroport. It seemed to take forever, but eventually their number was up and the Sky Queen released gases from her envelope and shouldered her way down. Now the lump of fear that lodged in Verity's stomach when they meet a very different kind of queen, returned with a vengeance. When she had travelled to foreign climes, it was always in the company of her parents, who had taken care to make sure she was safe at all times.

      They were flying now without a net. Not even the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences knew where they were.

      Once their airship safely docked, Julia with her small valise stuck under her arm, led them down off the gangway, into warmth of a Turkish November. No King Fog here, and no chance of snow.

      A spindly gold automaton, who seemed like he might fall over if the wind struck him the wrong way, held a card in front of him labelled 'The McTighe party.'

      "I don't like the looks of him," Potts said, his eyes flashing green, and it was like his voice sparked something in Julia.

      Dropping her valise before they were ever half-way to the other brass man, she rummaged around in her case. "I have a present for you Monkey Wrench. I know I had it in here. Where is the wee blighter?"

      "Julia," Verity hissed, "is now the best time for this?" She didn't want their little deception of who they were to fall at the very firsts hurdle.

      Her friend waved her hand dismissively as her frilly knickers and what nots tumbled to the ground. "Aye, it is the only time. Ah ha!" At the very bottom of her bag she had two round lenses, that looked like a broken set of goggles.

      She tackled Potts before he could think to roll away and jammed both of those over his eyes.

      "I knew the Scots were rude, but this is beyond the pale!" he squawked, his voice rising to new and squeaky heights. However, when Julia stood up dusting herself off, the lenses she affixed did their job.

      Despite her eccentricities, Verity long ago realised that her friend was quite brilliant. The English girl never thought about the fact that Potts' bright green eyes, flaring with the power of the Emerald Flame would give the game away immediately. Julia took the time to create some rudimentary coloured goggles for him, that turned his eyes to the more usual yellow eyes found in other automatons.

      After some initial flailing around, Potts must have been able to make out the difference to. "It'll do, I suppose," he grumbled, without so much as a thank you.

      "You're welcome, you bloody tin-can," Julia snapped, before stuffing her belongings back into her valise and stomping towards the welcoming committee.

      "Miss McTighe," the tall automaton creaked out, "welcome to Turkey. I am Baffle, your mother's automaton, and charged with getting you to Kayseri."

      Verity couldn't help but wince. This automaton's internal workings were rattle bang and dreadfully out of rhythm. It actually hurt her Sound enough to made her want to whip out her tool belt and get to fixing him immediately. He reminded her of the old tinker that plied trade down in Cheapside, and he'd been found frozen to death in a gutter only the past Christmas.

      The automaton swivelled its head to regard the other children, and she could feel its internal workings trying to make sense of the extra bodies that it hadn't been told to collect. She was afraid it might just seize up then and there in the aeroport.

      Putting forth her Sound, she tried to smooth the tempo of the clockwork, before it flew apart. Just in the knick of time too, because Baffle bent over and tried to wrestle Julia’s valise from her fingers, which she resisted. Both of them nearly ended up on the arses, but the girl won out.

      Once again, the elderly automaton scanned Verity, Liam, Emma and Christopher. “One too many children,” he croaked, not even getting simple mathematics right.

      “These are my classmates,” Julia said, putting her hands on her hips. “I did write an tell me Mum about them.”

      The gears behind his only faintly glowing yellow eyes, clicked and clacked, but his programming was so rudimentary, that he merely nodded and spinning around led them to a second, much smaller airship.

      Verity saw it was open sided, with no cabins to speak of, but then Kayseri was not that far away, at least by air.

      “I don’t see any pilot,” she commented.

      “I am pleased to inform you, young madam, I am your pilot for this trip,” Baffle said, staggering to one side for a moment when his leg ceased up.

      “Right then, we’re all going to die,” Christopher said, not even trying to moderate his tone.

      Emma squeezed Potts tightly. "It's alright, I'll look after you, Monkey Wrench."

      "I don't see how," the automaton warbled, and breaking loose of her grasp rolled himself up to the taller brass man. "Exactly how old are you there? How many flights have you made successfully?"

      Baffle glanced at him but made no reply. He was a regular automaton, and not a very well maintained one, so such unexpected comments were very far outside his programming.

      Verity hoped that she might be able to assist him if things got too hairy in the flying department, but since the Sound was a secret between her and Henry, she didn't decide this was the moment to share it with the others.

      Liam was the only one to look excited by the prospect of an airship trip in an open-sided craft. Maybe if things got too bad he could have a go flying it, since he'd spent the last few days on the bridge of a proper craft. Couldn't be any worse that this dilapidated automaton.

      They climbed on board, though Christopher actually crossed himself before scrambling up the gangway. She'd never seen him to do that before, but he went and spoiled the effect by whispering in her ear, "Not got a shot of the good stuff in your bag, Verity, have ya? I think we could all do with one."

      Swatting him away, she took a very quick tour around the craft, listening for anything. Since there wasn't that much mechanical, it all sounded good to her, and from what she could tell the airship was in better nick than the automaton that came with it. Una McTighe obviously cared more about it than him. Still she would keep an ear Baffle just in case.

      Hopefully they would all make it in one piece. It would be quite embarrassing to travel all this way and be killed by a malfunctioning automaton—but then sometimes life did have an evil sense of humour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          A Boy’s Adventure

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan whispered to Jeremy, who whispered to Colin. The little blond boy nodded sagely, looked up at Henry and said, "You ain't got a clue have ya?"

      Trafalgar Square was quiet in the morning, with most everyone hurrying of to their work. Only a few peddlers and the remains of the Ministry Seven stayed put. They'd perched themselves next to one of the lions at the base of Nelson's column, since it was out of the wind and faint rain. They couldn't stay for long before a bobbie tried to move them along, but it was as good a place as any to have their much-needed discussion.

      The three boys stared at him, and Henry tried to keep calm. They had just voiced his greatest fear. Verity and the rest had flown off to have fun in foreign climes days before and left him with the task of finding out if the Illuminati worked out their home base. Where they even aware of the Ministry Seven?

      Henry knew nothing of the Illuminati, and thus had no clue what information they might or might not have. He could ask Thorne about them, maybe get some inside information about them from the Ministry, but that would bring up a whole mess of further questions. Henry liked Harrison Thorne, but that didn't mean he entirely trusted him. Adults and their world were treacherous.

      The truth was children on the streets of London were a commodity, and while the agent seemed like he cared about the orphans, it didn't stop him putting them in harm's way if he needed something.

      Henry scratched his head for a moment and thought carefully about where to begin to pull on this thread.

      "I do actually," he replied with a sharpness in his tone that made the three younger boys sit up. "First let's go back to the house where this whole thing started and see what we can find there."

      Colin's eyes went wide. Getting snatched off the streets of London wasn't a rare occurrence for the Seven, but it wasn't usually one they liked to repeat—especially so soon.

      "The Monster isn't there anymore," Henry reassured him.

      "I know that," Colin snapped in reply. "I just... well everything burned down didn't it? Nothing will be left to help us."

      "You never know." He understood his temper was starting to rise, and he tried his best to grab hold of it before it disappeared. Verity warned him often about it, and he would hate to make her right about something—even if she wasn't there to see it.

      Jeremy whispered to Jonathan, who leaned across to impart their wisdom to Colin. He nodded sagely. "Jeremy says that we should go see the Underground Queen like Verity did."

      The very suggestion sent shivers up Henry's back. It wasn't that he disliked the citizens of the city under the city, but the Queen gave him the right willies. Verity didn't mind her poking around in her head, but he wasn't having any of that. It wasn't right to let another person into your thoughts. He had no wish to relive his father's hand connecting with the side of his face, or to hear the ragged gasps as he died.

      "Nah," he offered in a tone that he hoped conveyed confidence. "The Queen she deals in the future, and we need to know about the here and now. Besides, the Illuminati aren't interested in the citizens of the Underground. They're more above ground people I would think. We need to find someone with knowledge from the edge. You know the kind of bloke always looking over his shoulder."

      The four boys shared a look, and Henry let out a soft groan as he made the connection. He had just described Eddie the Scholar, and he'd sworn he'd never go back after last time.

      "Eddie," they all chimed in.

      The twins shook their heads and tucked their hands under their legs where they sat. Eddie fancied himself a teacher, though a lot of his teachings involved slapping about with the switch and not so much learning things.

      Colin shook his head vehemently. "No Henry, not going to do it. I'd rather go back to the house, than see the Scholar." The twins nodded their agreement.

      "You're going to let me go alone?" Henry demanded, and apparently, they were.

      Jonathan, Jeremy and Colin leapt to their feet. "We'll go back and check the Monster's house," they yelled over their shoulder as they darted away past the lions and towards the right-hand fountain.

      After that the only thing for Henry to do was trudge his way down to the river.

      London was full of characters. Mr Dickens snapped up many of them for his books. He made hundreds and hundreds of pounds off them, however he'd never met the like of Eddie the Scholar. At time Henry wished he'd never met him. Not only was he fond of discipline, but at times it was painful just to listen to him.

      Still he did have his habits, and that made him easy to find.

      The Thames stunk, always had and always would. The sailors lived as close to it as they could, and so the area was full of them, as well as those that preyed on them. Henry kept a keen eye out as he worked his way through these streets towards the river bank.

      It was early still, most business and robbery already took place the previous night, but even he experienced the prickle of fear when two brawny men in an alleyway followed him with their foreheads furrowed. He could almost see the calculations being made behind their eyes. Luckily, he didn’t look like he carried anything of value, and so they turned back to their conversation.

      The gang that ran this part of the city was the Bessarabian Tigers, and the young orphans ran jobs for them, while living in terror of attracting too much of their notice. Henry didn’t want any of that either, so he stayed alert as he reached the ramshackle houses on the edge of the Thames. The ports lay further upriver, but eventually they’d move these homes on to make way for commerce.

      Eddie the Scholar was easy enough to find. He kept a sort of permanent lodging out the back of the Pig’s Whistle pub. Agnes the owner, concealed a kind heart under her gruff exterior, and let Eddie stay out the back, as long as he didn’t bother her customers. Vaulting over the rear gate, Henry peered into the little lean-to he kept there. No Eddie, but his space was full of broken smoking pipes, piles of pins, and chipped bowls. He collected everything that might earn a penny or be useful later.

      Since he wasn’t at the Pig’s Whistle, Henry guessed where he might find him. Down on the river bank.

      Mudlarks they called them, and usually it was young boys who worked the river. By scavenging whatever they could find washed up, they made enough to scrape by. Henry knew a few in his time, but they were considered the bottom of the street children hierarchy. The river reeked, and so did those that tramped through it. Selling scraps of canvas, rope, metal and even fat tossed overboard by ship’s cooks, was a hard living. Being the lowest of the low, Mudlarks were often beaten by police or the local gangs.

      It was the reason most adults left it to the children, but not Eddie the Scholar. He was easy to pick from among all the smaller forms working their way along the bank. The tide went out, and an army of children scattered to the mud like there was free lollies to be found there. Nothing that they found was like that of course.

      When Henry located Eddie, he was in full Scholar mode. Even from fifty feet away, his voice rose as he scolded two small, dirty boys. “Practise your ABCs, lads. Tomorrow is the test…”

      They ran off, using all their accumulated cuss words in a long stream. Eddie just shook his head and laughed.

      Henry’s hands clenched at his side. He was really doing this, and that meant he needed to gird himself or he might end up trapped in one of the man’s interminable lessons himself.

      “Eddie,” he finally called, not wanting to slog through the mud.

      The Scholar turned towards him, and the morning rays of the sun glinted off the polished brass colander on his head. The handle was currently directly over his eyes, which meant a relatively good mood. His clothes Eddie didn’t keep in nearly as good repair. A jacket that might once have been fashionable twenty years before, hung off his thin shoulders, caked in so many layers of mud its original colour remained a mystery. Slung off one shoulder was a thick leather bag, already bulging with his finds of the day.

      He waved for a long time, before making his way over to the cobblestones which stood above the high tide mark.

      “Henry,” he chortled, his scraggly red beard jiggling in the position he’d tied it to, which was to the left side of his face. Let loose it would brush his belt. The colander and the beard were the only things Eddie tried to keep clean.

      He clomped over to Henry and it was like holding a piece of the river right in front of his nose. The young man knew that he wasn’t exactly the model of cleanliness, but even he took a step back and shook his head. “Good morning, Eddie. How’s the mud today?”

      The man turned and looked over the river like a man of means surveying his tracts of land. His green eyes sparkled as he spoke, “Excellent, just vast possibilities… and lots of pins…”

      Opening his hand, he held them to Henry. Many of them could come from the middle ages. The Thames held onto things a long time, but they were no more valuable than any other metal. If they were the British museum would have gone broke buying them from Eddie.

      Turning back to Henry, he smiled out of the corner of his mouth. “So back for another lesson, young Hal?”

      Thinking of the welt the last one had left on his hand, he shook his head. “Sorry, not today. I am looking for some information.”

      “Oh, you’re here on business,” Eddie said, and rotated the handle of the colander from the front to over his left ear. “Right, then, let’s find a spot where we can be sure no one will overhear us.”

      Looking around Henry couldn’t see anyone in sight, but he let the older man lead him over to the wall only a few feet from the mud. It was designed to keep the lapping Thames from dropping into the nearby houses, but Eddie brushed it off as if it were a seat in a lawyer’s office, before sitting there.

      “What has your mind today, Hal?” he asked. The repetition of Henry’s name as a nickname often use in Shakespeare’s plays was a habit that the younger man did not appreciate. However, he sighed, and smiled as best he could.

      “Eddie, I want to ask you what you know about the Illuminati in London.”

      He might as well have electrified the mudlark’s head. His eyes grew huge and he started shaking, but he did take the time to unhook his beard—just so he could tug on it as if trying to make sure it was still attached. His hand hovered over the colander’s handle like he couldn’t decide which way to twist it.

      Finally, he made a decision and instead grabbed hold of Henry's hand. It was wiry and strong, despite the narrowness of it, and though he wriggled back and forth, the young man was unable to shake himself free.

      "You don't want to dig in that hole, Hal," Eddie said leaning forward and hissing into his ear. His spittle struck Henry's skin, and if he didn't need to information so damn much, he would have broken into a run then and there. Instead he stayed pinned where he was.

      "They're digging in mine," he replied through gritted teeth. The Scholar was no so close that the odour of the river was nearly overpowering. Eddie didn't have clean teeth, or indeed clean anything. "Got no choice."

      Eddie let out a hiss through his broken teeth that sounded like steam jetting out from a kettle and settled back on his haunches. Tears welled in his eyes, and letting go of Henry, he knotted his hands together. "Bad business, bad business," he muttered to himself staring out onto the river. His pride vanished and now he looked more like he might throw himself in there and start swimming. Like most mudlarks, Eddie was a strong paddler.

      Before he got the chance to do that, Henry knew he must win him over. "It's the boys, Eddie. They're after the boys and I don't know if I can protect them."

      The mudlark's shoulders slumped like the air went out of him. He shook himself, tapped on the outside of the colander in a repetitive beat and then nodded. "Got to look after the children. They like the children. Get 'em young, get 'em into the program. They'll never come out even if they try…"

      After a moment of long silence, Henry pressed a bit more. "I need to know where I can find them in the city. I must to get in with them and see what they know about our boys."

      Now Eddie began to rock back and forth, his eyes darting around every heartbeat, but after a minute of comforting himself, he seemed to come right and turning fixed his gaze with Henry's. "If you go in, you might not come out, Hal. They're tricky like that. What they say makes a kind of sense. Makes you feel good. Makes you feel wanted. You want to belong."

      The younger man saw it then, in his watering eyes and terrified expression. Leaning forward he asked, "You went in didn't you, Eddie? You became one of the Illuminati?"

      Now when he tugged on his beard it was as if he wanted to rip it off, but he nodded slowly. "Just a boy. They found me here," he said, jerking his head towards the river. "I had no one, and they made me family." He rubbed his face a few times, scrubbing at his own skin, and then let out a short laugh. “Family is family. You can’t get out of it even if you want to. No, no, no… you can’t leave your brothers and sisters behind. They come after you even if you try.” He tapped his colander again. “That’s to keep them out, because they read your thoughts your family. They can do that. Aether you see, they know how to use it. Brass is the only thing that keeps them out.”

      Henry swallowed on that, thinking of what Verity told them about aether, and the Emerald Flame they were looking for in Turkey. It was obvious that was what the Illuminati were after this time. He wondered if they knew about the expedition to Cappadocia. He didn’t think they got it from their minds, but even simple surveillance would have informed them. Nothing to do about it now. He’d just have to trust Verity. It was his job to confirm that they had a home to come back to.

      With that in mind, he pressed as much as he dared. “Where do they meet in London. I need to know, Eddie.”

      The mudlark’s hands twisted, tighter and tighter until they were red and raw.  His whisper was so low that Henry had to lean forward into the stench to catch it. “I used to run the meetings, the planning, everything. Now my egg is brain. Brain is egg, scrambled up with a side of toast. Used to run them at the club. So many eggs…”

      “Which club?”

      Tears leaked out the sides of Eddie’s eyes, making clean tracks in the Thames mud engrained in his face. “The Unicorn, the mystic unicorn. He’ll gut you with his spear.”

      “Mosby's then,” Henry said, patting Eddie on the knee, despite it being still wet with mud. “Thanks for that.”

      Standing, he slipped the mudlark a coin and turned to leave. That was when the Scholar grabbed hold of his hand. “Don’t join 'em, Hal! Don’t do it. No going back once you’re in… unless you like you noodle scrambled.” He gestured to his colander. “You won’t like this hat. It's very tight and uncomfortable.”

      His face was folded in genuine concern mixed with fear, and Henry wondered what the Illuminati might have done to him to leave him like this. “I’ll make sure not to get a hat,” he reassured him, giving Eddie’s shoulder a squeeze.

      Yet as he walked away, he wondered if his fate might not be here by the Thames looking for pins next to Eddie the Scholar. He amused himself wondering what colour his colander would be if that happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          A Flight with Baffle

        

      

    

    
      Verity tried to keep her expression one of calm, because the other children would only read her concern as a reason to panic. They might be able to fight off gangs in London, face down mad scientists to reclaim one of their own, and give lip to a Ministry agent, but this was flying they were talking about.

      The groundcrew cast off, and they rose into the air smoothly enough to the accompaniment of Liam's delighted shrieks. Emma sat right in the middle of the basket, clutching Potts, her eyes wild. Christopher and Julia stood near the stern and watched what lay below.

      The city of Justinian and Byzantium slid away beneath them, and Verity experienced a pang that she didn't have the chance to explore even a little. Her mother told her once about the amazing Grand Bazaar, and all the sights and wonders to be found there. Maybe not today, but someday, Verity promised herself she would visit.

      Once beyond the circle of the city, they rose beyond the clouds and rode the breezes towards Anatolia. The bridge of land between east and west was sometimes called Asia Minor. Verity studied it because it was the first place her father had ever gone on a dig. Dead languages, and waves of invaders and settlers had all passed through it. For now, it belonged to the Ottoman Empire, but for how long? The Greeks, the Romans, and the Byzantium Empire probably also thought they would keep it forever, but it passed on to others. History gave Verity a calmer view of the world. Everything was change even if people didn't see it in their lifetimes.

      No one talked to much as they went, just Emma murmuring to Potts, who apparently survived the whole situation by powering down to a low ebb.

      It was not a long journey though, but what lay ahead no one knew. Eventually even Liam gave up staring at clouds, and he and Christopher leaned against the edge of the basket to get a short nap.

      Verity and Julia stood close together, though saying nothing. The English girl didn't quite trust Baffle with his steering of the ship and wouldn't dare to risk sleep. She imagined her friend had other reasons. At the end of this short leg of their journey, would be her mother whom she hadn't seen for years. That must be at least concerning the Scottish girl.

      After about three hours, Baffle opened up the vent in the bag of the airship, and they began their descent through the clouds. Julia's hand locked suddenly around Verity's, as they peered through the remaining mist. Kayseri waited for them below and it was quite a sight.

      The soft rock of the area wore away under the gradual erosion of water, but the ancient inhabitants of Cappadocia had taken it one step further, they burrowed within it.

      Verity gasped at the tall spire that rose from the surrounding flat land like something from a fairy-tale. Flat topped mountains gave them a backdrop of layered blue-grey and white. The Clockwork Country they called Cappadocia, and she could see why. Each of the tall spires gleamed brass and within ticked to their own rhythms. For the Sound in her head it was quite the experience.

      These were later additions of course to the ancient creations which had all been made out of stone. In the Byzantine age Cappadocia became known as a region of innovation and wonders. Here marvels of the ancient world were found everywhere. She recalled the gleam in her father’s eye when he told her about his very first adventure as a young archaeologist. Even just this glimpse of Kayseri gave her a glimpse into why.

      Verity was so fixed on the ancient capped spires, that she almost didn’t take note of the town itself, which wound and wrapped itself around its older neighbours. The other children woke and scrambled to the edge to peer out.

      Even Christopher ogled at the view and the strange and beautiful towers.  As they dropped lower towards the small aeroport, details began to emerge; the layers of red and grey stripes in the rock, and the intricacies of the windows on the side of the spires.

      “The tinkers of Cappadocia were sometimes called magicians,” Julia said softly. “What they could do with cog and gear was legendary. So many of their secrets were lost to a great calamity. Many of the cities were left abandoned, and no one knows why.”

      Emma’s brow furrowed. “Is that what your Mum is trying to find out?”

      Julia nodded, her hands clenching on the handle of her valise. “Aye, it’s her life’s work.”

      “Prepare for landing,” Baffle broke in smoothly, but then followed it with an alarming squawk, “Brace! Brace!”

      A rush of panic washed through Verity. She’d been so entranced by the view that she hadn’t been paying attention to the automaton’s workings.

      “Grab hold of the ropes,” she said in what she hoped was a more regulated tone that Baffle’s. At the edge of the basket were rope handles for just such a purpose. The cross-winds as they reached lower elevations were tricky, blowing around the tall spires from down off the mountains.

      A hollow bang made Emma yelp, but it was just Potts’ spherical body bouncing with the turbulence. The area to successfully land the craft seemed very small, but apart from his outburst, Baffle seemed to be in fully working order.

      The groundcrew threw up their hooks and after a bit of jerking around, they were in the winch, being pulled down towards the landing zone.

      “I think next time, Liam should have a go,” Christopher commented, his eyes still somewhat wide. Once they were landed, and the gangway pushed up to the edge of the basket, Baffle released the controls and jerkily reached to open the door.

      The children staggered out of the airship and onto ground. Christopher crossed himself again.

      "I hope you enjoyed the flight," Baffle offered without looking at any of them. It was just what he was programmed to say at the end of an airship journey.

      He must be at least fifty years old, Verity thought, and then wondered what sort of mother entrusted her only child to such a rickety model. She hoped it boded well for Julia, but suspected it didn't.

      Once they all got their legs under them, she dared to look around.

      From the ground the spires were even more impressive, and she would have loved to inspect one, but Baffle was now rocking back and forth while trying to guide them to a cart that was waiting.

      For the Clockwork City, it was a remarkably low-tech way to travel, but they all piled in.

      "It is not the spires my mother is working on," Julia said, gesturing to the cluster of five they passed on the street, "but something that was only discovered six years ago, a whole city underground."

      Christopher folded his arms and grumbled, "Doesn't look like many people live here."

      It was true, as the shaggy black horse pulled their cart through the streets with Baffle at the reins, not many folk were in evidence. Kayseri had a population but not a large one. Men with the local fez on their heads, stood at street corners chatting, while woman walked their children in the direction of a market. From there the smells of cooking meat and tempting spices wafted towards them, and Verity almost asked Baffle for a detour, but the expression on Julia's face seemed to make it imperative for them to reach their destination sooner rather than later.

      "The majority of people are working in the city," she said in a low voice, "you won't see them because they are there underground all day."

      They were not that different to the citizens of the Underground then, hiding from the sun, only to come out later when it was night. She wondered if her friend thought the same thing.

      Outside of Kayseri the plain spread out before them, now nothing but spires and table top mountains of not a very great elevation.

      "All of the tinkerers of Cappodocia lived in the towers," Julia explained, pointing to the nearest one. "They were world renowned in the ancient world. The Emperors and Empresses of Byzantium would come here to see what marvels they had created."

      "And this Emerald Flame was one of them?" Christopher asked, struggling to maintain his level of disinterest in the middle of such a place.

      Julia nodded. "That is what my mother and her dig team believe. Callinicus was the inventor of Greek Fire, and it is believed he worked with many of the tinkerers here to create a delivery mechanism for it."

      "Wot, did they shoot it at people?" Liam asked, his eyes wide and his grin bigger. Leave it up to one of the boys to imagine a rain of death and destruction.

      Leaning down, Julia didn't help. "They did indeed. They had a spout that they pumped it from onto the ships of their enemies, as well as filling containers with it, sealing them, and then hurling them great distances."

      "Cities and ships burned," Verity said. "It was a terrible weapon, and a very good thing that its mysteries were lost to the ages."

      "You would say that," Christopher said with a roll of his eyes, "you're such a girl Verity."

      She nearly tipped him out of the cart for that. Where he learned such a thing she couldn't imagine. Emma was not nearly so controlled. She punched him in the thigh, right on a nerve, and his leg crumpled right from underneath him. He was only lucky that he hadn't struck more sensitive parts.

      "I'm a girl," Emma shouted at him, "So's Julia, and her mum, and we're all doing good things. Boys are the ones who ruin everything. Wars and stuff are your idea of fun."

      Verity realised she was going to have to do something, so she grabbed Emma and glared at Christopher. "Killing people isn't fun, Chris," she said with a glare. "Burning them alive even less so. I hope you don't think any different."

      He locked eyes with her for a moment, but eventually dropped his gaze to his feet. "I don't think it's fun," he muttered. "I take it back."

      Julia shook her head, but her thoughts must have been distracted, because she didn't jump in like Emma had. "I don't know why my mother is obsessed like she is, but aether is so important to her, maybe she doesn't think about the burning bit."

      After that they were silent as the cart clattered on, and the darkness of the night began to make itself known on the horizon.  The plain around them was dark, with the silent fairy chimneys becoming more ominous the less light there was. Finally, after another half an hour or so, there was a faint glow on the horizon.

      As their cart trundled nearer, it revealed itself as a camp that looked very familiar to Verity. Canvas tents huddled around a collection of fires, enough for at least twenty or thirty people she judged.

      "The Camp Callinicus," Baffle creaked out. "Your mother is waiting."

      He must have been programmed to say that, and that maybe that did bode well for a mother-daughter reunion. In the darkness, Julia's hand dropped on top of hers, and it was shaking. Verity patted it to communicate some kind of reassurance, but even the other children with no problematic mother waiting for them, drew closer.

      Potts stared up at her, his cleverly concealed green eyes fixing on her face. "I hope you know what you are doing," he said in a tinny echo of a whisper.

      It was not meant to reassure, and it didn't.

      They pulled up at the edge of the circle, and Baffle lead the way into the camp, moving somewhat easier since he was on familiar ground. Around the fire a circle of people, locals by their dress and language glanced up. Some immediately went back to their bowls of stew, but others stared, so it was easy to pick out which ones were the best informed. A bunch of children at an archaeological dig would be quite surprising—though Verity was certain some of the gazes were locked on Potts rather than the humans.

      "This way, please," Baffle said, his long brass hand waving them on like a generous grandfather. Verity tried to hang back and let Julia be first, but her friend seemed reluctant to do that.

      However, there was no putting it off now. Baffle directed them towards a tent furthest from the circle of fire, and then held the flap open for them all to enter. Silently Verity put her hand against Julia's shoulder, not pushing her, but letting her know that she was there.

      Gas lanterns hung from the ceiling of the tent, so no one had made that much progress with aether here. The faint yellow light made the interior of the tent seem warm.

      A tall woman, with her red-hair tied tightly in a braid, was bent over looking at something on the table, along with a man in a dusty long coat. Another woman with a long dark braid of hair down her back let out a short laugh. "I hardly think that's likely," she barked out.

      The three people didn't see the children at first, and only when Baffle made a creaky approximation of a cough, did they turn. Una McTighe was entirely what Verity might have expected from the mother of Julia; a strong, narrow face, pale as cream and scattered with freckles, and dressed in trousers with a battered leather jacket over a cream shirt. Her fedora hat was a dusty brown and pulled down low over her eyes.

      The other brunette woman was also dressed in trousers, and about the same age as Una, but her face was sharp angles and deep shadows. She put her hands on her hips on seeing the children and looked most displeased at their presence.

      Verity would have examined the women more closely but the man with them got all of Verity's attention. Dark haired, with high cheekbones, and a curl of a smile on his lip, he was very handsome, but that was not what surprised her. It was the fact that she knew him. She didn't know his name though—his real one at least. At the Delancy Academy he went by the name Professor Matej Vidmar, though he had in fact been the brother of the woman masquerading as the owner of the establishment.

      Her mouth dropped open, and she knew she wasn't the only one who recognised him. Both Emma and Julia had taken his class, though Christopher and Liam had not seen the inside of the academy, so he was a stranger to them. At the present Julia only had eyes for her mother, but Emma's hand wrapped around Verity's and tugged. It could have come from a million miles away.

      He stared at her and she stared right back at him. Neither of them obviously knew what to say. He was a little more unkempt than when she'd last seen him, riding about in a carriage in the company of her Uncle Octavius.

      Now that Verity thought about it, it made perfect sense. If her uncle wanted the formula for the Emerald Flame, he would send someone to keep an eye on the preeminent scientist in the field of aether manipulation.

      She felt a fool for not being more prepared. It took her a moment to tear her eyes away from the Professor, or whatever he was calling himself here.

      "Julia," Una McTighe said, and her voice was the same as if she'd been ordering a cup of tea at a shop. A silence hung between them for a moment, as if neither of them knew what to do. Clenching and unclenching her hands, she eventually held them out to Julia, as if she knew that was what one should do but wasn't exactly convinced of it deep down.

      Verity noted her friend did not exactly rush into her arms, but she moved over to receive the most awkward hug in the history of reunions. Christopher shot her a glance and then made the drink gesture that suggested he thought now might be a good time for a tipple.

      She frowned at him, while at the same time trying not to meet Vidmar's eyes.

      When Julia and her mother pulled back, Una gestured to him. "This is my aide Marcello Mugavero. He's been working with me for the last month or so." Then she turned to the other woman. "This is Doctor Glynis Driscoll, she's our financier since last year."

      Driscoll did not say anything, but her pursed lips spoke volumes.

      Verity crooked an eyebrow. She wondered what other sorts of work Marcello did for Una. She wouldn’t put it past him to use his devastating good looks to wangle his way into some vital knowledge or other. She knew her face was in the process of folding into an angry scowl and she didn’t really care.

      Part of her wanted to burst out the truth, and point a finger at the aide, but she didn’t want to play all her cards yet. When Julia turned to actually look at the man in the tent it took her a moment to put the pieces together.

      Before she could blurt anything out, Verity lurched forward. “Julia, are you going to introduce us?”

      Already Una McTighe was staring at the four extra children and the little round automaton.

      Potts took it on himself in that moment to pipe up, “I am Professor Alexand—“

      Verity felt awful about it, but she kicked him hard enough to send him spinning across the tent and crash through the canvas completely out of sight.

      “Dodgy programming,” she said with a grin, before shoving out her hand towards Una, “I’m Verity Fitzroy.”

      Like the Ministry, all of them had come up with cover names on the journey over, but under the sudden pressure of this unexpected situation, Verity completely lost sight of what they’d chosen, and blurted out her real name. She’d had a different name at the academy, so maybe the man that now called himself Marcello would think this was a false one too.

      Julia half-turned, rolled her eyes, but proceeded to introduce Christopher, Julia and Liam, but by first names only. “My class-mates, Mum,” she said. “You said I could bring a few to the dig.”

      “I did… did I?” Una turned back to stare down at whatever was spread on the table, before muttering, “Well… if I did I suppose Baffle can fit you all in a tent.”

      Driscoll rolled her eyes, but didn't say anything.

      Glancing back over the shoulder, she actually patted Julia on the head. “It’s late, why don’t you wee kiddies go get some sleep, and we’ll talk in the morning.”

      The devastated look on Julia’s head was impossible to miss, and yet her mother did. “Alright Mum.” She stretched and yawned. “We have had a long journey.”

      Una nodded. “The morning then. Now Marcello, I think we should concentrate on this corridor tomorrow…”

      The man glanced at Verity only once before turning back to the plans on the table. She could have sworn he gave his head a slight shake, before Baffle shepherded them out of the tent, and towards another a short distance away.

      Emma went to say something, but Verity held up her finger and mouthed, Not here. They did need to sleep, but while the others might get some shut eye, she doubted it very much if she or Julia would be able to get any rest tonight.

      This was not what either of them had expected, and it would take some intense thought before the sun came up the next morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Unexpected Italian

        

      

    

    
      After the unfortunate run in with Marcello, there was no way on God’s green earth that Verity was going to sleep. The tent they were shown to was perfectly adequate after Baffle brought in more camp beds to accommodate all of them. Liam and Christopher threw themselves into theirs like they hadn’t slept in a hundred years, which was jolly nice for them.

      Julia curled up on her bed, and turned away from them all, but Verity suspected that she was wide awake wrestling with her own problems. It had sense that she didn’t want to share.

      Emma sat on the edge of her bed, eyes down cast. “What was Professor Vidmar doing here? I thought he was professor of engineering, not aether? And what’s with his different name?”

      Verity licked her lips. “The people who were after the Silver Pharaoh are also after the Emerald Flame. He’s one of them.”

      She kicked her legs and her face screwed up in concentration. “I liked him alright, but we’re not going to let him find it are we? That would be bad.”

      Verity nodded. “It would be, and we won’t let them win again.” Somehow saying it out loud made her feel a bit better, even though she had lost the Sconce of Ra from the pharaoh's tomb. This time would be different.

      Julia rolled over and looked at them through red eyes. “I could tell me mother, about all this?”

      Verity considered the chance of that working. Even if Una loved her daughter, she had not seen her for most of her life, and would she really trust the word of a bunch of children?

      Verity experienced much dismissal from adults when she told them things. Agent Harrison Thorne came the closest, actually listening, but she’d hidden things from him, and now feared he too might not believe her. Also, there was something else, something that Julia might not have noticed in the excitement of her reunion with her mother.

      Una McTighe stood close to Marcello and when she looked at him, something apart from co-worker’s relationship shone in her eyes. Perhaps she only fancied the Italian, or maybe it had gone to more than that. Either way, it meant they would need to tread carefully with Una.

      Marcello and his sister were very good at embedding themselves in the lives of those around them. Verity got first-hand experience with the effects of his handsome smile and charming manner. Like some of the girls and boy at the Delancy academy she’d been dazzled by him. Well, that will not be happening again, thank you very much, she thought to herself.

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t think we should do that just yet, Julia. He didn’t bring it up, so maybe we can use it against him.”

      Hopefully Julia would pick up on the signals she had, and Verity wouldn’t have to have an awkward conversation.

      “See how it plays out,” she said nodding, “maybe the blighter will trip himself up.”

      Verity smiled what she hoped was at least a little convincing. “Let’s all try and get some sleep, tomorrow we can begin looking for that formula.”

      The other two girls rolled over, but she didn’t sleep. Instead she stared at the ceiling, playing over her behaviour in the Delancy academy. All of the other young women had been enamoured of him, and if she were forced to admit it, so was she. He’d shown her things, let her into his laboratory after hours, and worst of all shared what he knew about the Sound. Without the book he gave her, then she would have gone on thinking she was descending into madness.

      Chasing those conflicting thoughts and emotions around her head, eventually she fell into exhausted sleep hours after everyone else gently gave way to snoring.

      When the sunlight stabbed its way between the opening of the tent, she let out a low groan and tried to hide her head under her pillow.

      By the sounds around her, the other children were not committed to waking up either. Then a voice at the flap made her leap bolt upright. “Miss McTighe, Miss Fitzroy.” The accent was different to the one he had at the academy, but the Italian lilt only made it seem better.

      She gestured wildly for Julia to go speak to him, but her friend crossed her arm and shook her head. Her Scottish stubbornness might bring Marciello, into the tent. Leaping up from her hammock, she stumbled a few times, pushed her hair out of her eyes, and burst through the flap in a state of disarray.

      Marcello took a step back, stared at the ground for a moment, and then looked up. The Cappodocian sun gleamed off his dark hair and brought his sculpted cheekbones to high relief.

      In reaction to that, Verity found herself snapping, “And what should we call you, Professor?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he tried to guide her away from the tent by the elbow, but she jerked it hard out of his grasp. Still she followed him a little distance from the tent.

      “My name, my real name is Marcello,” he said under his breath looking ashamed.

      She wasn’t fooled; it was all an act with him.

      “And your sister,” she snapped, “is she on the dig too?”

      A flicker of dark worry crossed his features. “She is… engaged on another project. You should be glad of that though. She did not enjoy your meddling last time.”

      Verity ground her teeth together, before replying. “My meddling? She kidnapped a scientist and committed god knows what other crimes.”

      “You are just a girl, I can’t expect you to understand the grander scheme of things. Sometimes good men do bad things for the right reasons.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “You may not think it, but I am a good man.”

      “No they don’t,” she said, lifting her chin. “And I don’t think you are. You just don’t want us to expose you.”

      He licked his lips, and considered her for a moment. “And neither do you. How do you think Una will react to find out there is a spy in her midst, one sent by the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences to steal her discoveries?”

      Verity might as well as have been hit in the head with a plank, but her expression must have veered into the dangerous, because Marcello held up his hands.

      “I don’t want to do that, Verity, but I will if you endanger the dig or get in my way.”

      She was just gathering her resources to fire back, when a lanky blond man, appeared around the side of the nearby tents. He was dressed in beige linen and wore a pith helmet tipped back on his head. He also looked red enough to cook an egg on.

      At first, she took him for an Englishman, but then he surprised her with a German accent when he spoke. “Marcello, there you are. I got lost in the camp and nearly fell down a hole.”

      The Italian’s face flickered from frustration into a smile, a transformation which deeply disturbed Verity. “Henrich, I was going to come find you, but may I introduce Miss Verity Fitzroy? She’s one of Una’s daughter’s classmates. They’re going to be on my little tour too. Verity, this is Henrich Kissel from the German Institute of Antiquities.”

      The newcomer shook her hand and smiled. “Always a delight to see the youth of tomorrow interested in the past.”

      “We lost a lot of knowledge in the dark ages,” she replied, “some say wonders we have yet to recreate.”

      He nodded so vigorously his pith helmet was in danger of falling off. “Indeed. And this site is quite possibly more exciting than even Derinkuyu.” His voice faded off as Potts rolled out from inside the tent.

      The design of the automaton was unusual, but for a moment Verity could have sworn that a flicker of concern passed over Henrich’s face. A lot of people wearing masks today apparently, because he tugged on the corners of his jacket and smiled. “You have a little companion, I see.”

      Potts’ hidden eyes flashed, but Verity made a quick gesture against her side, just a little one, and for once the automaton managed not to reply.

      “Yes, a class project,” she replied, as Emma, Julia and Christopher emerged from the tent.

      Marcello preformed the introductions, even though he had to be aware of Una’s daughter glaring at him. She really would have made a terrible spy with her inability to hide her emotions.

      “Well then,” he said clapping his hands together, “I am going to show you around the dig today, but only the bits we have finished with. Still please don’t touch anything, and let’s all stay together.”

      “I’ll try my best,” Henrich chuckled, the children did not join in.

      “Hold on, we’re one short,” Verity said, darting back into the tent and looking about for Liam. The little blighter wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He must have snuck out from under the back and set off on his own agenda.

      “We can’t leave without him,” she said when she came back.

      Christopher straightened up. “I’ll go find him and catch up. He’s a terror for hiding.”

      Verity let out a long-controlled breath. She was sure Liam was wandering the camp, asking questions, and maybe squirreling away anything that wasn’t tied down. Someone had to go find him, but Christopher was a bit too quick to volunteer for her liking. What the two of them could get up to beggared the imagination. Still the two boys didn’t have much affection for the past, and maybe they could learn something.

      With the tips of her fingers, she signalled to Christopher to have a look around and find out what he could. He gave a slight nod, and ambled off before Marcello was able to complain. In his eyes she observed his thinking; if he made a fuss about it, then it might upset the whole apple cart.

      Verity shot him a wicked smile. She’d never played chess, but her father had, and she knew a checkmate when she saw one.

      Marcello cleared his throat. “Well, then, shall we head off.”

      As the little group made their way out of the camp, Julia and Emma took up positions on each side of the Italian, while Verity naturally fell back to walk with Henrich. Potts rolled between them, occasionally switching to his legs to get over a particularly rocky spot.

      Verity tried not to stare daggers into Marcello’s back by chatting with the German. “So how does a German institute end up in a dig in Turkey?”

      He blinked at her, as if not used to children asking such pointed questions. Wiping a little sweat from his brow, he shrugged. “The Institute is partly funding this expedition. Doctor McTighe lost her backers for it a few months ago, and we decided to help her. She really is quite extraordinary.”

      “Quite,” Verity muttered, glancing ahead to where Julia stomped alongside Marcello. Emma put up a better front, chatting away to him, smiling and giggling. Still if need be she could still stab him in the kidneys. “So, if it isn’t too rude, why did Julia’s mother lose her backers? She’s a world class expert.”

      The German stiffened at that, but social convention said he couldn’t just ignore her question. Verity smiled as she looked down at her feet. “Well… there were a few incidents at the dig that made her previous funders a little nervous. Nothing to worry about though. The dig progresses.”

      Verity made a mental not to probe someone else on that little detail. The thin set of Henrich’s lips suggested he wasn’t going to give anymore away, especially to a child he’d just met. That didn’t matter, she’d get it elsewhere.

      After about ten minutes of walking up a slight slope, the soft volcanic rock took a sudden turn upwards, rising to almost sheer cliffs above. At the very top was a square building with a cupola dome, and tower attached. Marcello stopped, braced himself on the incline and turned around to face his little group. “This is the fortress, an example of Byzantine architecture, but the tunnels which were found below only a few years ago are much older indeed. Please follow me.”

      Leading them around to the side of the hilltop, they found a round tunnel leading into the mountain. Local works sat outside, smoking and talking. They eyed Marcello for only a moment, before resuming their conversation. Work for the day must not have started yet.

      “This was where a local man wanted to build,” the Italian explained. Verity had to admit he made a pretty good job of being a guide. She almost forgot he was her enemy for a second as he described the moment when one hammer blow revealed the start of the tunnel that led to the largest underground city ever found. She found her eyes grew a little hot with tears as she imagined what her father would have given to have that experience.

      Taking a step behind Henrich, she brushed them away with the back of her hand. The German glanced behind him, but didn’t say anything, though his brows did furrow in concern for a brief moment.

      “Let’s go in then,” Marcello said, the smile on his lips seemingly genuine.

      At first the tunnel wasn’t too much to look at. Strings of electric lights lined the left-hand side, placed there by the dig crew obviously, but apart from that not much really stood out. It was merely a tunnel chiselled from the soft volcanic rock. However, then they reached the door.

      Suddenly Julia snapped out of her funk, and ran towards it. Verity though was too dazzled to say anything. The Sound in her heard sang a symphony to her, ancient and deep. It resonated in her bones, and for a moment she couldn't move. She didn't want anything to get in the way of her absorbing every little detail.

      The doors before her were clockwork, but more detailed than anything she'd ever seen. The intricacies of the mechanism sent a shiver of pure beauty down her spine.

      When activated this door would fit together so seamlessly, that there was no chance anyone would find the join. It would be as a wall. However, it took her a moment to understand at the moment they stood ajar, their complexity incomplete.

      Potts rolled over and angled his goggles up and down the door. She knew he didn't have the Sound, but his automaton eyes might see more than even that revealed.

      "Powered by aether," he said, rolling back to them, as if the mystery had been solved. He didn't see the beauty as she did.

      Dimly Verity made out a conversation between Henrich and Marcello, but she was having a problem disentangling herself from the door. It clung to her senses, demanded her attention. The effect was rather like being caught between the real and the dream world; paralyzed and growing increasingly frantic as she couldn't move.

      Emma's voice floated to her, and she was aware of a tugging at her hand, but nothing else. "Verity, you sick or something?"

      "Miss Fitzroy?" Marcello came into her line of sight, his brows furrowed with concern. He put his cool hand on the side of her face, and that seemed to bring her back to herself. She didn't want him to touch her, not after all the things he'd done.

      Jerking back to herself, she stumbled back a step. "Yes, yes, I'm fine," she said with a snap, "just admiring the handiwork."

      "It is worth a moment," Henrich said, tipping back his pith helmet. "I've never seen the like."

      "The other underground cities had all been looted centuries ago," Julia said in a low voice, daring to reach out a hand to the flawlessly rolled sheets of copper that held the workings. "So many people have wondered what the ancients actually built, and here it is." For a moment Verity saw it in her friend's eyes; she'd completely forgotten about the pain of her mother's choices. Being confronted with them though was something else entirely.

      "This is just the beginning," Marcello said, his bright smile flashing. For an instant Verity got transported back to the Delancy Academy, standing in his laboratory, feeling the heat of attraction and not know what to do with it.

      As he led them past the door, Potts rolled closer to her. "What sort of enemy was that door built to keep out do you think?" His artificially yellow eyes gleamed in the half-light.

      He did make her wonder, jerking her away from the magnificence of the creation. The recollection of the Silver Pharaoh and the giant automaton flashed in her mind. Could that be one of the reasons for the door.

      Pushing that aside, she tried to soak in the wonder of the city as its own thing. Marcello gestured them over to a line of three large piece of paper tacked to the rock wall. This was obviously no ancient map, instead being where the archaeologists were sketching their finds.

      Peering at the paper, Verity saw immediately the grand scale of the place.

      "This is in miles," Julia said, tracing the lines, spreading in every direction.

      "And in layers too." Marcello tapped the other two pieces of paper. "We've got down as far as a third level, but there are stairs we haven't explored that could take this miles into the earth."

      "How many people do you think could have lived here?" Potts asked, extending his legs to peer at the nearest sketch.

      Marcello looked at him oddly, since it was a very un-automaton like query, but he did answer. "Over twenty thousand at least. There are wells for water, presses for wine, all the comforts of home."

      "A complete underground city," Marcus said. "And it is much cooler down here, is that why they built it?"

      "Not with a gate like that," Verity broke in, and immediately wished she hadn't. All eyes turned to her. Clearing her throat she realised she might as well venture the rest. "This was a place to hide from some kind of enemy, and with all this effort, it must have been a terrible one."

      Marcello's eyes narrowed on her. "That is the working theory, though we have no idea who that might be."

      “I would love to look here,” Julia said, jerking the Italian’s attention away from Verity, which she was just fine with. She pointed to a collection of small rooms, which seemed to have vertical shafts indicated on them. “I would bet that is some kind of laboratory or workroom. My uncle keeps his ventilated like that.”

      Verity could have cuffed her in the back of the head, since Marcello’s expression grew very serious. He peered closer at where she pointed. “You know, I never saw that before. You might be right.”

      Julia stood a little straighter, but Verity shook her head behind the Italian’s back. Just before the Scottish girl could reveal anything else, a bell began to toll from up the way they had come, a loud clanging that shattered the silence of the ancient city.

      “What is that?” Henrich asked, spinning around as if he expected the ancient enemy of this place to have begun an assault. After all she’d seen Verity wasn’t entirely uncertain that might not happen.

      “The alarm at the dig,” Marcello said, gesturing them to follow him as he ran back up the tunnel.

      Verity was torn. If they broke free of the nefarious Italian then maybe they might have a chance to examine the dig themselves. She was contemplating if that made sense given the size and complexity of the city, when in addition to the bell words filtered down to them. English and Turkish, but both repeating the same thing. Fire! Yangin!

      Suddenly the realisation that both Christopher and Liam were back up there mattered more than any long dead town or even the power of the Emerald Flame itself. She didn’t stop to see who followed her; she began running towards the gate and the surface, her heart pounding in her head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          A Serious Plan

        

      

    

    
      Henry wasn't happy about this particular part of the West End. It was called Clubland by many because it was where all the toffs met their friends, drank brandy, and chatted about how bloody wonderful their lives were.

      At least that was his impression. Also each club had its own doorman, who made life very difficult for any street children lingering even as evening drew on. He'd positioned himself at a street corner, at first, which gave him a nice line of sight on Mosby's, but he knew he stood out like a sore thumb, and so after only a few minutes he'd moved. Not too many places to remain inconspicuous in the area, and so it would have to be a chancer.

      Mosby's building was a fine white stone one, with some kind of Greek god depicted on the front, and picked out in gold. For a hideout it wasn’t particularly understated, but then powerful organisations like the Illuminati didn’t need to hide. They had all the power and everyone in their pocket. It was no wonder that Eddie the Scholar had to hide in the mud banks of the Thames to stand a chance of avoiding them.

      Which was one of the reasons what they were about to do made Henry’s stomach clench. All of his equipment was stowed in his bag but he still felt unprepared. The front of the building would have been a stupid way to attempt to get in, but the back had a green, wooded area, probably for the members to stroll about in, weighing heavy matters, and talking about their fancy women.

      The boys already scouted the perimeter, and found a tall iron fence, and a hefty watchman at the gate. His fancy green jacket stretched over impressive shoulders, and he would most likely level any of the Seven with just one punch. Except of course, he had to catch them first, and he didn’t look like much of a sprinter.

      The dog and biscuit was a simple caper street urchins learned in their first few days on the street. Jonathan hid himself away nearby as backup, while Colin and Jeremy pulled the eyeballs. Crowds started to gather, as the West End didn’t just contain clubs, but also many theatres and vaudeville houses. Which made this simple caper all the better.

      Colin and Jeremy appeared around the corner, two little lads with a bundle of flowers under their arms. Usually it was cherub-face girls who sold blooms, but they’d had short notice, and no tinkerer or newspaper boy would sell them their wares. Ada Moon who sold her flowers at Trafalgar Square though, she’d been happy to sell her whole stock, and get home before the snow started to fall.

      Still Colin and Jeremy could look darling when they wanted to. It was an act they used on kindly looking folk, but this bruiser didn’t seem the type, so they’d have to move quickly. Henry adjusted his satchel over his shoulder, and waited for the moment when the biscuit got snatched.

      Colin and Jeremy put on a good front, laughing and chatting to each other as they got closer to the gate and its guardian. He didn’t take much notice until they stopped in front of him. Colin held up his blooms, and though from this distance Henry couldn’t make out the words, he knew them well enough. Please sir, my sister’s sick. Please sir, my mother has the pox.

      The man’s moustache bristled, and he gestured them away. Not quite ready to punch a child in front of all the fine folk on the pavement around him. That was until Jeremy ducked under his arm and grabbed hold of his billfold from his jacket.

      Now Jeremy was a natty pickpocket, and had he wanted to he would have relieved the guard of everything he had on him without him even knowing, but that wasn’t the point of the dog and biscuit. Now if the boy had taken just his handkerchief the watchman might have stayed put, but Jeremy bounded away with that as well as his wallet and a pocket-watch dangling from his fingers.

      The man’s howl of outrage was loud enough to turn several people around. “Thief!”

      Both Jeremy and Colin dropped their flowers and legged it up the street, fast… but not so quick that the watchman might think he didn’t have a hope of catching them. They dodged around ladies, heedless of the sudden hue and cry. Several civic minded passers-by attempted to grab them, but the lads were far too spry for that. However only the watchman pursued them up the street, civic duty went only so far.

      It was hard to say how long he might go after them, so Henry took the chance to dart across the street. The dog and biscuit was such an entertaining show, that everyone within sight stared after it. Free entertainment on their way to their show. The less eyes he had on him, the better.

      He got up and over the fence in the blink of an eye, dropping down in the garden below, race deeper into the shadows. Colin and Jeremy would give their pursuer the slip once they were around a corner, and then circle back to the club, just for support. Now it was all on Henry though, and his little gadgets.

      He didn't plan on breaking into the house—at least not this time. As Verity always told him, don't rush into things. Rushing usually meant running into the unexpected, and as children that was most often a person with a gun, or someone much stronger than they were.

      Organisation was the only strength that the Seven had that set them apart from other street urchins, and it saved their lives many times. Now there were only four of them in London, that only made it more important.

      From the relative safety of the trees, Henry looked up the rear of the building. It was three stories tall, with narrow balconies in between each level. Unfortunately there were no hand holds, and he wasn't tall enough to jump that high.

      Luckily he did have some toys to do the trick. From his satchel he pulled out a light weight grappling gun, which he had liberated from Agent Thorne only last month. He'd lent it to them for a job, and Henry lied to him and said he'd left it behind.

      While the Seven had members that could make something out of nothing, it was always more economical to just steal something if it was good for the job. Henry rationalised it that it was government issue, and he as a member of the British Empire had a right to it. Also, his rotten father had served in plenty of wars for the Queen, so she owed his son something.

      Verity naturally knew nothing about it. She could swipe things with the best of them, but woe betide anyone stealing from her beloved stuck-up Harrison Thorne.

      Henry's lips twisted, as he attached the wire to his belt. He missed having Verity to spar off, and he wondered how she was doing in Turkey. If she had found any answers yet. If she was safe. She'd smiled at him when they left, and it didn't seem to hold anything but genuine caring.

      He was being foolish again, and he hated that just as much as he knew Verity did.

      Concentrating back on the club, he picked a spot on the second level, where no lights were on. He had a vague idea of the layout of the place, since he'd once delivered a message to a gentleman here when he was younger. He'd had to slip past the servants then too. His recollection of the ground floor was all wood-panelling, overstuffed chairs, and men smoking while talking in low voices.

      Upstairs was completely off-limits to anyone not a member, and so that had to be where the good stuff happened.

      Picking a spot between two darkened windows, he shot the grappling guns anchor, and then turned on the little motor. Henry knew he'd grown a lot in the last year, but he was still gangly with it. Luckily this gun was strong enough to elevate fully grown Ministry agents. He was no problem for it.

      Landing on his feet on the balcony, Henry crouched low to avoid being seen from the street, or from the guard. Though he hadn't come back yet.

      Now from his satchel he brought out the listening device which was one of his first devices. He'd fiddled and tinkered with it over the years, increasing its effectiveness as his knowledge of auditory engineering improved. Now it was so sensitive, Verity forbid him from using it in their house.

      The thin brass clip went from his right ear to his left, where it held in place a finely tuned trumpet, only about three inches long. It wasn't the most handsome of gadgets, but it would help him from stumbling into something he didn't want to. Fixing the listening device in place, and remaining hunched over, he began to sneak along the length of the balcony, his head tilted towards the wall. His device could hear through brick, masonry and wood, very well, but the only problem is he had to be within a foot or so of it. He would much rather have performed this check from the safety of the trees. Still it was better than just barging into a room.

      As he crept the perimeter, Henry was served up a slice of the life of the gentry and upper crust. Mostly there was a lot of snoring, which indicated that he had found the level with rooms for members to sleep. However that wasn't all that they did.

      One room he angled his listening device too, made him blush madly. At least two women giggling and the low sigh of a man. He pulled his cap down tight on his head, and moved quickly on from that one. He was interested in the affairs between men and women as any other young man, but he didn’t care for the toffs at the best of times—let alone when they were engaged in a bit of bread and butter.

      After scanning every room on that level, and finding nothing but the usual activity in a gentleman’s club, he used the grappling gun to fire into the top floor.

      A smaller level with a larger balcony, Henry adjusted his listening scope and crept closer. Only one room was lit, and he hunched low and got as close as he dared. Curtains were mostly drawn, but a small crack allowed him to see in. With his scope on, the chatter in the room was as clear as crystal.

      From his little viewing spot, he observed a row of ladies and gents seated facing a small stage. From what he could see and what he heard, it must have been about twenty or so people altogether, but by the cut of their clothes and the women being draped in sparkling jewellery he knew exactly the sort.

      Up on the stage was a woman, dressed in a lace dress, that glinted under the electric light. Behind her stood a tall draped shape, but it was impossible to see what might be under there. She was an older lady, with steel-grey hair pinned up fashionably, and a figure that could have been described as athletic. Henry was used to most older ladies being either worn to a nub, or rich toffs who sat around and read novels. The woman’s bearing and the way she strode back and forth on the stage suggested she was maybe more active than he was.

      “As you can imagine Mesthulah’s Order is most distressed by all this,” she said.

      The crowd laughed as if this was fine vaudeville, and Henry wished he’d arrived a few moments earlier to find out what ‘this’ she was talking about.

      Her face flashed a smile, but then settled into a stern setting. “All joking aside, dear colleagues. It has been a long and harrowing journey, but I feel we on the cusp of a breath-through.”

      “Madam Jones, we heard many advances were lost in the destruction of laboratory One,” a man with thick curls of ginger hair said, raising his hand as if afraid to ask.

      A flicker of annoyance passed over the face of the woman in black. Wonderful, Jones, Henry thought to himself, about as useful a name as Smith.

      “Yes, unfortunately we had a minor set-back after our first success, but our secondary laboratory has finally be able to replicate it, and I think you will be amazed by what we’ve accomplished.” She turned back to the shape draped in black cloth. With a flourish, she ripped down the cloth and revealed a marvel.

      Henry, like every Londoner knew plenty of automatons, but they were clunky things. Even Potts was a bit of a tin ball as far as Henry was concerned, but what the old woman revealed was something so beautiful, that for a moment he forgot where he was.

      It was a woman, dark-haired, with porcelain skin, and if it hadn’t been for the markings at the points of her articulation, he might have thought it was a real person. With her eyes closed, her thick eyelashes rested against her cheek. Her creator took great care to dress in finely, in a dark green walking dress, such as the most prominent lady would have worn.

      Through the curtain Henry watched the assembly lean forward. The ladies flipped their fans, while some of the gentleman adjusted their collars. They obviously knew something amazing was about to happen.

      Madam Jones lifted one sculpted arm and turned a dial right next to the automaton’s breast. The next moment the creation took what looked like a breath, and then her eyes flicked open. She looked around at the room full of people. The movement of her head was so smooth that Henry didn’t observe anything different from a normal woman’s. He was used to automaton’s jerkiness, as subtle as it could be, it was still there.

      The woman rose to her feet, like a dancer and took a measured step forward. Her dress swayed as if she were about to dance, but what she did instead was not nearly as elegant. Dropping to her knees, she grabbed hold of her head, opened her mouth and let out the most ungodly scream. It bounced around the room, formless but terrified.

      Henry ripped his listening device from his head before one of his ears was blown out. He didn’t need it anyway. Still he couldn’t take his eyes off the exquisite automaton, that now was yanking bits of hair out of her porcelain head, as the mindless wail formed into words.

      “What have you done? What have you done?” She repeated over and over again.

      The audience leapt to their feet, clamping their hands over their ears. The voice was far louder and higher pitched than a human voice could go, yet Madam Jones standing not five feet from it, did not move.

      She observed the automaton’s wailing and distress with all the emotion of a killer watching his victim bleed out. Outside Henry’s hands clenched on the stonework until the rock cut his palms, and still he didn’t look away.

      The creation ripped most of the hair off its head, so that great clumps littered the stage, but its act was not yet over. As its maker took a step towards it, its mouth opened impossibly wide. If it were a human body it would have had to dislocate its jaw to have the same effect.

      Gouts of flame, bright green in the darkness of the room, erupted from its mouth, at least a foot long. It was the same intense colour as the tinier version Henry witnessed inside Potts, however this automaton did not seem to be handling in nearly as calm a fashion.

      Madam Jones still didn't seem impressed, but as the crowd scattered from the room, one of them grabbed the curtain, yanking it from the rod. Henry experienced a moment of blinding panic, as with the a crash it dropped to the floor. The woman on the stage was momentarily distracted by the sound, and when she looked towards the sound her eyes locked with Henry's.

      The automaton behind her, gasped out the last of its green flame and collapsed to the floor, still burning, but thankfully lower. Madam Jones pointed in his direction and though Henry didn't have his listening device he didn't need one. Time to get off this roof and leg it like Jeremy and Colin had.

      Darting away from the window he ran towards his satchel, and yanked out the ornithopter he had packed for just this kind of pear shaped scenario. This was a cut down version of his previous design, which had met an unhappy fate on the back lawn of the Delancy Academy. He'd been lucky to survive that particular crash with only deep bumps and bruises.

      This smaller iteration would not carry him nearly as far, but it would make getting down from this building swift and hopefully safe. He strapped himself in, pumped the engine which should get him airborne for at least a good five minutes or so. He'd be able to clear the square and land at least two streets away.

      Clean and simple. Leaping into the air, he caught a glimpse of a bunch of bruisers erupting onto the top balcony just a minute too late. The ornithopter sprang to life and Henry waved to the men as he sailed out of their reach.

      All went well until as he was on an upward trajectory, he had a moment to catch sight of something else; another, heavier ornithopter coming at him.

      Fashioned in the shape of an eagle, with talons outstretched, Henry banked to the left only a fraction too late. The crunch of wood and canvas sounded like branches breaking, and then there he was in clutches of the ornithopter eagle, while his was mangled.

      For a moment he was ready to leap free, until he looked up. Eddie the Scholar bent over the controls of the flying machine. His colander was still in place, though now twisted around to the right. His eyes were wide as was his grin.

      “Eddie, what the bloomin’ hell are you doing?” Henry demanded, clutching onto one leg of the eagle, for fear that he might plummet to the street below.

      Yanking the controls, so that his larger ornithopter turned in a tight circle, Eddie laughed. “I’m saving you, Hal! Look at me saving you in my ornithopter!”

      Apart from the fact that he’d been executing a perfectly good escape himself, the larger machine had crushed his smaller and very efficient one. Henry was just about to let the older man have it both barrels, when the Eddie’s machine let out a strangled splutter.

      That did not sound good. The ornithopter eagle lurched to one side. Eddie’s hand flew over the controls, but in such a fashion that it didn’t appear like he knew entirely what he was doing. Maybe he had made the grand eagle, but whatever the Illuminati had done to his brain after that had left him perilously unable to fly it.

      From below bullets punctured the wings, not adding to the stability in the least. Grasping hold of the leg, Henry reached up, trying to help with the controls, but the eagle began to spiral tighter and tighter, whipping through the air at an alarming rate.

      In that blur of a moment Henry feared he knew his fate; apparently the gods wanted him to die in an ornithopter accident. They’d missed him at the Academy, but sure enough they’d caught up with him now.

      “Make for the trees, make for the trees,” Eddie screamed completely randomly, and then everything became a scattering of branches, limbs and leaves.

      Henry’s last thought before they crashed towards the ground in a mad tumble was how very disappointed Verity would be in this turn of events. She did hate it when he didn’t learn from his mistakes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          An Unfortunate Doctor

        

      

    

    
      Alexander found himself rolling at top speed after Verity Fitzroy. Why, he couldn't quite work out immediately, but it seemed the right thing when someone yelled out fire like that. Not that he had any hose or water on board.

      Just the word conjured up flashes of memory he hadn’t been aware he had. Green light, pain and screaming.

      As he rolled at his top speed screams began to fill the air. For a moment they mixed with recollections of his own death. It almost seemed like he was racing towards himself, caught up in a moment of trying to stop his own demise.

      He accelerated out of the tunnel at such velocity that he was airborne for a brief moment. Unfortunately, no one was around to see this impressive feat. Everyone was far too busy running about in total panic. Fire did that to a person. No matter if you were as intellectual and calm as Alexander thought of himself as, the moment fire came into play all that went out the window.

      Turks, the majority of the workforce on this dig, were either darting about, or talking in animated groups at the edge of the tents. Alexander was much better on the dead languages, but he had enough of a grasp of living ones to understand that something had happened at the laboratory, but that no one wanted to go too close to look. Ingilizce, he picked up that too.

      He wondered if it was Julia's somewhat aloof mother. To a Turk he didn't think there would be much difference between an English or Scottish person. He experienced a twinge of worry that it might be. He might not care for children very much, but he knew the exquisite pain of losing a mother at a young age. He wouldn't ever wish that on anyone.

      "Monkey Wrench!" There was Liam, his cheeks creased with a smile, racing out from among the tents. Alexander realised too late he'd turned in the direction of the name. It was now most assuredly his. Still it was good to see the little blighter unharmed—though he wouldn’t tell him that.

      The urchin darted over to the automaton before he even had a chance to tell him off. The name he feared he was really stuck with. The delay cost him sight of Verity, but Julia and Emma, along with the dreadful German man emerged from the tunnel.

      Henrich drew the children close together, as if they were baby ducks and he their father. Alexander didn't like that particular image.

      “So fire it is then,” the German repeated as if the children were too stupid to have caught the glimpse of smoke wafting over the tents. There was probably an odour to go along with it, even if Alexander couldn’t detect it.

      A little heat began to build in his boiler. “I’m going to go and find Verity,” he declared, “you wait here.”

      Henrich looked at him askance, but the automaton didn’t care. Emma reached out for him as he rolled away, but using his best professorial voice, he repeated. “I said, wait here.”

      For once she actually listened to him. Today was obviously a day for him to do strange things, because he rolled off into the fray with not even a thought as what he planned to do. Although he existed now within the body of an automaton, he was not entirely au fait with its workings. Engineering hadn’t been his field after all, and his entrance into this new form of existence hurried and without his consent.

      He’d mastered the trick of transforming from rolling wheel to legged form relatively quickly, but some of the rest of the functions remained a mystery. The heat in his core built, and he wondered if it was more than a function of his outrage at the German.

      No, he was fairly certain that something else was happening. What he couldn’t say, and that was almost more frightening than the Turks running backwards and forwards, threatening to trip over him, or treat him like a football.

      He did have a vague idea of the layout of the camp, or at least where their sleeping quarters and the tent of Una McTighe were, but from the bustle and general flow away from the east of the camp, it didn’t seem like that was where the fire was happening.

      Tilting his frame in the direction from which most of the Turkish workers were running, he expanded his senses as best as he had learned. Sound and vision were his best assets, but he had no smell to go on. Luckily that hadn’t come into play yet.

      Breaking free of the main body of tents, he finally caught a glimpse of Verity in hot pursuit of the Italian. Ahead of them was an A-frame construction, which looked a little like a swing, but with a large sieve device at the end rather than a seat. He guessed it must be for separating small items from the dust within the city. Archaeologists were after all scientists like himself. They worked in a logical fashion.

      One however would never work in any fashion again. A body lay sprawled on the dirt in front of the sieving device, and it burned with an intense green flame which was dreadfully familiar to him. The fire still burned two feet high, even though most of the fuel, the body was nearly consumed. Alexander might not be able to smell the burning flesh, but he could certainly see it. Verity stopped up short, but didn’t devolve into any hysterics. Street children must be made of sterner stuff than the kind of students Alexander had schooled in his time. A horse crashed and fallen in his traces outside the university had brought on fainting spells from nearly half his class—let alone this.

      By contrast Verity, stood stock still, her face set in a mask which reflected the flickering green flame. The Marcello chap ran up to two women standing a few feet from the body, pulling them back. One was Una McTighe, with her hand clasped to her mouth, while the other was a woman they hadn’t been introduced to yet. She had an arm around Una, and turned her face away. “Don’t look, you shouldn’t look.” The lilting in her voice was definitely Welsh.

      Potts worked with two Welsh scientists at the Institute, and had grown rather fond of their musical accent. So much nicer sounding than the Scots, he found. Odd how that cropped up in this moment of utter horror.

      The Marcello fellow glanced at the body, but immediately went to the women. So, very typical of the Italian male, but Potts attention was drawn to the victim. It wasn’t any kind of morbid fascination, but rather something deeper; as if his brass shell was being drawn magnetically over to it. Since touching down in Cappadocia, he’d been experiencing a lot of strangeness related to this automaton prison of his. Even to himself he couldn’t quite admit that he didn’t know what it was about.

      The victim lay sprawled out next to the shaking device, and through the flames it was hard at first to tell even which sex it was. His glass eyes darted from detail to detail, marking them in down in a methodical, scientific manner. Bobbling his head to the right he observed a large water trough for the animals of the camp. Undoubtedly the person had been trying to make it there but been consumed before making it. Not that the Emerald Flame would be doused by water, but maybe they didn’t know that, or perhaps when a person was on fire, logical thinking was impossible.

      A flash of green and a memory of pain dashed through his brain, and Alexander was glad it didn’t linger.

      One thing was for certain, he was very glad at that moment to have no sense of smell. The body in front of them had to be making all those with one rather ill. It was still burning in fact. The spikes of fire tall and intense. Alexander realised with a start that he was much closer than any human would be able to stand. His metal shell wasn’t immune to the effects of the fire, and the rumble in his workings reminded him of that. He rolled back a few feet just in case.

      “Get sand,” Marcello shouted to the workers standing about staring and clasping their faces. One did have a bucket, so he’d at least tried throwing water on it. The Italian grabbed up a bucket and thrusting it into the leavings of the sieve threw it onto the burning body.

      Seeing him, others joined in, but it took a good few minutes to extinguish the bright green flames. The sand hissed as it came in contact with the fire, but eventually its weight won out.

      Verity still hadn’t moved. Glancing up, Alexander observed that a thin line of sweat trickled down the side of her face, her eyes were wide, and there was a decided shake to her limbs.

      “Fire,” she muttered under her breath. “What a horrible way to die…” Her voice trailed off.

      Certainly seeing a person burned to death was hardly something to be celebrated, but he would hazard there was something more to it than this.

      Shaking off Marcello’s arm, the Welsh woman was the first to get close to the smouldering corpse. Picking up a stick, she actually poked at it experimentally.

      “Who is it?” she asked, her voice that of a schoolmarm calling out for a late attendee. “Well, does anyone know?”

      Certainly it was impossible to make out if it was man or woman, European or Turkish. All clothes and facial feature had been burned off. As the workers either shrugged or got busy throwing up their lunch. While they did so Alexander focused on the corpse, and flicking through his various lenses, he was able to make out something against the still forge hot figure.

      “There’s a patch of silver burned into the chest,” he said, using one of his arms to point out what might be harder for regular humans to see.

      The woman’s eyes latched onto him for an instant, and he wondered if he had over extended himself. It was dreadfully hard to pretend to be a regular bumpkin of an automaton—especially under these circumstances. His scientific mind still existed in this shell, and it was a devil to keep hold of things when it did.

      That Marcello fellow wandered over to crouch down next to her. “Doctor Granade had a pocket watch. A very nice silver one his grandfather gave him. Never took it off.”

      A puddle of silver was apparently all there was to identify to poor chap.

      Holding her hand to her mouth, Una McTighe ventured over to stand at their side. “He was overseeing the cataloguing in the field laboratory. What can have happened, do ya think Mrs Driscoll?”

      Every turned and glanced back to the only building on site.  It stood about two hundred yards away, and would have been a terrifying run while consumed by flames.

      “Bechir,” Una called out one of the workers, and he approached slowly, shaking his head. By the looks of him, he’d seen it all.

      As he got nearer, Verity gestured to Alexander for them to move closer. That the child wanted to sneak nearer to a still smoking body beggared his imagination. She did appear to have a deep fear of fire, with her clenched hands and the tremble in her body, yet something drove her forward.

      With so much chaos, no one noticed them nudge their way through the crowd to stand only a few feet away from Julia’s mother. The Welsh woman however was the one taking control of the situation. “Bechir, what happened to Doctor Granade?”

      The Turk shook his head, adjusted his fez, looked down at his feet, and finally gathered himself. “I was in the laboratory assisting him with cataloguing some of the caskets. I didn’t see which one he opened… I just heard him screaming as he ran out. His—” he stopped to take a breath. “—His sleeve burned green. Something spilled on it, and it caught fire the rest.”

      Alexander was heartily happy to not have seen that, or heard the following screams. The Emerald Flame though—that had to be the reason he was drawn to the burning corpse. Something inside him recognised like for like. Unconsciously his brass hand tapped on his chest plate, as he wondered if the flame in there would kill a man just as quick.

      Verity put her hand on his back, giving him a little tap on his shell. He caught the warning. If any of these people found out that he contained the same thing, they might just tear him apart on the spot. Time to act very, very dumb.

      Just at that moment, Henrich appeared, with the children clustered behind him, however there was no sign of Christopher, the oldest and second most trying of them. He had a sly look about him, and Alexander was certain he would be off making mischief somewhere nearby.

      Emma and Liam kept trying to peer around the German, while the curly-haired moppet Julia ran to her mother.

      It was an interesting observation that when she collided with Una McTighe’s legs, she didn’t know what to do. Her arms flapped around a bit, before settling on an awkward few back pats. It seemed the Professor was about as well equipped as he was to deal with childish fondness.

      Verity guided him back towards Henrich and the children. The German seemed more concerned for them than surprised at the fact a man had just caught fire.

      Emma grabbed hold of Alexander and hugged him. Sometimes it was good to be made of metal he supposed. “Monkey Wrench, are you alright?”

      Maybe it was a little charming that she worried, but her familiarities were quite ridiculous.

      “Yes, unlike our friend over there, I am more resilient when it comes to flames,” he replied.

      “Well, I think our guide has quite a bit to deal with right now,” Henrich said, “Let me get you back to the tent for the moment.”

      As they allowed themselves to be lead away, Verity looked back over her shoulder to her friend, and her brow furrowed. Alexander couldn’t be sure, but the Welsh woman, the one called Driscoll stared at them for a long time. Strange how a gaggle of children could somehow be more interesting than a man consumed by green fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Into the Clockwork city

        

      

    

    
      “You don’t think it was ghosts, do ya Truth?” Liam asked. The question was a serious one, after the incident with the Pharaoh, but the excited tone it was delivered in made it clear the child wished she would answer in the affirmative.

      Huddled together back in their tent, Verity knew that they were experiencing an illusion of safety, but no thin canvas was going to save them from being burnt alive.

      She swallowed hard on that. She hadn’t witnessed her parent's death, but she’d heard screams. The plague of nightmares where she was with them in the house, burning, and suffering most horribly, haunted her still.

      Seeing what she had today brought everything back. It took all the strength she possessed not to leap into her hammock and pull the thin blankets over her. She’d have loved to do that, but like the bright-eyed Liam, that would be just an illusion.

      After swallowing hard on a knot in her throat, she shook her head. “No Liam, that wasn’t ghosts. It was a horrible lab experiment is all.”

      “Seems rather a coincidence,” Potts said, his eyes flaring brighter behind the lenses Julia fashioned for him. “We come here looking for answers about the Emerald Flame, and some poor Doctor catches a dreadful case of it.”

      “I don’t want to go out like that,” Emma said, looking up at Verity with wide eyes. “If it happens, you’ve got to—”

      “It’s not going to happen to you!” Verity snapped, shaking her fists in frustration. She wanted to scream, cry, and most of all get on the next airship out of this place. The Emerald Flame, Greek fire, whatever it was called, seemed a fascinating thing back in England, when its only iteration was the tiny flicker in Potts chest. Now, having seen and smelt the reality of the thing, it was suddenly terribly real. She easily imagined the horror of Doctor Granade as his sleeve caught fire, and the mad dash towards a source of water—which would not have helped him anyway. If she closed her eyes the intense light consumed the darkness and threatened them all.

      So, Verity wouldn’t be closing her eyes for a while.

      Taking a long breath, she asked with as much calm as she could muster, “Where’s Christopher?”

      It wasn’t nearly the first time she’d made that query, and hopefully it wouldn’t be the last. Being the second oldest boy of the Ministry Seven, he always chaffed against her leadership. After all she was ‘just a girl’. She’d wanted him to find Liam, and yet he wasn’t with the younger boy. If she suspected anything, it was he was on the lookout for some local booze, or maybe seeing what wasn’t nailed down. Hopefully he wouldn’t find anything that contained any Emerald Flame.

      Liam shrugged. He knew just as well as she how things were with the older boy.

      Shaking her head, Verity began to tie up her hair. Some of the blonde strands had come loose in the run towards the burning man.

      “Well, we’re not going to go chasing him around, and we have our own mission.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what would that be?” Potts chimed in, possibly because he was under the impression that he was in charge. Adults even when stuffed into automaton shells still thought they were in charge of the Seven.

      “We’re going into the city, and see if we can find any clues,” she said as she began to pack her satchel. Mickey, her tiny automaton mouse was in there, along with all her favourite tools.

      Liam and Emma shared a look, but it wasn’t a frightened one.

      “It’s a bloody dream,” the boy whispered to himself. “An underground city filled with treasure…”

      “Rubies and diamonds maybe,” Emma said, clapping her hands together while her eyes gleamed with the prospect.

      “And more than likely traps of the sort Doctor Granade died by,” Potts said, his dome head bobbling up and down as he considered the possibilities. “Besides, far be it from me to point out, but what can you, a mere child, find that a team of experienced archaeologists cannot?”

      That might be a fair question, since he didn’t know about the Sound. Putting her favourite screwdriver safely into its slot in her satchel, she smiled at him. “I have quite a knack with machinery, and this is the Clockwork Country after all.”

      That only inspired him to wave his adorable three-fingered hands about, to underscore the point she supposed. “We should at least inform Miss McTighe and her mother. They could send someone with you.”

      Crouching down so she was at eye level with the automaton, she tapped him on the head. “Think it through. Julia is safer here, and if we mention it to her mother… well we don’t know who to trust in this camp. Anyone could be working for the Illuminati or my uncle.”

      “And don’t even think of suggesting we stay behind,” Liam piped in. “Verity knows better than that.”

      She’d given up trying to get them to do that many moons ago. Certainly, they would say they’d sit tight, but as soon as her back was turned they’d just follow. She’d also contemplated tying them to a chair before but understood immediately that no knot could hold any of the Seven. Bendy and double-jointed were part of the job description.

      Getting back up, she stared down at the automaton. “Oh, and by the way, there is no ‘you’, there is only ‘us’. You’re coming with us Potts.”

      He made a move to accelerate away, but Emma yanked him off the ground quick as a whip. His wheel spun uselessly.

      “I would only slow you down,” he said amongst a rapid succession of beeps.

      Verity smiled. “I can’t find the Emerald Flame Potts. I might have been horrified by what happened this morning, but I still noticed you get drawn towards it. Something of the flame in you connected you to the flame on that poor doctor.”

      His head bobbled for a moment, and she felt his gears spin harder and faster—trying to find a way out of this. She had some sympathy for him. It couldn’t be easy for one moment to be a stuffy old scientist, and then be thrust into an unfamiliar body made of metal, but he was still alive—more than Doctor Granade had.

      Still if she showed any empathy for the man, then he would only try and use it against her. Pushing forward with the Sound, she flicked one of the gears to a stop, causing his wheel to stop spinning. He let out a strangle sees of boops and beeps, before calming down a fraction.

      He wouldn’t be able to tell it was her, but she hoped it would bring him to his senses. He wasn’t immune to the world around him.

      "So, we're all in agreement then," she said. "Now is a good time to get going though. After the fire, everyone is running about and distracted."

      The children nodded, it was their favourite time to strike, but usually it was them causing the disturbance. Didn't mean they didn't take advantage of one given the opportunity.

      "Right then, make sure you have jackets and lights," she said to Liam and Emma. "It'll be cold and dark down there."

      Potts, restored to his wheel, stared up at her for a moment, and then slide aside a panel in the top of his head. A torch, lit by the Emerald Flame's light popped out of there and even Verity was surprised.

      Hidden from her Sound by the strength of Potts' personality, his functions were a pleasant surprise. Whoever constructed his automaton shell made him not only adorable, but also a bit of a Swiss Army knife.

      "I just found this," Potts said, his artificial voice managing to sound grouchy about it. "If you're making me go, then I suppose I might as well try to be useful."

      "What about Christopher and Julia?" Liam said, stuffing his pockets with marbles, stingers, and string from his rucksack.

      "Julia is safer with her mother," Verity replied. "Besides, I want them to have a chance to spend some time together. It's important."

      The three children shared a look. Mothers were something all of them lacked, but deep down there still existed that yearning, even if their mothers were not ideal.

      Verity tried not to think about hers, nor how she would have been amazed by the Sound in her daughter's head. Yet all the same, her bright eyes and smile popped up. They would have had a jolly old time of it if this was her father's dig.

      Pressing her lips together least a sigh escape, Verity lifted the back of the tent where Liam had previously got in. "Come on then, let's make the best of it."

      The camp had gone from panicked to eerily still since the burning of Doctor Granade. The Turks retreated to their tents, to talk in low voices with each other. The smell of burnt flesh lingered and blew among the people carried by an unkind breeze. Knowing how such things went the world over, Verity expected they would lose workers. After what they witnessed it wouldn't be surprising. Dig works were cheap manual labour, and despite the coin, no one wanted to end up burnt to a horrifying crisp by Greek fire. At the end of the day, it didn't matter what country it was, everyone wanted to go home to their families in the evening.

      So in that atmosphere of foul odour and dismay, no one questioned three children and an automaton wending their way through the camp. As they got nearer to the entrance, the guard they'd seen only an hour or so ago was no longer there. It was possible he'd already taken his pay and cleared out.

      If it was accident or intentional no one knew, but when uncovering ancient treasures, even the scientists got a little superstitious. Anything bad happening on a dig tended to cast a pall over the whole thing. If more happened, then they'd lose more workers and the whole thing could get shut down.

      It occurred to Verity, as she crouched there examining the chances of getting in unseen, that it would be better if it was. If the city was locked up, then there would be no opportunity for anyone to find out anything about the Emerald Flame from the dig. Suddenly the idea that Granade's death was foul play seemed more likely. However, who apart from her would want the whole thing closed up?

      "Let's go," Liam hissed, breaking her concentration. "No one about, let's leg it."

      Before she might have replied, he jumped up and dashed into the entrance with Emma and even Potts following after. Taking a deep breath, Verity dashed after them.

      Once into the tunnel they didn't need to put on their lights, thanks to the dig team's lighting, but the further they went in the more likely they'd need the automaton's light. They reached the door, and it was just as forbidding the second time around.

      Emma peered up at it and gave voice to what Verity wondered. "Who were they trying to keep out? Must have been very scary."

      Verity wished for a moment Julia was with them, because she might have suggested something.

      "The Cappadocians often had to fight off vandals and reprobates," Potts piped up. "Their engineering skills made them frequent targets."

      "I didn't think you were a history professor," Verity said.

      "I dabbled you might say. The history of engineering and the great darkness that took the ancients secrets from us is a particular fascination."

      "Great wot now?" Liam asked, unconsciously drawing nearer to Verity.

      "The Dark Ages," Potts continued, his mechanical voice developing the lilt of a man used to delivering lectures. “No one quite knows what finished off the Roman Empire. Something came from the North though, but too quick for anything to be written about it by the Roman scholars. Historians have been arguing about it for years, Goths, Visigoths, all got blamed, but nothing could be proven. In any case the knowledge of the time before was lost. Libraries burned, stories scoured from the rock which they were written on. Quite extraordinary.”

      The machine on the walls of the Silver Pharaoh’s tomb. Verity would never forget that image. Most academics gave it no more credence than the animal headed gods of Egypt; fanciful workings of ancient exotic minds.

      “Could it be that Emerald Flame stuff?” Liam asked as they squeezed through the door and into the tunnel beyond.

      Potts’ head turned in Verity’s direction. “Yes, perhaps,” was all he said.

      On the other side of the door Liam ran over to the line of three sheets of paper tacked to the wall. “Shall we pull em down and take em with us?” he asked.

      Emma stared at her a moment as if offended by the question. “You know I got it all memorised like, Liam.”

      It took the children sometime to work out why Emma was so excellent at remembering the streets of London, or even recite the stories of the day just from reading the newspapers blowing around the park. Eidetic memory, Harrison called it, and the expression on his face was one of delight. What the Ministry could do with a person like that in their ranks, but they could not have Emma yet.

      As it was the young girl came back from the Delancy Academy with a whole raft of new concepts picked up from the school library, but she didn’t use it at all. Memory wasn’t the same as talent or knowledge, but in this case, it would be very useful.

      Without even looking at the maps again, Emma pointed up the tunnel. “Take the first two rights, go down a flight of stairs, a right and another left, and we’ll be heading to places off the map. Places they ain’t checked out yet.”

      They stared at each other in the flickering light. The might be children, but they knew the perils of going beyond the map.

      “Here there be dragons,” Verity muttered under her breath, before adjusting her belt. “The flame is down here somewhere. Not just the recipe, but actual relics with it inside, so don’t touch anything…” Then she looked at them, neither Liam nor Emma met her eyes. The youngest children were in the most danger. Leaning down, she stared at them. “Poking around could mean burning to death. I saw what happened, and I don’t want it to happen to you. Understood?”

      Their eyes got huge, but they nodded. She might try abandoning them there, but once again they were quite adept at following, and wriggling free of bonds.

      “Yes,” Emma and Liam said in unison.

      “Let me lead the way,” Potts said, surprising Verity in every way possible. As a rather stuck up university professor he had never really impressed her with his giving attitude. Perhaps seeing someone burned to death had readjusted his thoughts somewhat.

      So, she stepped back and gave him a little bow while gesturing him on. The automaton rumbled forward, rolling down the pristine corridors to Emma’s direction. Lights sprung up to light their way which was both convenient and disturbing. Old machinery awaited them, and it whispered into her mind. Dust on her tongue, secrets in her ears, both of which made her nervous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          The Ancient Awakens

        

      

    

    
      The city around them was like no other mechanism that Verity ever felt before. It ran slowly, sleeping but with its distant gears still faintly turning. Her own eyelids drooped under its influence, and several times she stopped and shook herself awake.

      Ahead Potts moved through the tunnels, rolling at a sedate speed, his head bobbling back and forward as he peered into every corridor. Behind Verity Emma and Liam stayed close to each other. They were too old and wise to think of holding each other's hands, but they seemed only a breath away from doing it.

      The air started to close in on them. Verity found herself struggling to breath, as though something stood on her chest. Raising her hand to her chest, she gasped, almost choking.

      "Alright there Truth?" Liam asked, trotting up beside her.

      Neither of them seemed to be having any trouble. "You don't feel the air oppressive?" she gasped out.

      Potts and the children turned to her.

      "No," Emma said, slipping her hand into the older girl's, "we don't feel nuthin." She glanced up and down the corridor. "Maybe we should go back?"

      "We go on," Verity said, trying to calm her racing heart. "Julia's Mum is very close to breaking through... we... we can't let them find the secret of the fire."

      She staggered on a few more steps until the others were forced to follow along. Tracing Emma's directions they made slow progress through the city. It was an eerie place, with so many rooms and nothing at all in them. Everything must have been taken to catalogue or had been stripped by the inhabitants before they met whatever fate laid out for them.

      Ghosts were something that Verity had been forced to acknowledge existed. She's been chased through an English estate by one after all. You couldn't get more verification than that. If any place seemed a good candidate for ghosts it was this buried city. They lingered just out of sight around every corner.

      "Feels so sad down here," Emma whispered. "Like people never made it out of here."

      "From what I overheard," Potts interjected, "there have been no bodies found in the city."

      "Where'd they all go to?" Liam asked. He adjusted his flat cap, and flickered his gaze around the open doors and endless corridors. To a child of the bustling metropolis of London this felt terribly wrong.

      Potts extended his legs, so he could negotiate the flight of stairs Emma's memory indicated they should descend. "No one knows for certain. I heard the diggers talking about a plague, a fire, or.... lord have mercy aliens."

      "They don't really exist do they?" Liam bumped up close to Verity.

      She wasn't the kind of person to lie to anyone, let alone a fellow member of the Ministry Seven. So she shrugged and replied, "No one knows for sure. Rumours of creatures on Mars and on a couple of moons near Jupiter have been argued about since..."

      "We've got enough to worry about without bringing aliens into it," Emma snapped as they reached the bottom of the stairs. The torches down here only half-lit themselves so the shadows were longer and deeper.

      "Yes, you're right," Verity agreed. She paused after the final step, and stared around her. The weight on her chest was still there, but it no possessed a certain shape. The weight of time and stone, pressed down on her, and she finally understood, she was experiencing the sensation of the city around her. The Sound was something more here in this city of ancient clockwork. Was it possible for a city to have feelings?

      The sadness which she'd thought part of her own fancy, now had a distinct taste to it that Emma had picked up first. Loneliness indeed, but the kind of vast variety that a human could only touch a portion of.

      She stopped and braced herself against the wall as it washed over her.

      "Are you quite sure you want to go on, Miss Fitzroy?" Potts nudged up against her toe, and stared up at her. His luminous eyes might almost have been sinister in this kind of shadow.

      "I told you, yes," she snapped, pushing off from the wall. "We go deeper."

      They reached the end of the younger girl's map knowledge, and turning a corner found a new barrier, or rather nearly fell into it. Verity staggered, and only by Emma and Liam grabbing hold of her arms, did she avoid toppling into a depression. For a moment she thought she was seeing things.

      The hollowed out portion of the path glowed green. Not quite the vibrant shade of the Emerald Flame, but not far off. Staring ahead the liquid ran to a flat surface ahead in the tunnel. In the dim light she couldn’t make out everything about it, but scratched on the surface were shapes and symbols. She was sure that there were mechanics behind it, but for the first time there was nothing ticking in her head. Staring at that space was a black gap, and that set her teeth on edge. Then there was the fact that blocked and sealed as it was, there was no way to reach the other side by immerse yourself in the liquid totally. Everything about this felt worse and worse.

      Potts extended one of his automaton hands and brushing the surface quickly, held it up to examine. The phosphorescent glow clung to his three digits. He rubbed them between finger and thumb observing it all the time.

      "It seems to be some sort of oil," he reported, "though I can't say for sure if it is flammable or not."

      Verity shuddered, thinking of the man burned to death so many feet above. If it was combustible then wading through it would mean opening oneself up to sharing a similar fate, and yet there seemed to be no other choice.

      "Check for levers," she instructed hopeful that there might be some hidden way of draining the ditch. Though all the children and Potts examined every surface after a good few minutes they had to admit defeat.

      "It would appear that whoever built this city intended for there to be only one way across," Potts said helpfully. "I'm afraid I won't be able to. Who knows how this automaton body will react to be immersed in oily liquid."

      Certainly there was no way Verity could let Emma or Liam try. Christopher, if he'd been there... maybe...

      No, it had to be her, and as soon as she’d seen the oil and the clockwork door beyond she knew that.

      Maybe stripping down would have made the most sense, but not with so many of her fellow urchins watching. Modesty was something she'd amazingly managed to hold onto even on the streets of London. No, there was no other way to do it, but to get her trousers and shirt wet. Luckily her belt and satchel were designed to be waterproof. Once again the city's wetness prepared her for many other things.

      Still her flat cap would fare worse. Handing it to Emma, she took her ponytail and wrapped it tight around her head.

      When she waded in, she almost turned around and went back. The first lick of the oil on her shins was cold and sent shivers up her spine. On the shelves in the biology lab of Delancy Academy there rested many jars of things that had once been alive, but were now sealed in liquid for the learning opportunities of students. She didn't really take much notice of them when she was there in the classroom, but now all she thought of was their sightless white eyes. The idea of joining their ranks was not a pleasant one, but by the feeling of the slope under her feet, it went down very sharply, and Verity was not a tall young woman. No doubt about it, she was going to have to swim.

      Casting one glance over her shoulder to where Potts, Emma and Liam stood by the edge of the ditch, she prepared herself to duck underneath. As it turned out, she needn't have worried; the oil around her was very slippery. Her foot slid out from under her in a sudden rush. Her breath wasn't ready, and in fact she half-screamed on instinct. Verity plunged beneath the surface and grabbed a mouthful of oil for good measure. The Taste was foul, clogging the back of her throat, filling her nose as well as racing over her tongue. People who slipped into the polluted Thames were condemned to death, and who knew what disgusting and dangerous chemicals there were in this concoction. It had been down here for centuries as well.

      Pushing madly for the surface, she spat out a gob of the oil, reaching and spluttering.

      "Verity!" Emma called out uselessly, her voice bouncing down in the corridor. The older girl understood, but wished she hadn't. The city slept, and part of her was terrified of awakening it. Still she managed to do a ragged doggy paddle towards the far side, but she couldn't get any words out to comfort the other members of the Seven. It was taking all her strength to stop from vomiting.

      Against the far wall, there was a ledge just under the surface of the oil, and a couple of pieces of stone sticking up. Handholds, she realised. This whole situation was designed then, though why she needed to be coated in the green-tinged concoction, she wasn't presently able to discern. For a moment she worried that she didn't have the strength to break the surface tension, like a winged insect who'd fallen into a pond. Primal panic didn't seem that far off, but she closed her eyes, marshalled what calm and strength she had left, and pulled herself out of the oil.

      Slipping, half-sobbing, Verity rolled onto the ledge.

      "You made it," Liam called out.

      Wearily she looked back towards them. It wasn't far, maybe only fifty feet, but it felt like a long way. She raised one hand and gave them a little wave, all the while wanting to claw out this insides of her own mouth. Moving with great care, she got to her knees, and then even more daringly her feet.

      At any moment she felt like she might slip over backwards and plunge into the oil once more. As she rose, the lights on each side of the ditch of oil flared to life. Green life.

      If Verity had any doubts they were in the wrong place, then here was the confirmation. Callinicus came here, and the city still held its secrets.

      "Oh I say," Potts chirped, his head bobbling wildly. "Behind you, Miss Fitzroy!"

      The slight lines carved into the surface that she'd only been able to make out with some difficultly, now flared as if lit from within. Again green.

      And repeated in two languages she understood, Ancient Greek and Latin. Both were languages her father taught her—only fractionally behind English and just before French.

      "I sleep. Do not waken me without due cause, " she read, even while her heart battered in her chest. "The drums of this place, spell disaster for those without ears to hear."

      She presumed that this was a message from Callinicus himself. It was a thrill to see the words of someone who she admired, but she had to take seriously the threat from the man who had invented the Emerald Flame, the greatest weapon of the modern age.

      The words then were a threat, and a reminder the secret she chased was very real.

      The taste of the oil and the slipperiness under her feet faded to insignificance. She placed her hands on the surface, searching for some kind of secret entrance of passage. The oil on her palms burned when she pressed them against the stone, but she didn't pull them away.

      The blank silence behind the stone began to fade away, and a sound began to reach her. It echoed up her hands and into the bones of her forearms. It did indeed resemble a drum beat.

      Verity expected her Sound to bring her the click-clack of an engine at work, but this was more like...

      "It's a heartbeat," she whispered her herself, and pressed her ear against the stone.

      "Are you quite alright?" Potts called across the distance, but she ignored them. Nothing mattered to her now but the heartbeat growing louder and more powerful as it ran through her.

      It was slower than hers, so much so that Verity thought of a sleeping giant. Could there be one behind this seal? After an undead pharaoh anything seemed possible.

      Trying to get control of her own heartbeat, she slowed her breathing, listening with the Sound to both their heartbeats. She wasn’t sure how long it took, but eventually she managed to get her racing pulse to slow.

      As it got closer in rhythm to that of the giant, she began to hear the swell of mechanical sounds rising, like an orchestra beginning to play. The Sound was there, beginning to grab hold. They were now in synch.

      Half-opening her eyes, the seal shifted under her hands and cheek, sliding down and away. It was not a door as it turned out. A chamber beyond was far too small for that name; it was more the size of a wardrobe. Verity peered in, and saw it was more like the tiny cockpit of an ornithopter, if such a spot could be carved from stone. A narrow seat rested parallel to the door she'd just opened, and it too was made from the local rock. Whoever made the clockwork city did seem to have a strange love for stone for people who made clockwork. Tucked in against it was a roll of a ladder, something used to climb down, so maybe on the other side there was also a drop.

      Without an explanation there was nothing for it, but to get in, because the wall at the other side had not opened in a similar manner.

      With a long breath, Verity slipped into the seat. The last glimpse she had of her traveling companions was Emma with her hand over her mouth, while Liam put his arm awkwardly around her. Potts bright eyes flashed green for a moment before the door she'd entered slid shut.

      Inside the now closed chamber, the only light came from the thin sheen of oil covering Verity and her clothing. Luminescent it should have comforted her in this dark space, but all she could think of was how close the walls were. Feeling around with her hands she could detect no levers or knobs to work.

      What could be the purpose of this little space? Her breathing which she just got under control, began to come out in short gasps again. The heartbeat noise was no longer around her, and she found it had actually been somewhat comforting.

      Sitting in the cold, confined space, she only barely held back panic. This was not a coffin, she told herself firmly, after all why would anyone go to such elaborate means to seal a person in like this? No, there simply had to be another reason.

      Finally after a few minutes sitting in silence with only her own elevated breath to keep her company, the wall in front of her began to waver with green light. Verity rubbed her eyes just in case the oil had run into them, but it wasn't that. As she looked closer, she figured out that small perforations in the stone above, were letting some of the oil run down the surface of the stone.

      No, it was not enough to flood this chamber, but it was a curious effect. Her hands gripped instinctually against the stone surface of the chair she sat on, and that was when the green changed. It began to ripple and form patterns that quickly became pictures.

      Ships on an ocean, and she recognised them as Greek triremes. They were pumping gushes of the Emerald Flame onto other vessels sailing towards them.

      The flutter of their sails was sketched in the green oil, and the effect was entrancing. She wondered if this was how the ancient machine would communicate.

      When the voice boomed in the enclosed space, she almost jumped. It took Verity a moment to understand it spoke in Latin and translate it.

      You have the Sound, you have the heart, but do you have the knowledge?

      It was a man that spoke, and far better than she’d ever heard from any machine, apart from Potts. Maybe it was the actual voice of Callinicus. That would be incredible.

      A rush of understanding filled her. It made sense that a city of ancient engineers would have the Sound as she did. It must have made their work so much easier, as it did for her. Beyond this point must lie all their best and most important secrets.

      Laboratories and libraries, these were the things the archaeologists hadn’t discovered in the shallower parts of the city. “The deepest part holds everything,” Verity whispered to herself, and leaned forward to watch the green display shift once more. She couldn’t think how it was done, but she was certain it wasn’t clockwork.

      Aether then, and she knew Una McTighe would have given anything to be sitting where she was now. Still it was not Verity’s strong suit, but she breathed a little easier when she saw the display arrange itself into something more familiar. Cranks, gears, mainsprings were sketched on the stone, but nothing was connected to anything. She stared for a moment, and then reaching out touched one of the parts described. It shifted slightly as her still oil stained finger moved. Verity frowned and then smiled.

      Dragging the mainspring over, she connected it to the key and then in short order attached the gears to drive the crank. It was quickly obvious that she was constructing on the surface of the stone a very basic mechanism to drive an automaton.

      Her fingers flew over the surface of the design. When everything was in place the green oil bled and drained away, only to be replaced with another set of parts, this time finer and more detailed.

      The room didn’t matter anymore. Verity grinned as she put together this more complicated machine. When done it too faded away.

      All in all she completed five diagrams, each getting more complex. Only the last one, a fully functional automaton with two dozen working joints, and a programmable interior mechanism, did the flow of oil drain away, not to be replaced with anything.

      Verity felt a powerful sense of achievement, but also a little disappointment. She hadn’t been so challenged since the Delancy Academy. It felt very satisfying to have her knowledge and skill tested like this. The display in front of her changed once again, this time showing a map of what was beyond the door. Laboratories, though they were not labelled as such. It was quite a complex the Byzantines built in here.

      Then a moment later the doors on both sides of the chamber rotated up at the same time, and she smiled in triumph. Glancing back the way she’d come she saw the pit of oil draining away. Emma and Liam were at the edge ready to come across to her, while Potts rolled from side to side. Even the stuffy professor had to be excited by this new development, even if he wasn’t an engineer or an archaeologist.

      Though she might now want any others coming with her, she found she didn’t want to go any further without someone by her side. She needed to share the wonder of the city with someone.

      The grin was still on her face, as she slid out of the seat. Now the rolled up metallic ladder made sense. She was just in the process of unfurling it for her friends to make it, when a whirring and clanking noise, brought her head up suddenly.

      Someone was coming down the corridor, someone mechanical, and worst of all she couldn’t use the Sound to make out who or what that was.

      When Glennis Driscoll came around the bend, she was not alone. Two automatons, tall and shining bright with brass followed at her back. If that had been all, Verity would have felt better about things, but it was not.

      One automaton’s long powerful fingers were clamped down on Christopher’s shoulder, blood dripping down where they were imbedded. The other automaton had a hand on Una and Julia McTighe. Christopher had obviously put up a fight, bloody and bruised as he was, the McTighes looked frightened but unharmed.

      The Driscoll woman smiled, and gestured with a large sidearm. “So nice of you to solve the problem for me. Una’s daughter was telling her mother all about her. Luckily, I was listening.” She gave a shrug. “I was going to force Una to open the door, but I think I’ve changed my mind.”

      Out of the corner of her eye Verity spotted Liam going for his boot knife, but she shot him a hasty shake of his head.

      Easing herself down from the cockpit, Verity made her way towards the Welsh woman. The closer she got, she realized that Christopher must have resisted because his face was quite black and blue. He always did think of himself as a bruiser.

      “Stay there,” Driscoll said, pointing to a spot a few feet in front of the automatons. Striding over to Emma, Liam and Potts, she let out a short laugh, produced some stout rope from her satchel, and tied them up. While she did so, Verity took the opportunity to communicate with Emma by use of their finger language.

      Other tunnel in. Run interference. Can’t let her have it.

      Driscoll found Liam’s knife and tossed it into the darkness. “Boy and their stupid toys,” she muttered under her breath. Once she’d finished her work, she tied up Christopher’s feet to go along with the bonds already on his wrists. It was unfortunately quite a professional job. Still as long as she thought them just foolish children, there was still hope.

      Julia and her mother were already tied, but Verity soon found she wasn’t to escape all this rope trickery. Carefully she made sure to keep her wrists slightly apart, not enough to be noticed, but just the right amount to give her some wriggle room.

      Potts tried to make an escape, waddling off on his little legs, seeming to forget all about his other form of perambulation. “I’ll bring help,” he bleeped over his ovoid shoulder, but the woman was faster.

      “I could never get this stupid thing to shut up,” she snarled, scooping up Potts, while at the same time fishing out a flat, green glowing device.

      “Unhand me woman! This is most undignified. I am a scholar of the sciences, not a paperweight,” he squawked but it was to no avail.

      “Well,” she said with a wide grin, “now you are.” With a twist of the device on his outside, his arms and legs disappeared inside.

      The automaton’s head bobbled wildly. “What have you done?” he wailed.

      She banged the side of his round body. “Locked up like a chestnut.” Her grin was particularly nasty. “I should have done that back in London.”

      So this was indeed her; the figure in the shroud of mist who had separated Alexander Potts from his body and stuffed him in his current form.

      Verity glanced up at the fierce automatons now controlling them. It was obvious she had been able to perfect her craft. Now that Driscoll wrapped them up like a brace of pheasants, she had control of the situation, and there was the door waiting wide open for her.

      How Verity would have been embarrassed if this got around the streets of London or worse—if Henry found out..

      “Follow me,” their captor said, and one of the automaton’s clamped down on Verity’s shoulder, pushing her ahead of it. “We have a mystery to solve, and I feel you women can provide all the answers.”

      Julia and Una shared a look, but neither said anything. Leverage, Verity realised, threaten one and the other would crack. It was often the way criminals got what they wanted. She raised her chin, and did not wince when the sharpen fingers of the automaton behind her punctured her shoulder.

      Never give up, Agent Thorne once told her. Assess the situation for a moment of advantage, and then move.

      Let Driscoll think she held all the cards. Beyond the door no one knew what waited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          A Kindly Offer

        

      

    

    
      It was a surprise to wake up—and a pleasant one too—even if he wasn’t where he expected to be. Henry stared at the ceiling for a moment trying to place himself somewhere. It was unlike any ceiling he’d ever seen before; trimmed gold around the edges with a scattering of partly clad nymphs and cherubs among the painted clouds.

      He blinked to clear his head, but no… they were still there. Not a hallucination then.

      “You’ll need some water,” the voice to his right, made him half-start up. It was almost on the edge of singing he thought, but it was no angel waiting for him at the pearly gates. When he turned his head, it was to find the woman who had given the speech last night, the one whose automaton had screamed so horribly.

      No creations right now though. The woman in black, sat at his side, grey hair pinned back from a face that managed to be both stern and beautiful at the same time. She had to be ancient though, at least over fifty he guessed. Why he wasn’t being tortured or having his soul ripped out to be stuffed into an automaton at the moment, remained a mystery.

      He wasn’t bound to the bed, so he slipped upright and sat on the edge of it to examine her right back. His mind was already reeling, and he did wonder where Eddie might be, but sometimes asking questions to early revealed the cards in your hand. This woman had the appearance of someone he needed to study before offering up anything. So he stayed silent to wait her out.

      They stared at each other a bit longer, before she got to her feet, and poured him a glass of water from the pitcher on the dresser by the door. She turned her back to him, and automatically he felt for his knife strapped to his leg.

      “We were kind enough to take you in, young man, but we’re not stupid enough to leave you armed.” Turning around she handed him the glass, and watched him drink from it.

      He only took a small mouthful. Enough to wet his lips, but hopefully not enough to poison him if that was her plan.

      She sat back down and watched him before adding, “You’re quite a clever young man, I can see that, and despite your plan to rob us, you have actually done us a favour.”

      “What’s that then?”

      “Thanks to you, we have located a man that’s been making trouble for us for many years.”

      “So you killed him then?” Henry asked, managing to keep any hint of concern out of his voice.

      Her mouth curved up into a smile that he was certain didn’t quite reach her eyes. “What a life you must have led, young man. How could you think such a dreadful thing?”

      Had she forgotten that he’d seen her automaton display?

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered.

      “No, the poor man is quite mad, so we’ll take good care of him. See if we can’t put him right.” She held out her hand. “My name is Mrs Glynis Driscoll.”

      Henry frowned. "Just Mrs? Not Professor or Doctor?"

      The smile she shot him was more genuine, as was the laugh that followed after. "I don't believe that tacking a title on your name makes you any more powerful. I studied in my youth, but I had far too much going on to waste time on getting my PhD."

      Henry thought about all those scientists they'd met, the high and mighty, the ones with bristly moustaches who looked down their noses at everyone who had gone to Cambridge or Oxford. He'd often gone out of his way to bring them down a peg or two. He nodded. "I'm with ya on that one." He took her hand and shook it. "Henry Lloyd."

      It was a surname the Seven used from time to time, mostly to give the impression they were blood relatives.

      Mrs Driscoll however took it as something else. She raised an eyebrow. "Got Welsh people in your history have you. Lloyd means grey in Welsh... you don't look very grey..."

      When she ducked her head and smiled at him, he suddenly didn't mind being decidedly brown. Most people would have made fun of his skin in this kind of situation, but Mrs Driscoll didn't focus on that.

      Adjusting the hint of lace at her collar, she went to the door. "Since you tried so very hard to see what we are doing here, perhaps you'd like to go for a look now. If you're feeling up to it that is."

      He couldn't pass the offer up, so he dropped down from the bed to stand on his own two feet. He wobbled a bit, and there was some definite tenderness in his back and shoulders, but he'd gotten off very lightly.

      "That's it boyo," she said, "don't let a little discomfort get in the way of pursuit of knowledge."

      Outside his room was a grand wood panelled hallway, lined with painting of all kinds. Some were usual landscapes with horses at work, or cows in the field, while others were of very grand people indeed.

      As they walked at the pace Henry could manage, he peered up at them. "Isn't that..."

      "Yes, the Lord Mayor of London," Mrs Driscoll said, pulling to a stop before a man painted in front of a desk. "One of our greatest supporters. He's a member of the club from before the time he got elected."

      Glancing to the right and left Henry picked out many notable citizens of London and the wider Empire. He spotted a few aristocrats he'd relieved of their pocket watches and kerchiefs when he was a young pickpocket on the street.

      “All them members too?” he asked, starting to realise that true scope of the Illuminati. The rich and the influential, that is who he had spied on the previous night.

      She nodded and shrugged. “We bring together the powerful to assist those with bright minds not born into privilege.” She shot him a pointed look. “We call it out mission here at Mosby's.”

      Reaching a door, she opened it to reveal a library that would have made Verity jump with delight. Wall to wall bookshelves enough to keep even her voracious appetite content. What stood against the far wall though caught Henry’s attention.

      He took a few steps in before he thought about it. “Is that a Babbage difference engine?”

      Mrs Driscoll clasped her hands together as if it were nothing. “That? Oh yes, he and Miss Lovelace both were members too. This is one of his prototypes.”

      For a moment Henry utterly forgot that perhaps these were the people that had shot at Verity, chased her through London, and might have made their safe house, very unsafe. He ran his fingers lovingly over the keys and thought about how his childhood hero had touched this very thing, created it from his own mind.

      “They say such a creation hasn’t been seen since the fall of Rome,” Mrs Driscoll said, coming up to him and standing at his side. “But I think the greatest wonders are still to come. Babbage may have invented this machine, but I think perhaps my own work is just as impressive.” She shot him a sideways glance, and he knew he had to say something.

      She’d seen him, and there was no pretending otherwise. “Judging by what I saw last night, it still has some work to do.”

      Now most mad scientists would have exploded at such a suggestion, being vain and venial as Verity described them. Mrs Driscoll however smiled and nodded. “You speak the truth, boyo. You did get quite a show last night though.” She sighed. “Unfortunately we are all in need of patrons, those of us without a few initials tacked onto the front of our name. After last night’s kerfuffle I may have to get everyone drunk to enter a room again.”

      The green flame and the screaming automaton made an impression on him too, but Henry couldn’t afford to let slip that he knew about the Emerald Flame and the souls of people inside automatons. He had the distinct feeling he was standing next to the monster in the basement. She didn’t look dangerous now, but he’d long ago learned not to completely trust the face people showed to the world.

      If he was cautious, then she might keep thinking he was just some foolish, but bright thief trying to break in to steal some silver. She seemed curious about him, and he was going to take that as a chance to learn more.

      Shooting him a sly look out of the corner of her eye, Mrs Driscoll smiled. “You remind me a bit of me when I was growing up. I would have ended up in the mine if I hadn’t shown the world what I could do with this.” Tapping the side of her head, she lead him over to a section of the library.

      Reading the spines of the books, Henry knew immediately that they were in the midst of engineering. He hadn’t seen such a fine collection since the Delancy Academy, and if he hadn’t had that experience he might have been even more impressed. Out of the corner of his eye he knew Mrs Driscoll was observing him like a hawk. It went far beyond the usual look adults of money gave him. It probed beneath the humble interior, looking for something else. If she had the mad thought that he a half-breed orphan from the streets was anything like her, then he would roll that assumption on to get whatever he wants.

      Turning to her, he smiled. “I can do a lot with wot I got too, Mrs, but I can make plenty of coin out there for myself. So tell me exactly why I should throw my lot in with yours?”

      Mrs Driscoll smiled and nodded. “I am sure you could, but the benefits of belonging to our little group are far greater than any you might get beyond these walls.” She gestured him to follow her.

      As they walked down the corridor, Henry took note of the different rooms they passed, tucking away the information for later—just in case he needed to beat a hasty retreat.

      One with a tiny window in it made him jump. Eddie the Scholar, his eye pressed against it screamed, though no noise made it through to the corridor.

      Driscoll cleared her throat. “Don’t worry about Eddie. We have a doctor on the way to see him right.”

      A little further down his gaze alighted on another room of interest. The brass plaque read archives and records, but it appeared no one was within. He noted the lock on the door, and it looked laughably simple. Now if he could just shake off this Driscoll woman, he might be able to find what he needed.

      No chance of it right at this minute though. Reaching the far end of the corridor, she opened a door and led him in. It was a laboratory, with glass vials, microscopes, Bunsen burners and all the items a scientist might dream of having. Henry experienced a pang of envy—that was until he saw the broken and shattered remains of last night’s automaton sitting slumped in her chair. She resembled the toy of an angry giant child, cast into the corner. She also made him extremely uncomfortable.

      “Don’t worry about Maureen,” Driscoll said. “She is purely experimental.” Walking over, she sat on the edge of her desk and leaned against it with her arms crossed. The gaze she levelled in Henry’s direction was designed to make him uncomfortable, but he’d suffered under much worse. He looked back unblinking.

      “Have you thought about death much, boyo?” she asked in her lilting accent.

      The question did catch him unawares though, bringing up memories he would rather have not faced. His mother’s last tortured gasp, his father slipping away pain-free—when he was the one that deserved it more. Then there were later deaths; children trampled under cartwheels, stabbed by others their own age, or coughing up their lungs in shadowy street corners. Like all of the Ministry Seven, he’d seen a lot.

      “Not a look, nah. It comes quick or it comes slow. I probably won’t live to be an old man.” He held onto his bravado as best he could, but it was the truth.

      “What if I told you instead of existing in your frail flesh body, you could live forever in a shell of metal and gears.”

      Henry swallowed. This woman wasn’t joking, but she couldn’t know that he’d already seen the results of that. Monkey Wrench the younger children called him, and he didn’t give the impression of being entirely happy with his new lot.

      “You’re having a laugh,” he croaked out.

      “I most certainly am not.” Driscoll got to her feet and wandered over to the shattered automaton. Her steps were marked by the crunching of tiny pieces of porcelain under her feet. “Maureen here was a trial. The automaton was flawless, but the person we attempted to transfer into it was… less so.” She paused to brush aside one of the red curls. “A young woman who tried to take her own life, but in the process ruined her body beyond repair. The daughter of one of our members.”

      “Hope they weren’t here last night,” Henry muttered under his breath.

      She chuckled. “No, I made sure they were not.”

      “So… how’d you do it?” Henry asked, daring to lean forward. The Emerald Flame he knew about, but it wouldn’t hurt to try and squeeze some more information out of the old biddy. He noted that all trace of the green light was gone from the automaton this morning.

      She waggled her finger. “You’re getting ahead of yourself, boyo. We don’t just give away our secrets to every person that crash lands in our garden.”

      Henry considered his choices in the space between one breath and the next. He could brash it out, demand to be let loose, but that might end with a bash in the head. He might even get the same treatment as Eddie. No, the best course of action seemed to be to play along, and look for an opportunity. Besides, that archives and records room was practically begging to be ransacked.

      “Then Mrs, I think you ought to be putting me through my paces, because I might just be the best thing you toffs have seen in a while.” He knew he laid it on bit thick, but this woman seemed to like it that way.

      “Very well then,” she said lacing her fingers together, “let’s see about getting you into the program immediately. It will be challenging, but very much worth it.”

      Her smile might have meant to be relaxing, but it chilled Henry to the core. It reminded him of the toothy grin of some of the adult gangs, when they’d tried recruiting him.

      “I’ll do you proud, Mrs,” he added.

      Her gaze nailed him to the floor for a moment, before she jerked her head towards a cupboard. “You can start with cleaning up Maureen’s remains.”

      He found a dustpan and brush and started sweeping up the broken shards on the floor. He could only hope that someday someone else didn’t do the same for him. Porcelain or flesh, death always made a mess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          A Brass Man to the Rescue

        

      

    

    
      It would have been the normal reaction for a child to cry at this moment. With Verity, Julia and her mother marched off to an uncertain future, and everything looking so bleak, Alexander was girding himself to get immediately splattered with childish tears.

      However when he glanced to his right, Emma’s face was sketched with an expression Boudica might have worn as she stared at the now shut door.

      “Now no one panic,” the automaton mouth ran ahead of his mind. “I am sure once the ladies have given Driscoll what she wants, they be back in a—”

      “Alright Liam, you got em off yet?”

      The youngster fired off a savage grin, and Potts realised he’d already sloughed off his shoes, and wriggled his feet out of the ropes. Then while the automaton watched, he gave his shoulders and arms a sharp jerk and pulled his unfettered hands around in front at him. Potts saw the woman do a sailor’s job on the ropes, but this child got himself out of them in incredibly short order.

      Making the mistake of thinking these were normal children proved to be very useful.

      “Help me out,” Christopher grumbled, but didn’t even say thank you when Liam did so.

      “Monkey Wrench,” Emma squeaked, and once free ran to his side. For once Alexander didn’t complain, since she unhitched him from the device Driscoll strapped to his side.

      With his senses restored, he saw that now was the moment for him to lead these children out of the city. With the door sealed behind Verity, Una and Julia, there was no chance of saving them, but perhaps if he was quick about it, the others could get a good distance from it. If the Emerald Flame was released they would need to be well out of the firing range.

      “Let’s get moving,” he said, waving his hands back the way they came.

      The three children simply stared.

      Loyalty was an admirable quality, but this was ridiculous. “Nothing for it,” he burbled, “only Verity got past that door so without her…”

      “There’s another way in,” Emma said, pushing her curly hair out of her face. “Verity signed it to me.” She jerked her head down into the ditch which had once been full of oil.

      One might have hoped that she was joking, but all three of the remaining children, scrambled down the slope and began poking around. Alexander watched helplessly as they ran their hands over the surface of the stone, searching for some kind of hidden entrance.

      Loyalty, he understood that, but also self-preservation had its place too. He was just trying to decide how to frame that observation, when Christopher let out a yelp of delight.

      “Found something,” he crowed.

      After that Alexander simply had to go down there. He rolled down next to the tallest of the Seven, and watched as a slight indentation was twisted, to reveal a circular entrance. It would hardly be called a door, but there was something else about it that gave him pause.

      “I can fit down there no problem,” Christopher said, already rolling up his sleeves, “and if I can, then all of us can.”

      Alexander’s sense lit up, and he found he understood why. His human senses were not nearly as  powerful, even when he’d cared to use them. Quick as a whip he launched out and grabbed hold of the boy’s sleeve. “Stop, there’s something…”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” Christopher snapped back, even as he moved to wriggle into the pipe.

      “Wait!” Emma pushed herself in from of him. “Don’t you smell that?”

      Liam narrowed his eyes as he leaned forward cautiously. “It smells like really rotten piss.”

      Language from such a small mouth might have set Alexander into apoplexy when he was completely human, but he had gotten used to it in recent times.

      The other two children sniffed, but did not stick their heads into the opening.

      “Precisely,” Alexander said, with a low beep to emphasise the point, “Fluorine gas, you can even see the faint yellow colour, and of course it is completely poisonous to humans.”

      “Why would they fill a pipeline with gas?” Christopher demanded.

      “Probably venting something from the laboratory,” Alexander suggested. “And who knows what kind of chemicals might have broken down since this place was last used.”

      Christopher’s eyes narrowed on him. “Poisonous to humans, righto then…”

      Alexander glanced from the children to the pipeline and back again. “You’re not suggesting that I go in there?”

      “Monkey Wrench,” Emma said, getting down so she was at his eye level, “we can’t go in there, and we have to help Verity. She might be older, but she still needs us.”

      “The door has to be simpler to open from the inside,” Christopher ventured, sounding awfully sure about something he couldn’t know anything about. “Otherwise all them workers would have a tough time of it.”

      “Maybe,” Alexander grudgingly admitted.

      “And it can’t hurt you,” Liam added.

      The weight of all the children’s regard on him was very powerful. It wasn’t like he wanted to go in there. Close spaces were one of his worst nightmares, and that hadn’t gone away with a change of body. However, they were right, the gas shouldn’t have any effect on his mechanical body.

      “But on the other side… who knows what I will find.” He peered up at the three children.

      “That’s why you open the door for us quick like,” Christopher said, and putting his hand behind Alexander’s round body pushed him towards the hole.

      In that instant the automaton professor almost extended his legs and ran for it. Until he looked up at Emma. Under her mop of chestnut hair, her eyes were wide.

      He cleared his mechanical throat, which resulted in a series of beeps. “Very well then, shut it after I have gone through. Don’t want this room filling up with fluorine.”

      With that he rolled into the pipeline quite full of bravery. Still when the metallic hatch clanged shut behind him, he did jump. It was very close quarters in here, and only by keeping his head at half extension was he able to keep rolling forward. The yellow gas obscured his vision, but he could still hear things.

      Above was the machine. It resonated in his metal parts, and brought the flame inside his chest rushing to life within its crystalline structure. If he’d still possessed a human body he might have said it was a burst of exhilaration. He was in no doubt that the city machine was aware of him, as it awakened. Somewhere deep underground it stirred to life, though what its purpose was remained as much as mystery as the formula for the Emerald Flame. Ancient cities were not his forte, but something about this one connected with his automaton body. Could it be recognition?

      Doctor Alexander Potts always considered himself human. Even when stuffed into an automaton body, it wasn’t really him. It was a shell he’d been forced to occupy in order to survive. Yet now in the darkness underneath an ancient and unknowable city, the mechanics of his existence sprang to vivid life.

      He experienced the Emerald Flame burning inside him, felt the exquisite running of his body to precise mathematical rhythms, and knew that he was far from the flesh and blood man from the Brunel Institute. He was something else, and that something else called to the greater machine soul above him.

      “Soul?” he whispered in the gas-filled darkness. Could machines have such things? What would the world look like if they did?

      He wanted to fling off such odd contemplations as mere fancy, but within his metal shell he was something else. The temptation to rise up and find out what he and the great machine of the clockwork country could make was very alluring.

      He didn’t have to listen to what any human said. They had no rights over him. Half-way along this pipeline was a connection to another. If he were to take that one then he’d end up somewhere else entirely. He’d find the great brain of the city waiting for him, burning with the power of the Emerald Flame. What wonders they could accomplish together.

      As he rolled along, he found the juncture and paused. The city didn’t breathe as such, but there were sounds of its pistons and gears working, and the faint heat from its boilers. He almost went that way, but one thing stopped him. One face really.

      Emma, the little urchin off the street was relying on him to help save her family. That’s what they were the motley collection of children—family. Potts never experienced anyone relying on him before. As well as he imagined the brain of the city in all its glory, he saw even more vividly the expression on Emma’s face as he left them.

      Trust.

      So he rolled on past the junction towards the laboratory. He chose to hold onto the piece of humanity he never really believed existed. At the end though, it was welded shut. None of them anticipated that, but even as he considered returning he understood something.

      Perhaps it was the Anatolian city waking something inside him, but he could feel his own parts now. Whatever the Monster did when he made him, he…

      Potts paused. Even though he was excited to find he understood his own inner workings, he also discovered other knowledge. It wasn’t a man that made him like this—it was a woman.

      A woman with grey hair, and a lilting pleasant voice. A Welsh woman, just like the creature Driscoll. Now he definitely should have rolled the other way.

      The Monster had Verity, Julia and her mother. A hatch popped open on his right side, and when he felt for it, there it was a tiny blow torch. The Welsh monster made him to serve a purpose. He was to be her helper, mindlessly constructing more like him.

      Well, that simply wouldn’t do. With grim efficiency, Potts burned his way through the hatch, and rolled free of the pipeline.

      This was definitely some kind of entrance hall. Potts didn’t need a degree in archaeology to see that straight away, but it had a decidedly scientific bent. Large wooden stands held hundreds of scrolls, just waiting for an engineer to pick them up.

      The light in here was low, but ahead through the open door there was a great deal more. He wouldn’t face that by himself though; he’d made a promise to help.

      Rolling towards the door, he found the lock quite simple, and easing it open nearly had Liam, Christopher and Emma fall on top of him. They must have pressed against the door.

      They silently scrambled to their feet, making so little noise it was hard to believe they were children at all. Yet they were, he reminded himself, children who survived on their wits and courage.

      He pointed towards the light, and as he did so, a low rumble came up from the floor. Voices grew louder in the room up ahead. It was however when a woman’s scream sounded that all possibility of lingering in the foyer disappeared.

      He’d developed a lot of strange new instincts under the influence of the city machine, at least that was what he told himself as he dropped his wheel and raced forward.

      “Monkey Wrench!” Emma called, but he took no notice. Gallantry was some new kind of programming he’d never expected.

      He supposed it might well be the end of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Teatime gets violent

        

      

    

    
      The Illuminati loved a late night. Lying in his narrow cot, down the hall from the laboratory, Henry heard the laughter and clinks of glasses with growing impatience. He would have already been up and casing this floor if all the hubbub died down.

      However, it showed no sign of relenting, and by his best guess if he waited any longer the sun would start coming up in a couple of hours. If he was going to make his move then it had to be now.

      Levering himself out of bed, Henry went to the door. It was locked, but that wasn’t a bother. Concealed in the cuff of his trousers were his lock pick kit. He never went anywhere without them. They found his knife and thought they’d secured him. Illuminati they might be, but they weren’t familiar with life on the streets.

      Picking the lock, he eased open the door and peered into the corridor. The party rumbled on downstairs, but so far there was nothing up on this level. He worked his way along the wall, keeping to the shadows, until he got to the door where Eddie was. Even though the so-called scholar got him into this mess, the young man still considered it his duty to get him out of it.

      When he peeked him however, there was no sign of its inmate. Perhaps they were performing some terrible experiments on him somewhere. He kept hold of that belief, until he reached the next door which was half ajar, and spotted Eddie.

      Henry almost walked right in, but a heartbeat later he was glad that he did not. Taking just that moment longer allowed him to assess the situation, and it was one he wasn’t prepared for. Eddie stood under the light, no colander on his head, but leaning forward towards a fancy automaton. Like the one Henry observed the previous night, this one was female shaped, and made of porcelain, but there the comparison ended. This one’s skin was blue and white, like the willow pattern teapots that some folks had in their parlour. It covered her whole body, turning into a flared dress so not to give the idea she was naked. The cracks in it made for excellent jointing, and Henry admitted she was impressive.

      Doctor Jones never showed him this, keeping a card in reserve like a proper street buttoner. Eddie seemed right at home with it though. He hummed to himself as he worked on the open chest cavity, and whispered things to her that Henry was sure he didn’t want to hear. They’d got to him was the only conclusion, either that or they’d fixed what was broken in him.

      Either way, he couldn’t be trusted. Holding his breath, Henry eased back from the door and padded his way towards the records room. Using his tools, he soon had the door unlocked, and slipped in.

      Rows of card catalogue drawers sat on one side, while at the other was a desk, with its lamp turned off. Thorne talked often of the archives in the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences, though not one invitation came the Seven’s way to visit it. Henry imagined it looked somewhat like this, but grander. Driscoll took his glasses, so he pulled down the little blind against the window in the door, and risked switching on the lamp.

      Electricity was still pricy, but the Illuminati obviously didn’t care about that. He knew he must be quick about it. At any moment a drunken party-goer could stumble up onto this floor.

      What the Ministry wouldn’t have given for access to this treasure-trove. Henry idly considered maybe finding some things to sell to them, but much of what he rifled through that appeared to be the best secret stuff, was in some kind of code. He wouldn’t know what he had, and that didn’t make for good bargaining.

      Instead he stuck to finding their list of contacts. It was in the last catalogue, and it was impressively large. His throat went dry as he understood that it was broken up into social strata. Lords and ladies, the clergy, parliamentarians, at the top, and on the bottom street contacts.

      Something moved out in the hallway, and Eddie’s laughter echoed after. Henry’s heart began to race quick time then, and much as he would have loved to make notes, he didn’t have a pen or Emma’s memory. He’d just have to settle for looking for their address.

      When he found Verity’s name, he almost swore, but there it was printed out neatly on white card. Below it was written ‘Known associate: McTighe, Julia (see: McTighe, Hamish and McTighe, Una)’ but that was all.

      Underneath they put ‘Address’ however there was nothing attached to it, also nothing mentioned any of the other children.

      The date in the corner was only from a fortnight ago, so they hadn’t been tracing her for long. Letting out a long breath, he put the card back in place. They were going to have to be very, very careful from now on. It might even warrant Verity taking up some disguise, and avoiding Julia McTighe altogether. His mouth twisted at the thought how that would go over.

      Easing shut the drawer, he crept to the door and listened. Nothing stirred outside, but the skin on the back of his neck prickled. He only had to get to the window at the end of the corridor, once he was on the roof Henry was certain he could get to the street quick enough.

      Taking a breath and pushing open the door, he kept low as he went back out into the open. Things looked alright, until the moon came out from behind a cloud, and shone through his escape exit. The automaton stood, arms spread wide right in front of it.

      Eddie peered over her shoulder and grinned. “Go get him, Anna!”

      “I liked you better with the colander,” Henry growled. His options were limited. He might run back to his room and barricade himself in, but the machine would soon batter it down. He could fight, but they’d taken his knife and the archives wasn’t exactly full of weapons. So it had to be run.

      He only needed to get to the window. The automaton couldn’t be as spry as a young man with determination and fleet feet.

      Anna came stomping down the corridor like a bare-knuckles brawler. The sound of her porcelain joints grinding on her added a little extra menace to the situation, as well as the moon shining off her far-too white face. Eddie backed into the corner, his eyes fixed with some glee on what was about to happen.

      Anna swung at him, and Henry swayed backwards narrowly avoiding getting his face smashed and sliced. He tried to follow it up by ducking around her, but her leg came up and caught him in the chest. She might look as pretty as his Nana’s tea-set, but she left a mark when she made contact. Staggering back, Henry fought to recover his breath.

      Even if he did have his knife, this wasn’t a situation where it would have made a difference. He’d tried to find more options to this predicament, but he couldn’t think of any. He had to make it to the window or get crushed by Anna while Eddie watched on.

      Yet doing that seemed incredibly unlikely. When he darted under her arm and made a break for it, the automaton grabbed hold of his shoulder and slammed him back. Colliding with the floor hard enough to rattle his head, Henry rolled to his right, just quickly enough to avoid getting a steam-powered kick to his chest.

      In the corridor there simply wasn’t enough room for him to get around her and not get crushed to jam in the process.

      “You’re getting a first-hand demonstration, lad,” Eddie yelled, his hands bunched excitedly up near his face. “The Illuminati will live forever in shells like Anna.”

      It might be an amazing machination, but there was nothing of the green flame about her. This was just a well put together automaton in a pretty porcelain dress—and it would kill Henry just as prettily.

      When the first Shocker smashed through the window, Henry almost didn’t believe it. It didn’t hit the automaton, but struck Eddie in the head. With a faint sizzle he collapsed in a heap in the corner.

      Anna turned around as Agent Harrison Thorne burst his way through the remaining window glass. Letting go of the rope, he raised a pistol with a glowing red chamber on its side, and fired at the automaton.

      The explosion of porcelain and brass part beneath rattled the corridor. Alarms now blared from deep within the building, and Thorne looked most put out by that.

      “Much as I’d like to stay, let’s get going,” he barked towards Henry, and for once the young man decided not to complain. Together they scrambled out of the window and then Thorne’s method of arrival was revealed.

      The bat-winged ornithopter circled around, dragging the rope beneath it. Colin and Jonathan waved merrily at them. Behind them, came the racing of footsteps, but the soldiers of the Illuminati were a fraction too late.

      Together Thorne and Henry grabbed the rope and swung out into the darkness beneath and ornithopter driven by two children. Just another day working for the Ministry, Henry supposed.

      By the time they fought gravity and the wind to climb back on board, they were climbing away from the building and up into the racing clouds.

      “Thank you, Colin,” Thorne said, relieving the youngster of his control stick.

      The boy made a face, but grinned at Henry.

      “I should complain about you going to Thorne,” the older boy shouted over the wind, “but I won’t… this time.”

      Jonathan stuck out his tongue, and Colin giggled.

      “You’re most welcome, Master Price,” Thorne said over his shoulder, fixing Henry with a hard look. “Ministry technology was how we tracked you to know when you were close enough for extraction.” He banked the ornithopter right, keeping his eyes now front and centre. “I don’t suppose you found anything useful to the Ministry in—”

      Typical of the agent, Henry thought. Leaning forward he yelled in Thorne’s ear. “I found out the Illuminati are aware of Verity, but that they don’t know about us or Onslow Square. That’s all I cared about, but thanks for the rescue.”

      “It’s how it's supposed to work,” Colin chipped in. “The whole lark was about us rescuing you if things went pear-shaped. No one said nothing about not asking Mr Thorne here.”

      That child was so tricky, Henry considered he’d make a great lawyer or a conman when he was older.

      He sat back in his seat, and enjoyed the cool wind on his face. He was satisfied they had some breathing room, but what he’d seen in the Illuminati building convinced him worse was coming. A whole city of villains encased in automatons was not something he wanted to complicate.

      Still when Verity came home, he’d have much to tell her, and he could take pride in the fact he’d completed the mission. Now all he wanted was to see her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          The Mind of Callinicus

        

      

    

    
      Driscoll got her automatons to march them through the door Verity spent so much effort opening. All the while she struggled to find a way out of this. Certainly she could get free of the ropes easily enough, but the automatons were like blank slates to her through the Sound. She wasn’t able to influence them, and now she came to find she’d relied a little too much on that. It was more than humiliating, but the truth was if she made her move, Julia and her mother would suffer immediately for it.

      It was, she supposed why Driscoll brought them along. Verity understood the concept of leverage very well.

      When the entered the foyer to Callinicus laboratory she found it not as impressive as she might have thought. The long lines of stacked scrolls were interesting, and she noted Una McTighe’s longing look in their direction. Still the rest was rather plain. Simple whitewashed walls, and lines of engineering materials. No dust though. This place was sealed as tightly as the Silver Pharaoh’s tomb.

      However as the marched forward into the laboratory and the lights in the sconces sprang to life, all the women, even their captor drew in a gasp. It was a statue of the man himself, the inventor of the Emerald Flame, Callinicus of Heliopolis. The Jewish man who fled to Constantinople and worked his talents for the Byzantine Emperor. He’d come to the clockwork country to oversee the production of the Emerald Flame and after that his fate was lost to history. Unlike Psusennes he received no fantastic tomb.

      Yet he did have this statue. Seated on a plinth he would have been twenty feet if standing, and he cradled two large amphora jugs, one in the crook of each arm. In front of him stood a large brazier and in it burned the Emerald Flame, captured in a giant aether crystal. It must have continued all this time since this place was closed up.

      “Incredible,” Una breathed, straining against her captor, her face lighting up with the flame’s reflection. She seemed to forget all about their current predicament, but then given she’d worked years to find the Emerald Flame, so Verity wasn’t surprised. It rather entranced her, and she’d only known about it for a week or so.

      One glance at Driscoll though, said she felt something completely different. Her expression was one of pure avarice. She glanced at the statue, but then stared at the flame for a long time. So long that Verity wondered her eyes didn’t burn out. She must be contemplating how many terrible thing she could do with it. How many professors she could stuff into automatons.

      “Take the crystal,” she said to the mechanication clamped onto Verity. It shuffled sideways and reached into the brazier to grab hold of the aether crystal that contained the fire. Maybe Driscoll thought metal could survive its conflagration. It didn’t.

      The automaton screamed, high and loud, like a woman who’d been stabbed. Someone was in this machine too, Verity realised in a sicking rush. This was the Monster Potts described, the scientist back in Bethnal Green who made him, and experimented on children.

      That also meant Driscoll just forced a person to stick her hand into a flame. It didn’t smell like burning flesh, but it must feel like it. Yanking back its arm, it stared at the place where its hand once was. Now it was completely gone. Burned away in an instant.

      Verity flinched away, horrified, but at the same time processing another conclusion. The Emerald Flame burned, yet it didn’t produce any heat. She was very close to it, but her skin didn’t feel a thing. So it created a lot of light and power, but apart from that was nothing like a regular flame.

      As the automaton tipped sideways in agony, Verity’s eyes darted to the pair of vases up on the statute. The machine was distracted, consumed with agony no automaton should experience. It was a moment she could take advantage of. Greek fire they called it, and from her reading it was stored in amphora when used on the ships. Exactly like those ones up ahead.

      The automaton loosened its grip momentarily in agony, concentrating on its missing appendage.  The bonds were loose enough, she was able to jerk her hands free from behind her back in an instant. Then taking a deep breath against the pain she knew would come from the sharp metallic fist on her shoulder, Verity wrenched herself loose and made a mad dash for the statue. The automatons might be strong, but they were not as nimble as a child from the streets of London. Also the one holding Julia and Una McTighe captive didn’t have enough arms to go after her as well.

      Quick as her uncle’s squirrel, she scrambled up the side of the inventor’s statue. It was made of brass and slick, but there were enough folds in his attire to give her some purchase. In a moment she’d pulled herself into his lap.

      “Get her down from there,” Driscoll bellowed to her automatons.

      The one who thrust their hand into the fire, jerked its head up at her command. It held out its hand and a long barrel appeared from within the structure of its remaining arm. Verity’s eyes went wide, and she forgot about the amphora for a moment. She’d planned to see what the jugs contained, but gave up in a scramble to save herself.

      “No!” Una screamed, finally recovering from her shock at seeing the flame.

      Julia kicked and screamed furiously. “You jobby bawbag! Leave her alone!”

      Who knew if such an impressive supply of cursing helped, but Verity did managed to tumble  over Callinicus’ shoulder and slid down his back as bullets struck his chest. It was a controlled fall, and Julia’s long scream that followed made her wonder for a moment if she’d been hit.

      Verity landed at the rear of the statute with a bump, blood trickling down her shoulder and side. The first was from wrenching free of the automaton, but the scrape was from the rough texture of the inventor’s chair. Neither were going to kill her, but they certainly did sting.

      As she got to her feet, wondering where exactly she should run, the Sound in her head started up again. It was all around them, the city began to wake, and a smile flickered at the corner of her mouth. The clockwork country indeed stirred, but something even closer reacted to her presence.

      A hatch was imbedded in the back she just slid down. This wasn’t a statute, it was an automaton.

      Maybe running wasn’t her only option. Placing her hand against the hatch, she eased it open. The Sound rushed to greet her. The tick tock was powerful in here, thundering like a heartbeat. Now she saw it.

      Callinicus didn’t need a grave, because he wasn’t really dead. He was in this machine, like Potts and the other automatons powered by the Emerald Flame. The fire from the aether did many things, like bring the dead close.

      The interior of the machine was full of not only the inventor, but also the whispers of those she’d lost.

      Her mother and father were so close, that their breaths were on her neck. She felt if she turned around quickly enough, she might catch sight of them.

      Fight back, they said. Show them what a Fitzroy can do.

      This was not the flame that consumed them, but it would do the trick.

      Callinicus called to her. His face sad but determined came out of the darkness and suddenly her body didn’t matter; there was only the machine. It wrapped itself around her, took her away from the unpleasantness outside. It also welcomed her into the past.

      The inventor was her and she him. His worries and fears about the Emerald Flame bloomed in her. She understood why he made it; to protect his family. He made a thing of limitless power and at first he loved it. Its beauty invaded him, and for many years consumed him.

      He told himself that it would stop wars and save lives. The Emperor loved it and its inventor. The court showered him with praise and wealth over the years. His daughters grew up rich and well educated, something which seemed impossible when he first fled Syria. He was a success.

      However, gradually, by inches he began to see another side. The Emerald Flame was no longer about protection. Its other powers began to be examined and harnessed. He saw abominations made, and sensed even more terrible things were to come.

      So in shame he sent its secret formula away in the clockwork country, and eventually locked and sealed his own laboratory there. If humanity couldn’t be trusted with it, then he would make that choice for them.

      Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to destroy it completely. It was his greatest achievement, and perhaps one day he might needed it—or at least he told himself that. Certainly there were still small pieces running on its power out in the world, but the formula itself was only written down on one solitary scroll. No one could make more of it than there was already.

      Driscoll found those ancient remains, and used them for her own greedy purposes. She experimented on how to give humanity immortality through transference to a mechanication. If she got a hold on the recipe to make more, then nowhere and no one would be safe.

      Verity knew she must stop her from getting it, because it was awfully close. With her mind in the consciousness of Callinicus, she obtained the knowledge of which of the automaton’s amphora contained the formula.

      She was just generating a plan, when through the machine’s eyes she witnessed Potts burst into the laboratory. He’d discarded Julia’s goggles, and now his eyes blazed bright green, like the brazier’s contents. What the little brass man though he would do, she wondered at first, but then she noted the white-hot welding torch in his hand. Where that came from was a complete mystery, but it would certainly affect any automaton he used it on.

      He dodged the first automaton and made straight for the one holding Julia and Una. The machine with its arm missing rounded on him, bringing its gun to bear, just as Emma, Liam and Christopher appeared a few beats behind Potts. All of the Seven children still had their shocker rocks, but in their other hands were long pieces of wood. They must have stopped along the way to break them from the scroll stands. They made a fierce little group of children, but the element of surprise would wear off quickly.

      It was time to act or lose all her friends. Shockers and fisticuffs were not going to work for long. Closing her mind around the automatons, Verity commanded it to rise. The ancient joints creaked, and the gears moaned in protest, but it levered itself out of the chair it occupied for millennia. Still Callinicus’ work held up.

      First Verity swung at the automaton with the gun and caught unawares it got sent flying into a heap. Unfortunately, one of the amphora crashed and broke on the ground. She’d forgotten about that. Naturally it was the one with the formula.

      The other automaton dropped Una and Julia in order to bring its guns to bear on the children. It didn’t notice Potts with his torch, come from behind and stab the welding torch into its leg. The problem with making automatons from humans, unless you got the programming right, then they felt pain. It was never a matter of just nerve endings, humans could imagine pain without them.

      When Potts shoved the torch forward, the automaton screamed in agony. Still Driscoll was armed, and she fired her rifle in the direction of the Seven. Their rocks flew wide as the dived for whatever cover they could find in the laboratory.

      Yet the long scroll in the shattered remains of the amphora caught the Welsh woman’s eye. With the children distracted, she darted forward towards it.

      Verity lowered her fist to slap Driscoll away, but it was Emma, far nimbler than an ancient automaton who slid beneath the blow and snatched up the scroll.

      She needed to protect the younger girl. Callinicus’ automaton took a clanging step towards Driscoll, but there was no way her massive flailing was going to keep her away forever. No one needed to be a child, to be faster than this huge automaton.

      Julia scampered behind Callinicus, but it wouldn’t protect her for long. The intact automaton, kicked Potts away, sending him spinning to the far end of the room, while the other rose from where it was kicked. Driscoll made these bodies very sturdy. Even with Callinicus on their side, the woman was going to quickly get hold of one of the children, and then with that they’d all have to surrender.

      So, there was only one option. The inventor’s mind linked with Verity’s and shared the same thought.

      “Destroy it,” she called to Julia, the automaton’s massive voice shaking the room with his pronouncement. Driscoll’s face went paper-white, but she lurched upright and began firing directly at the massive Callinicus. Sooner or later one of the bullets would hit Verity.

      Breaking from cover, Emma sprinted around the other side, and tossed the scroll through the air to Christopher. It might have looked adorable to some, reminding them of games from their youth, but this wasn’t a game for the Seven. The street children of London played these games with the adults. Usually it involved passing a loaf of bread, some lady’s pearls, or someone’s grabbed bag. For them it was a part of survival.

      Christopher snatched the scroll from the air with a deft flourish and a triumphant grin. Driscoll’s automaton’s ran at him, but a moment later it was tossed again, this time to Liam. He scooted around the outside of the machine and threw it to Potts. It didn’t stay long in his mechanical hand before flying to Julia on the other side of the laboratory.

      “Mum!” she called out, but Una almost dropped it. Adults were never as good at this game as they thought. In that moment, Verity saw the mistake.

      Una McTighe gave up her child, and many years for what now lay in her hand. One hesitation was all it took, Driscoll charged her like they were now playing rugby. The scroll flew up into the air, but it was Potts who came through.

      Using his legs as propulsion devices, he pushed his spherical body into motion, getting airborne for an instant. His sturdy mechanical hands grasped the scroll in mid-flight, and then tossed it without consideration into the brazier.

      For a moment all was still, nothing but the whir of the machines surrounded them.

      Driscoll rolled away from Una and let out a scream of pure outrage. The automatons under her control flailed around, lost to her control for that moment.

      She was not the only one losing it though.

      Run. Callinicus droned in Verity’s mind. The city has made up its mind. This is not for you. Run.

      She felt it in her bones. With so much commotion, the clockwork city woke completely, and did not find humanity to its liking. The movement of cogs and gears sped up. It was going to close itself off again and in far more a dramatic a fashion.

      Callinicus was content though. He’d made a mistake which was now corrected. His secret was safe for once and all time.

      “Run, get out!” Verity screamed through his mouth. Coming back to herself she burst out of the hatch, back to her real body, which was in very real danger. The ceiling shook, filling the laboratory with blinding dust.

      Stones creaked and groaned as the city pushed against the chamber. Its clockwork mind didn’t care one jot for the humans within. They were as insects to it.

      Holding her sleeve over her throat, Verity caught glimpses of the other children. Catching hold of Emma’s sleeve, she guided her towards the door. Once there she stood and screamed, trying to see the others.

      The Emerald Flame still burned, and she caught a momentary flash of Driscoll there beside it. The woman didn’t move, even now trying to salvage some crystals with the help of her automatons. It was far too late for that.

      Only when the roof buckled and began to plummet into the laboratory, did Verity allowed herself to be yanked through the door by Christopher. However, the city wasn’t quite done.

      She kept running, sensing people around her, but still blinded by the dust, and deafened by the roar of rock. Only when they reached the entrance to the camp, did she start to make out those around her.

      Coughing and spluttering, clearing her throat and eyes, she looked around wildly.

      Julia and her mother were there, faces covered in pale dust, clutching onto each other. Emma was retching and sobbing, only held up by Potts spheroid shape. Christopher leaned his hands on his knees and spat the particulate from his mouth as best he could. And Liam…

      Verity spun around, peering into the clouds of dust, staring into the tunnel they’d emerged from. “Where is Liam? Did anyone see Liam?” she gasped out.

      They all stared at each other in horror. The crash of rock behind them emphasised the point. Liam was not with them.

      “No… no… no…” Verity stammered out, and then spinning made for the entrance. It didn’t matter how many stones fell, she was going back in there.

      It was only the combined strength of Christopher, Una and the two guardsmen from the camp, that stopped her from running back in there. She struggled, and she fought to get back to Liam, but they wouldn’t let her go. They just wouldn’t.

      Her screams and sobs were barely audible over the rockfall, but they rattled her bones. The city didn’t care. Glynis Driscoll didn’t care. The Emerald Flame claimed another victim, and this one was too precious for Verity to bear.

      “He’s gone luv,” Una McTighe said, cradling her body as she finally went limp. “He’s gone.”

      Those words were spears through every part of her, and when she collapsed into tears, she didn’t think she would ever be free of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          A Welsh Woman's Disappointment

        

      

    

    
      Mrs Jones stared down at her ruined automaton and let out a sigh. Henry was full of so much promise and yet he’d managed to disappoint her.

      As she went to fetch the dustpan and brush, she reminded herself that she’d been disappointed before, and it all turned out well in the end.

      Trailing back to the broken equipment with cleaning supplies she contemplated that she’d probably chosen the worst way to introduce the boy to the Illuminati. The splinter in the group would have given him quite the wrong impression. They’d been responsible for the bungle in Cornwall, the airship and the fight with Octavius resulting in the destruction of the academy. She shook her head.

      The Illuminati were constantly wracked by internal disagreements, right from their inception in Bavaria in the previous century, but it was not something they advertised.

      As she levered herself down to her knees, a knock came at the laboratory door. Turning her head with some annoyance, it faded when she spotted Edward leaning cautiously into the room. The medical team had adjusted the mechanics of his brain altimeter, and he was completely clear eyed when she smiled at her.

      “He’s gone then, Glynis?” he asked, taking a step in and surveying the damage.

      While it was nice to have Edward back on the team, he apparently regained his habit of stating the obvious. She gave a short nod. "And took apart poor Anna here on the way out I'm afraid."

      Edward took a spin around the damage and nodded sagely. "Yes well, Anna is rather alarming to those that do know any better."

      It was such an unscientific comment, that Glynis couldn't help shooting him a look.

      "She is what she is, a work in progress, and word just arrived that Esther's mission in Turkey has failed."

      She concentrated for a moment on sweeping up the pieces of broken porcelain, gears and springs. The tiny portion of green flame was extinguished by Henry’s destruction, and she didn’t have anymore.  The annoyance she felt towards the orphan was minor compared to that for her own daughter.

      Clockwork country they called the area, and yet the Emerald Flame was all she cared about.

      Edward nudged a gear out from under a table, before picking it up. “What do you think he was doing in the archives though? If he wanted to know about your work, there wasn’t anything to find there.”

      After dumping the sad remains in the rubbish bin, Glynis considered; it was a good point. At any time Henry could have smashed Anna to bits, if that was his aim. Instead he spent a good amount of time rummaging through the records of the Illuminati. The damage he’d done in here consumed her attention, but perhaps it was a crime of opportunity rather than the reason he’d ingratiated himself with her.

      “What was he looking for I wonder.” Gesturing Edward to follow, she bustled down the hallway to where the poor archivist faced as much mess as she’d just cleaned up. The young woman wasn’t a great deal older than Henry, and she stood in the small room, her glasses balanced on the tip of her nose, staring around.

      “Millicent,” Glynis said in a low comforting voice, “don’t panic.”

      “Always a good start,” Eddie murmured, though in his life he was in a near constant state of it himself.

      Millie nodded, though her breathing told another story. “I… I am trying not to Mrs Driscoll, but look what he did.”

      Scanning the room, Glynis noted the rows of card catalogues, which were pulled out, and scattered everywhere. At first it looked utter chaos, but when she looked more carefully there was an odd order to it. One long drawer on each row had been jerked out and its contents thrown about.

      A strand of Millie’s red-gold hair had come loose, and it was irritating beyond belief. Taking a moment to tuck it behind the young archivist’s ear, Glynis asked in a low voice, “Where was the young man standing when you interrupted him?”

      Millie frowned. “I was sleepy when I came in…”

      “Which one? Close your eyes and think about it a moment.” She tried to keep any trace of annoyance out of her tone. Everyone in this building seemed to live in fear of her, and that wouldn’t help matters.

      Edward’s eyes darted between the two of them, but he didn’t add anything. His treatment must be working well; usually the scholar couldn’t keep control of his mouth, especially in moments of stress.

      The archivist took a deep breath, but shut her eyes for a moment. “It was dark but he had a lantern, and he was standing…. There… ”

      Her finger came up and pointed towards the cabinet card catalogue where they kept their master list of addresses and contacts. It was the most valuable thing in this whole room, and usually secured by a first class lock and key.

      Glynis went to it, and examined them. At first glance there was nothing to suggest anything was amiss, but pulling out her pocket spyglass, she discerned a few tiny scrape marks.

      Straightening she took a few deep breaths. “He picked the lock.”

      “Impossible!” Millie said, adjusting her glasses. “He’s just a street urchin!”

      Glynis arched her eyebrow in the archivist’s direction. “A boy that knocked you out with some kind of stunning device, tied you to a chair, and on the way out destroyed my automaton for good measure.”

      “But what about this mess?” Edward asked, gesturing to the storm of cards lying all over the place.

      “A deception to hide his real intentions in here,” Glynis said, hitching up her skirts to step over them. “It’s a mess for Millicent to deal with, but I would bet everything is still here. He got what he wanted when he picked the lock.”

      Leaving the distraught and angry archivist behind her, she gestured Edward to follow her. “What do you remember about this simple street urchin of yours?”

      He rubbed his forehead as they walked back towards the library. The procedure and his muddled state before it would make things difficult, but finding a homeless child in the chaos of London would be difficult without some kind of place to start.

      “He had a few friends with him. A couple of boys and two girls as well I think.”

      “That makes things easier,” Glynis said with a smile. “I wonder if they are as clever as our Henry? Might be some wonderful new recruits for the organisation.”

      He stopped abruptly in the hallway, and stared at her. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Oh, don’t be so close-minded, Edward. We aren’t getting any younger, and the future is in the hands of children like Henry.”

      He tilted his head. “You mean the one that just wrecked your project and the archives in one night?”

      She patted him on the back. “There will definitely need to be some… instruction… maybe a little forcible, but I am sure we can bring them around to our point of view.”

      His eyes narrowed on her, before he let out a short bark of a laugh. “You used to a be a school teacher, I recall. I can’t think anyone better to dish out the right sort of instruction.”

      Glynis thought of the strap she’d used in her youth to correct the youth given into her charge. Certainly there had been a great deal of screams and tears, but in the end they’d come around to her way of thinking. A bunch of talented, but unruly street children would be a challenge, but she was more than sure she could manage it.

      So she smiled at Edward. “Actually the one thing my daughter is managing to bring home is a rather undisciplined child she found in Turkey. Apparently he has quite a foul mouth and temper. Should be good practice for when we catch up with Henry.”

      “I’ll do my best to find him for you, Mrs Driscoll,” he said with a lop-sided grin. “It should be quite the adventure.”

      “I leave it in your hands.” Leaving the recovered scholar, she returned to her laboratory. Since her automaton project was on hold for now, she’d turn her mind to this new Henry situation.

      Now if she could just remember where she’d put her strop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Really Seven

        

      

    

    
      Verity stood on the prow of the airship and stared out into the clouds. She didn’t know how she was going to tell Henry what happened. The mad Welsh woman might be dead, but so too was their darling Liam. Her heart broke to think of his enquiring mind snuffed out, and how she would miss his enthusiastic bright smile.

      Julia stayed behind at the camp with her mother. Maybe they would repair their relationship—it might be the only good thing to come from all this madness. They’d said a muted goodbye, but she could still feel the hug her friend gave her as they boarded the airship. No Baffle this time, the McTighe fortune would pay for private and discrete passage back to London.

      As much as she didn’t want to go home, Verity craved their house in Onslow Square. The little room Liam called home, now that would be hard to face.

      Then there was Marcello. He’d long gone by the time the dust settled, and to where was impossible to guess. She knew one thing for certain, he would be reporting to Octavius what went on. The repercussions of ignoring his warning, she could only start to imagine.

      Her contemplation were interrupted when Potts rolled up beside her, and producing his legs, raised himself to look over the side. “I’m glad that Baffle creation is not flying this one.”

      “Is that humour?” she asked, shooting him a sideways look.

      “Perhaps.” He jetted two puffs of steam before offering, “Thank you by the way for saving us from the Monster.”

      “I didn’t save Liam,” Verity replied, leaning against the railing. She forgave him for reminding her of that. Potts proved himself loyal, but he was still a stuffy professor under all that metal.

      “You can’t blame yourself for that. The whole city came down around us, it was far too chaotic to see anything.” It was a good attempt at comfort.

      Never the less Verity’s eyes welled with tears, and only by brushing them away with the back of her hand did she stop herself from completely breaking down. She knew very well there would be more when they reached London, and she told the rest of the Seven.

      While she was in the process of doing that, Emma appeared at Potts’ side, and leaning across hugged Verity. They didn’t exchange any further words, but simply watched the sun setting over the clouds in pinks and blues. It was very pretty, but the pain wasn’t washed away by pretty.

      “I suppose I should tell you something,” Emma said, tucking her hands behind her back.

      Verity turned slowly. The child spoke in the reluctant tone of someone who’d stolen a biscuit from the jar—however, since it was Emma then it was far more than that. “What did you do?” she asked as calmly as she could.

      “That scroll you asked me to burn,” the girl said, not meeting her eyes. “I unrolled it, just for a minute.”

      “You mean you looked at it?” Verity whispered, a cold knot of dread forming in her stomach.

      Emma stared up at her, eyes gleaming with mischief.

      “Tell me,” the older girl said, taking hold of her arm.

      “Yes,” came the answer, and Verity experienced a rush of horror as she realised the implications. Locked inside Emma’s young head was a secret many people would kill to have, one that the Byzantines went to great length to protect, one that its own inventor decided was too dangerous for the world to have. It was a weapon and a path to a kind of immortality—all right there in front of her.

      Emma fiddled with her hair as she asked innocently, “Do you want me to write it down?”

      “Oh by Jove!” Potts creaked out, his eyes flashing green once more; a reminder of the very real power of the Emerald Flame.

      Now Verity’s heart was in her throat. Dropping to one knee she fixed her gaze with the younger girl’s. “No, no I don’t! And you should never mention it again. To no one… you understand, right? No one. Ever.”

      The frown on Emma’s face was one of confusion. “But I thought you wanted it for yourself? We went through all of that and we’re not going to use it?”

      For a child of the London streets it made no sense to keep such a treasure and never use if for anything. If they filched a mighty gleaming emerald, they would fence it immediately. This secret though was far too dangerous for everyone… and particularly Emma herself.

      The Illuminati and Octavius would put the young girl through torture and every conceivable terrible thing to get it out of her—if they knew she had it.

      “We can’t,” Verity said as calmly as she could, trying to impress on Emma the gravity of the knowledge, while not scaring her. “Even its creator realised it should be hidden… at the end he did at least. People would take you away, kill all of us just to have a chance at gaining it.”

      Emma’s bottom lip trembled. “Like Liam?”

      “Yes, like Liam.” She patted on the girl’s back. “We really are the Ministry Seven now, but Liam was very brave, and we won’t forget him.”

      Even while she said that the guilt began to set in. After all it had been her suggestion to follow the Emerald Flame. She was the one that hadn’t insisted the younger children stayed behind. Deep down she wondered if she really tried hard enough. It was a question she knew that would haunt her into the dark nights.

      Despite preventing the Illuminati getting hold of the formula, she knew they had lost not just Liam. The element of surprise was no longer with them. Uncle Octavius and the Illuminati knew that there were children involved in all this.

      Emma stroked her hand. Like them all, she’d seen death often and close up. It wasn’t as much of a deterrent as it would have been to safe, middle-class children.

      “It would seem we are not of the woods yet, Miss Fitzroy,” Potts said, his spherical body rocking to the rhythm of the airship returning them to London.

      “No, no we’re not,” Verity replied, but she smiled faintly, “but at least we will be together again.”

      She tried not to think of the Underground Queen’s dire predictions, nor of Octavius waiting for her return. The secrets were piling up, and so were the bodies. Whatever his plan was, she determined to see an end to it.

      They lost too many people for it, and she would not let that go unpunished.
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