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Chapter
One

Truth in
Distress

 


If Verity Fitzroy were to
die unceremoniously on the dark streets of London it would be
riding high speed on the back of the latest scientific
innovation.

She took comfort in that
thought as she tightened her grip on the magnetic clamps attaching
her to the ECC Mark 11. The East End whizzed past her at a dizzying
forty miles an hour, the chilled rain pelting her face and biting
the exposed fingertips sticking out from her gloves. Her hair was
tied back, but ash blonde strands whipped at her eyes. Through all
this, her grasp on the handles was becoming increasingly
tenuous.

She dared not lift
herself up to the flat surface of the Mark 11’s baggage
compartment, lest the driver or his passenger become aware they
picked up a London street urchin along the way—though she was
perhaps a little old for that term to be precisely true. Still, if
she’d been younger than sixteen, she would have had a far easier
time of it in such an awkward position, huddled against the back of
the electric motorcar.

Sure as eggs, if she let
any part of her body show she would be caught. The passenger in the
vehicle would undoubtedly turn around at just that moment and save
her the bother of falling to her death by shooting her in the head.
The thin black leather of the motorcar’s roof would not deflect
bullets.

Carriages, buses, and
motorcars flew past Verity as the motorcar burst onto the main
thoroughfare of Cheapside. She tried to conjure the image of a
limpet and put herself into that mind-set. If they could bear the
sea, then she could bear the wind.

Bow Bells whizzed past to
her right, and Verity heard the ticking of its clock, the winches
running its chimes, and the newly-constructed photovoltaic vane all
starting up in her head as a grand mechanical symphony. The bizarre
connection between her and technology had been happening more and
more frequently in the last few months. At that particular moment
it was distracting, making her somewhat discombobulated.

The Mark 11 lurched
suddenly to the left, rounding a corner, but not without teetering
to one side. Verity leaned to the right and the car slammed back
onto all four wheels. The jostle disengaged the left clamp, and the
young woman swung wildly out into the night. Her boot connected
sharply with the road. When it scraped against the ground, the girl
bit down on her lip or let a sharp word or two out. She might have
come from a good family, but life on the streets since the age of
eight taught her enough language to make her no different than one
born within the sound of the church bells they’d just
passed.

Verity heaved herself
once more up, placed the clamp back against the car’s metallic
body, and primed its switch again. The clamp vibrated, and with a
tug, she confirmed the magnet had taken hold.

“Watch them
corners!” The passenger was just upset enough to hear over the rush
of winter air and hum of the Mark 11. “You’re drivin’ like you done
escaped from Bedlam!”

“Ah, put a
sock in it, Floyd! I’m compensatin’. Car’s acting like it’s
trapsin’ through mud, she is!”

“We got a job
ta’ do, so don’t muck it up by havin’ an accident! Bloody rain
ain’t helpin’, to be sure, but neither’s your drivin’!”

“What part of
puttin’ a sock in it didya miss?” the driver growled.

Hearing the
man in the passenger seat, Floyd White, speak summoned her courage
once more. He’d been her only lead in all these months holding any
connection to the man she knew as Uncle Octavius, and Verity was
damned if she was going to let White get away. What started as
volunteering far too many hours working at Lady Bucket’s Hospital
for War Veterans led to whatever caper she was involved with
presently. The identity of the other man he’d met in the
White Stallion pub remained a mystery, but he carried himself
like a bruiser and definitely had a decent sized gun under his
jacket.

Floyd White,
ne’er-do-well and confidence trickster, had not been easy to track
down, but tenacity coupled with her own unique brand of
stubbornness took her to casing London’s more questionable
antiquities dealers. Many nights of misleading her mates on what
they believed to be casing marks for a delightful score led to
White as a connection to Uncle Octavius.

That was why
grabbing hold of the running board on the motorcar seemed like a
grand idea outside the Stallion. Too much
invested to let him slip out of her sights tonight.

Now as Verity’s muscles
began to cramp and the rain showed no signs of stopping, tonight
felt more and more like a fool’s errand. She told none of the
Ministry Seven where she was going, or what she was up
to.

“Right then,
Oscar, pull over. You’re not blimmin’ driving anymore,” Floyd
shouted into his colleague’s face. “It’s my Hummingbird and you
don’t even know where Miss Lobelia’s house is! St Austell might as
well be in hell for all you know.”

Pushing aside her
freezing hair, she tried to understand what a ‘Lobelia’ had to do
with all this. It was such an out of place name, and it jammed in
her head because of its oddness.

Sparing a glance to her
right, she saw immediately they were passing the British Museum. It
was one of those places she adored; a bastion of science and
knowledge her father had contributed to many times, thanks to the
archaeological digs he and Uncle Octavius went on.

“Should have
grabbed him at the museum,” Floyd barked. “Octavius said to nab him
there to make sure he had his papers with him.”

Oscar let out a
dismissive snort. “Too much attention at the museum. Too much
chance of not getting away at all. It’s not like the professor has
the Silver Pharaoh on him or anything...”

Now Verity wished she had
brought the Seven with her. Two men, even if one was armed, was a
not an uncommon thing for them to deal with. Emma, the second
oldest girl, had once been captured by a band of thugs with plenty
of evil purposes to put her to. Though they were ‘only’ children,
the way they dealt with those men was enough to warn off any
further attempts by adult gangs.

Yet that was not the case
today—today there was only herself, and a belt full of her tools.
Verity possessed the capacity of self-defence—she’d developed one
over the many years she spent in the East End—but she was also
intelligent enough to know attacking two grown men all on her own,
without any preparation or devices, was bordering on
suicidal.

In her mind she heard the
hum of the electric motor, and felt the prickle of warm goose flesh
on her skin. Then without warning, the hum stopped, and their speed
began to drop. They were coasting down the wet streets, the hiss of
water kicking up from their tyres the only sound.

“Right then,
stop here—here—here!” barked
Floyd.

The car rolled forward
and eventually stopped in front of one of the many impressive
buildings of that part of London. Carefully, Verity eased herself
down off her perch. Her body ached from the ride, but she still
managed to hobble over to an adjoining alleyway, her new hiding
place from which to observe their plan. The men she hitched her
ride with were preparing for their grab, Floyd pouring liquid over
a towel while Oscar reloaded a large calibre pistol.

The fumes tickled her
nose even in the alleyway. Ether.

“Just keep
them eyes peeled,” Oscar grumbled, snapping the hand cannon
shut.

“I am!” Floyd
snapped back. “Not a crusher in sight.”

“It’s not them
I’m worried about.”

Verity swallowed hard
just as a thin, tall man in a top hat walked towards them from the
direction of the museum. His gaze was cast on the ground, a
briefcase swung leisurely from his left hand. Verity would have
cried out to him, but her cry would have been for
naught.

The kidnappers burst from
the Mark 11 like two lions emerging from the brush towards a
gazelle. Floyd clamped the towel over the man’s mouth, as his
colleague wrapped his gorilla arms around their prey. Verity felt
her body flush with rage as she imagined her parents in place of
this poor museum worker. Pushing through the soreness of her wild
ride through London, she lunged forward to jab a thin knife into
Oscar’s calf muscle. He howled in pain, but his own scream paled in
comparison to Verity’s. Her bloodcurdling rage would have made any
actress of the Grand Guignol green with envy.

In the East End a scream
might have been a fruitless call for help, but this was the type of
London neighbourhood where a bobbie could be found at the drop of a
kerchief. If a policeman appeared, then maybe this poor soul would
have a chance.

“Bloody hell!”
Floyd stammered, the collapsed museum man threatening to topple him
against the motorcar. “Where the hell did you come
from?”

Oscar turned on her, his
hand clasped to his leg, and Verity realized she hadn’t in fact
done much damage at all. She stabbed a man who must have outweighed
her three times with what amounted to a vegetable
peeler.

The profile of his pistol
gleamed dully in the gaslight. He was armed with a standard
Bulldog. She was armed with science.

Verity brought up one of
the Spider’s Legs and flipped the switch. The magnet hummed to
life, ripped the pistol out of the bruiser’s hand, and slammed hard
into the device. Hard enough to knock her down.

“You little
bitch,” Oscar growled, bearing down on her.

The flash blinded her for
a moment. When the odd grey fog in front of her eyes receded, it
was to see Oscar’s broad frame hit the ground, one hand grasping a
small fire on his shoulder.

Another bolt struck the
Mark 11 where Floyd was stuffing the professor into the back seat.
“Get in the car, ya’ great ox!” he yelled over his shoulder. “We
got ‘im. Let’s go while the toff’s still breathin’ air!”

The bruiser’s face
twisted with anger as he locked eyes with Verity, but he grunted,
pulled himself up to his feet and lumbered into the car.

The rapid hum resumed in
her head. The Mark 11 was powering up.

Scrambling to her feet,
Verity was just in time to see the car with its two men and one
victim zipping down the street, threatening to disappear into the
foggy night.

With the whistle of the
police sounding in her ears, she pounded after the car, but then
skidded to a stop as the dark figure stepped out in front of her
and fired two more rounds from the Enfield-Tesla Mark III. Rain
dripped from his coat as he fired a fourth time before lowering his
weapon.

Verity looked up at her
would be saviour...and glared angrily.

“I would have
caught them at the corner, Agent Thorne, if it weren’t for you!”
she snapped.

“Oh really,
Little Verity,” Harrison Thorne, agent of the Ministry of Peculiar
Occurrences, replied with a grin. “Fancy yourself a Spring Heeled
Jacqueline, do you?” The bobbie’s alarm echoed once more, and Harry
thrust a hand to her. “Witty banter later. Running now.”

With a moan of
frustration, Verity took the grown-up’s hand and was reluctantly
tugged into the shadows of London.

 



Chapter
Two

Secrets Come
Home

 


Water splashed in all
directions as Verity kept pace with the broad-shouldered agent of
Her Majesty’s Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences. The shrill screech
of the policeman’s whistle faded behind them, replaced by the low
pitter-patter of the steady rain.

Verity hated winter rain,
but it suited her current mood: rather annoyed. Whatever Harrison
Thorne was on about, he had cost her much in time and effort. The
one connection with her past had now disappeared into the night,
and she just knew it would be some time before she could find Floyd
White again.

Thorne spun Verity around
as they came to a sudden stop.

“We’re going
to need to warm you up,” Harry said, shaking his head. “This is not
a night for you to be out and about.”

“Agent
Thorne,” Verity replied sternly, “you had no right getting into my
business tonight.”

“Your
business?” he asked before shaking
his head. He then took a moment to consider her. “Right then, you
lot are gathering tonight at my flat.”

Her green eyes
went wide at seeing the small, wireless device in his palm. “No,
the others don’t—” but the soft click of the call
button snapped before she could finish.

“We’ll have a
fire and fresh clothes waiting for them. Now come along,
Verity.”

How she hated it when the
agent addressed her as some petulant child. It tempted her to stomp
her foot and stick her tongue out.

Instead, she joined Harry
in the hansom cab he called. Verity begrudgingly admitted the cab
ride was far better than walking through the rain. Instead of
glaring at the meddling adult across from her, Verity cast her gaze
outside to the buildings passing their cab at a much more leisurely
pace than the Mark 11. She caught a rather breathtaking glimpse of
an evening party through grand windows of a stately mansion, the
best and brightest of London society inside with cocktails and
beautiful gowns.

The cab shuddered to a
stop at the rather impressive apartments of Agent Harrison Thorne.
His dwelling was located at the top of the building, which glowed
white against the rainy London evening. Handing a generous amount
of coin to the driver, he attempted to cover Verity with one of the
wide panels of his coat, but the young woman would have none of it.
She was not some delicate porcelain doll from his many travels
around the world, and she was still cross with him for coming to
what he probably believed to be some sort of daring
rescue.

In silence they rode the
lift to the top floor. He opened the right of the two double doors
and immediately turned the top knob of the small control panel,
bringing up the lights. He then flipped two switches, and both the
fireplace in the main parlour and one she knew to be in the rather
spacious room meant for cigars and brandy also flared to
life.

“Care to
change out of those wet things, Little Verity?” Thorne asked as he
took off his Inverness coat, snapping it hard before hanging it up
on the coat rack.

“Stop calling
me that, Agent Thorne.”

He stroked one of the
thick, curled handlebars of his moustache. “You know where to find
your clothes.”

Thorne went into his own
chambers and disappeared behind its doors. With a final huff, she
stomped into the modest parlour, tossed Liam’s promising gadget on
to the bedroll she would claim tonight, and stripped free of her
wet clothes. Only when she took off her chemise and replaced it
with a dry one, did she realise how cold she truly was. Suddenly,
she was hungry, and could just murder for something hot to drink,
be it soup, a simple meat broth, or...

One sniff, and she knew
immediately; Thorne was cooking something up.

She padded lightly across
the polished wood floor and came to a stop at the opposite archway
leading to the kitchen. The agent was within, a pot boiling on the
stove, while he set the table for eight.

Verity stifled a smirk;
his setting was one short. He had yet to discover the truth of the
twins and how they hid one whenever dealing with adults. It was a
failsafe they had never revealed to anyone. If anything bad
happened, there would be one outside it all to come rescue
them.

“I decided hot
cocoa would be in order,” Thorne said.

“Be warned,”
she informed him. “Christopher is trying not to enjoy things
children take delight in.”

“Fine,” he
said, picking up the wide tray, “then more for everyone
else.”

Thorne tightened the sash
around his thick evening robe and poured himself a steaming cup of
hot chocolate. He sampled the drink, nodded appreciatively, and
took a seat in the plush, high back chair close to the hearth. “I
don’t stand on ceremony here as you know, Miss Fitzroy. Do help
yourself.”

She couldn’t resist, even
if she was still a little cross with him. Quick as you please,
Verity poured herself a cup and snatched up several biscuits. She
was famished.

“Where’s your
valet?” she asked through a mouthful of biscuit.

“You really
expect Bernard to be dawdling about at this late hour?” He paused,
then shrugged. “Well, perhaps I would ask him to work late if I
were casing a mark.”

Verity frowned at him,
remembered of her own night’s mission. “How did you find me
tonight?” she asked. “You using a Ministry tracker on
me?”

“Actually, I
wasn’t looking for you. I was on a case.” A knowing smile flicked
across his lips as he took another sip of his drink. “For your
information, Doctor Williams was my business. Which
you stepped into.”

Verity felt her stomach
drop. This was not going at all how she imagined.

Thorne’s voice dropped to
a whisper. “What do you know about Pharaoh Psusennes the
First?”

“Psusennes?
The Silver Pharaoh?” She smiled confidently “He was named that as
his coffin was made with silver. Quite strange when you think how
the Egyptians felt about the importance of gold.”

“Quite
unusual,” Thorne agreed. “Though Psusennes was quite different
among pharaohs. While his empire covered all of Africa, he ruled
from Tanis on the Nile delta, so many of the papyrus records of his
rule have long ago rotted. Yet there are suggestions, Psusennes
wanted more. So with his armies he crossed the Mediterranean,
pushing north. The Ancient Greeks did not know what hit them. Then,
according to the stone tablets we have, Psusennes’ advance
stopped.”

Verity frowned. “Stopped,
just like that?”

Thorne nodded. “Where
Germany would be.”

“The Goths?
They stopped them?”

Thorne turned his gaze to
her, and Verity swallowed. She suddenly felt cold again, even with
the warmth of the fire. “According to the lore we have in the
Archives, Psusennes personally led a party of his finest warriors
on a night raid on a border tribe they encountered. The Egyptian
Historians said their Pharaoh did not return until the following
night, and he was changed. He would not drink the wine or eat of
the succulent boar roasting on the spit. The following morning,
Psusennes and his men disappeared once again, but their servants
were discovered. Their bodies were completely drained of all life.
Seems their beloved pharaoh had become something quite
terrible.”

Realising her cup and
saucer were rattling in her hands, Verity gently placed them on the
table, and leaned forward as Harry continued his story.

“After that,
apparently the Egyptian forces turned on Psusennes and his guard.
Forty against four hundred thousand. Of the records we have in the
Archives, we know only this: King Psusennes was taken alive, and
the Egyptian Empire lost half of their men that night.” He leaned
in closer to Verity, and his voice was a whisper. “And you ask why
they buried him in a silver coffin?”

Verity arched an eyebrow.
“Your Ministry Archivists wouldn’t be named Stoker or Polidori per
chance?”

Thorne chuckled. “Verity
Fitzroy, for one who has assisted me on several Ministry
adventures, you can be quite closed-minded.”

She shook her head. “The
only thing that goes bump in the night is whatever Henry is
combobulating on the rooftop of Number 5 Onslow Square.”

“Tosh, girl,”
he said, draining his cup. “Are you going to sit there and tell me
you weren’t enjoying my modest ballyhoo, even just a
little?”

“It takes a
bit more to scare me than a children’s ghost story,” Verity said,
with just a little wag of her finger.

Just then, the
double-doors of Thorne’s penthouse burst open, and a band of six
sopping-wet children slipped and skidded into the foyer, their eyes
all frantically searching for someone, be it a valet
or...

“Good evening,
everyone!” Agent Thorne called as he rose from his seat. “I see you
all got my message.”

The eldest of the
children, tall and broad in the shoulders, his normally tanned skin
looking somewhat pale in the present light, righted himself and
took in a deep breath. “We were wonderin’ if it had something to do
about Verity. She—” and he stopped when he caught sight of her. Now
concern turned to a glare. “You didn’t tell anyone where you were
going!”

“I was tending
to a personal matter, Henry,” Verity replied evenly.

Henry Price was
insufferable, making entirely too many assumptions that—being the
eldest and male—he stood as leader and voice of the Seven. His
father had been a military man serving in India, but Henry himself
never served, and she was damned if she was going to let him make
their little band of urchins into an army unit. They were
children...well, in age at least.

“You know the
rules, Verity. All you did was barge in, take Liam’s
contraption—”

“Spider Legs,”
Liam corrected.

Henry shot the boy an
angry glare before continuing. “And then you done scampered off.
What if you got nicked by peelers?”

“Before you
let your Indian temperament get the better of you, Henry,” Agent
Thorne broke in and motioned to the parlour, “why don’t you and the
rest of the Seven dry off, change into night clothes and come back
here to talk about tonight, yes?”

Henry’s hand tightened
into fists at his side. Verity felt her back stiffen. It was beyond
the pale that he treated an adult who showed them nothing but
kindness so rudely.

“Or,” Agent
Thorne began, walking over to the doors they left open on their
arrival, “you can go back to Onslow Square. I’m sure you have a
fire and hot chocolate to warm you up there. It’s your
choice.”

As Thorne closed the
doors, Henry looked to the others.

“We’ll spend
the night here. No need risking pneumonia, right?” he motioned with
his head to the parlour, and the gang all scampered to the warm
room, disrobing as they went. The Seven were not necessarily known
for their modesty. “We have a lot to talk about, I guess,” Henry
added, glancing at Verity as he passed.

While it was true that it
was a rule of the Seven, she did not like being reminded of it.
Verity hated his tallness, which had only developed in the last few
years and gave him a bit of an advantage in asserting himself. When
they joined the Ministry Seven together, it had been far more even.
They still argued the same, but at least when she was eye to eye
with him it felt fairer somehow.

In the stark glow of the
electricity Henry appeared paler than he was, the heritage of his
Indian mother faded somehow, and he might have been able to pass as
nothing but English—as he could not do during the day. The
handsomeness however did not go away. That also had been there when
they first met, and only served to irritate Verity further. She was
well aware of the manner in which his good looks influenced her—she
would have been very dull indeed not to—and it made their arguments
perhaps even more frequent. She would not be some weak-willed
English rose demurring to the strength of a man or because he had a
pretty face. Henry was Henry, and he most definitely did not have
any sort of charge over her.

When one meets
a wall, her father said to
her once on a dig in Crete, one does not attempt to go through it, one simply goes
around it. This was exactly
the method Verity employed with Henry.

After a few minutes of
raucous chatter between which nightgown would belong to whom and
where each respective urchin would be sleeping in the toasty-warm
parlour, the Ministry Seven were gathered around the grand hearth
where Agent Thorne and Verity were. Hot chocolate warmed their
hands and bodies, and the occasional pockets of silence were
interrupted by the crunch of biscuits.

Verity regaled her fellow
street urchins with her story of the wild ride through London, the
man from the British Museum, and the bruisers who absconded with
him into the darkness.

Henry ran his hands
through his damp, dark hair, ruffling it so it stood up on all
angles. “What were you doing there anyway? That end of town ain’t
our turf, not like we can break into the British
Museum.”

She felt her temper rise
another notch at the implication. In her estimation there was
nothing in all of London the Ministry Seven, with the application
of a little thought and planning, could not get into. The question
of how much to share with the rest of her street family was an
uncomfortable one.

“Tell the part
again wot when the Spider Legs grabbed the barker out of the
rampsman’s hand,” Liam pressed. “Sounds like it worked real
well!”

Agent Thorne gave a long,
low sigh as he sat back in his grand chair. “Was there anything
they said that gave an indication of where they would be taking
Doctor Williams?”

“I remember
Floyd saying to the bludger ‘you don’t even know where Miss
Lobelia’s house is! St Austell might as well be in hell for all you
know.’ which I really don’t understand.” She looked across her own
Seven and asked, “Does any of this make sense to you?”

All save Henry either
shrugged or shook their heads.

“How very
interesting. Very interesting indeed,” Thorne said, scratching his
chin. “You see, Doctor Xavier Williams, the gentleman I was keeping
watch over tonight, is an Egyptologist at British museum who
specialises in their ancient language.”

Colin, the eight-year-old
far too clever for his own good, scrunched his nose. “Wot’s an
Eeee-jip-”

“An
Egyptologist, Colin, is one of them toffs wot works at the British
Museum,” Christopher stated. He was also trying to force his voice
into its lower register.

A shadow shifted across
the floor, and the six-year-old boy tugged on Colin’s nightgown.
The shy urchin whispered something to him, and then turned to look
at Agent Thorne as Colin asked, “Why were you watchin’ the
doctor?”

“I am glad you
asked, Colin,” Thorne said. “Williams is living quite the charmed
life. He is the only living scholar to have first-hand knowledge of
the Silver Pharaoh.”

Liam tilted his head one
way. “The Silver wot?”

Thorne
blinked, then chuckled. “Oh, that’s right, you all missed that bit.
The Silver Pharaoh has proven quite the legend since its discovery
five years ago. The doctor was merely a scholar at Cambridge back
then, but being part of the original archaeological dig has turned
him into something of a celebrity, academically speaking. He now
holds the distinction of being the only archaeologist
from the dig remaining above ground.”

The Seven all exchanged
nervous glances with one another before turning to look at
Verity.

“Yes, Verity,
you may have been the last person to see Williams alive. The manner
of these deaths around the Silver Pharaoh is what attracted the
Ministry’s attention.”

“What do you
mean?” Liam asked.

Thorne looked to each of
them and then his expression hardened. “Perhaps I should save the
details for tomorrow.” He held up a single hand in response to the
collected groans and protestations. “It is late and I have to
report this evening’s brouhaha to the Director of the Ministry.”
Thorne glanced over to Verity. “I will look into this Miss Lobelia
as well as what a ‘St Austell’ is. So, off to bed with the lot of
you. Bernard can whip you up some breakfast if you like tomorrow
morning, but stay as long as you like,” he said, motioning to the
setting before them. “And thank you, Verity. Because of you, I have
a lead.” He gave a small bow and then retreated to his
bedroom.

As Thorne closed the
doors behind him, a lump formed in Verity’s throat. With the
agent’s exit she would have to face the rest of the Seven and the
questions they had. All she could hear now was the steady crackle
of the fire in the hearth.

“Verity,”
Henry began. Verity turned to find him looking down at her with one
of those looks which was far too adult for her liking, “You’ve been
up to something these last few months—ever since we helped Thorne
find that Arthur Clayton fellow. I think it is time you shared a
bit more, or perhaps you’d like to go on your way.”

Now she was really
bristling, but that was definitely because he was right. Urchins
grew up in the Ministry Seven. They did not stay there when the
adult world called. They moved on to things adults do—finding a
trade, making a family, or perhaps more unfortunately joining one
of the grown up gangs like the Elephants or the Hooligan Boys. She
was not ready to take those risks just yet. Not when she was at
last in possession of a lead on the one man who might know why her
parents were killed.

Verity stared blankly at
Henry for a moment though, unable to believe what he’d just said.
He followed it up with something worse though.

“Tomorrow,
back at the square, we’re holding a meeting of Seven.”

Now there was no avoiding
it. Either reveal herself or be cut adrift from the gang. Verity
wanted to punch Henry very badly not just for forcing her hand like
this, but also because he might just be making her do the right
thing.

The soft tapping from the
glass doors leading to the balcony stole everyone’s attention on
her.

“Jeremy!”
Colin whispered but then bit his bottom lip as he nervously glanced
to the closed doors of Thorne’s bedroom. They all stood stock still
for the moment, and the seconds crept away. With only the
occasional pop from the fireplace, Verity turned to the others and
nodded. Silently, they all slipped over to the window and opened
the glass doors leading to the balcony. Another six-year-old, the
perfect reflection of quiet Jonathan, slipped into the warm
dwellings. On seeing his twin, he smiled and nodded appreciatively
before whispering something to Jonathan who, in turn, whispered
something to Colin.

“Jeremy’s just
checking to see if we were taking the Huntley.”

“No blue
bottles, so we’re coming to the Rothschild tonight,” Henry told the
boy. He then motioned to Liam and Colin. “Send Jeremy back with
whatever he can carry from Agent Thorne’s setting.”

“Just the
food,” Verity hissed.

Colin and Liam glanced to
one another, then looked to Henry.

“Just the
food,” Henry echoed, his eyes locked with hers.

The two boys disappeared
from sight.

“Next time we
spend a night here, it’ll be your turn, Jeremy. All
right?”

Jeremy nodded to
Jonathan. Jonathan then nodded to Henry.

Colin and Liam handed
Jeremy two napkins cinched at the corners. “Right then, we got
scones, biscuits, and a few small bowls of clotted cream and jam in
there.”

“Bowls we will
clean and return as soon as possible,” Verity stated
firmly.

“Very well,”
Henry said. “Watch yourself out there.”

Jeremy nodded to Henry,
took the two loads of food, and then slipped back out into the
night.

“I don’t know
why we have to keep Jeremy a secret from Agent Thorne. Considering
all the good things he has done for us...”

Henry rounded on Verity.
“You are a right one to talk! We have to keep Jeremy a secret from
the adults as he is our insurance when we are no longer useful to
Agent Thorne and his Ministry, now isn’t he?” He was now barely an
inch from her face as he asked, “So why do you keep your secrets
from us, Verity Fitzroy?”

Nothing was worse than
being wrong in Henry Price’s eyes. Nothing.

“Come on, you
lot,” he said, leaving Verity at the balcony’s glass doors, “let’s
get some sleep.”

One by one, all the boys
followed Henry to the parlour where a modest fire and warm bedrolls
awaited them. Verity took a deep breath watching Liam look back to
where she stood just before slipping out of sight.

“Why’d you do
it?” the soft voice asked from the darkness.

Emma, the only other girl
in the Seven at present, finally spoke. Verity was not used to the
precocious child being so quiet. She was perhaps eleven, on the
verge of following Verity into womanhood, and looked to the older
girl for instruction too much. Also she sometimes borrowed her
things—but despite that Verity was sorry to have caused her
pain.

She stared down at her
hands for a moment, wondering how she could explain it without
making it seem like she thought herself better than the rest of the
urchins.

They were children of
London and her slums. Verity came from proper education and
standing. When she first joined them, it had taken a great deal of
effort to suppress her upbringing, and convince them it meant
nothing to her.

“It was for me
Mum and Dad.” She tried to steady her voice, not appear weak. The
night was catching up with her. “Every night I dream of the flames,
and I hear what he said before he went back in.”

“What was
that?” she asked.

“Something
like ‘they finally did it’. He never said who they were...and then
he was gone...” Verity said it fast so the pain of recollection was
fleeting.

“Henry’s a bit
of a ratbag, but he does have a point. You know how much we all
trust you.” Emma looked her over from head to toe. “When are you
gonna trust us?”

She didn’t wait for a
reply, instead disappearing into the parlour where the Seven
settled.

The sob which escaped
Verity shortly thereafter was small and muffled. These children of
the streets were her family now, but that didn’t mean she could
abandon her blood family. She couldn’t let their deaths and the
injustice of their demise to go unanswered.

Wiping away the tears
from her eyes, she let out a long, slow exhale. Rather than joining
the Seven in the parlour, she pulled one of Thorne’s chairs in from
of the fire and curled up there.

The effort tapped her of
her remaining strength, and once she stretched out on the plush
surface, sleep quickly wrapped its arms around her.

Thankfully it was deep
and void of dreams.

 



Chapter
Three

The Queen
Calls upon the Ministry Seven

 


Onslow Square was home to
writers, admirals, and other people of means. It was a large fenced
and gated garden surrounded by the finest white stone buildings in
London.

It was one of the most
fashionable places for the affluent to live. It was also—thanks to
a strange twist of fate and fortune—home for the Seven. Number 5
Onslow Square was just as resplendent as every other house on the
street, but it’d been specifically built to serve as a safe house
for the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences.

At least that was its
initial purpose, but the interior was furnished only on the ground
floor. The others were decorated with odds and ends from all over
the Ministry. Budget cuts meant Number 5 was never completed as a
true safe house, and now it was more for storage.

Until those funds
miraculously appeared to complete the it, Number 5 was the
threadbare dwelling the Seven called home.

Verity scrambled quickly
up the wrought iron fence as they lacked the proper keys to access
the park like the more public residents of Onslow Park. Today, her
fate would be decided, and even with a brisk morning’s
constitutional out to London’s West End and then back home, she was
still lost in her own fears of what would happen.

The tunnel entrance was
concealed very artfully in a stout oak tree, opening only to the
right combination of presses. The rattle of the gears moving was
completely silent, though it did telegraph itself inside Verity’s
head. Usually that was comforting, but now—thanks to Henry and his
proclamation in the midnight hour—it was almost the complete
opposite.

Verity took the circular
stairs downward and stalked through the hallway leading under the
street into Number 5. After climbing one more staircase, she
emerged into the kitchen.

A kettle hung over the
fire, burning low but keeping it just hot enough to make a decent
cup of tea. It was definitely Emma behind the gesture. The younger
girl was thoughtful like that. Verity found her present predicament
far from remedies any comfort could bestow. Even tea. Sleep,
however, steeled her courage. She woke to find herself almost alone
in Thorne’s house. Only his valet remained.

She hated being the last
to rouse, but the rest and the breakfast Bernard prepared
afterwards both proved most satisfactory.

In their own house, the
children lived among stacks of crates. Apart from the kitchen, they
didn’t have a great deal of room to move around, but it was
incredibly comfortable compared to their former room in the East
End. It had not even really been a room, more like a wet basement
they shared with a collection of women and children. It had also
been the hunting ground of many of the gangs, who wanted either
knife-wielding children, or ones that were more biddable to sell
their bodies. Age didn’t really matter in either case.

The crates did make for
good building materials, though. Plus, the odd, flat box were jolly
good tables of all sizes. It was almost like being part of a proper
home.

“You’re here,”
a girl spoke gently from behind her.

Verity turned to face
Emma. “You sound surprised.”

“I am. A
bit.”

“Henry said a
meeting in the morning.” Verity snatched up a poker, slightly bent
at the centre, but still able to spread the embers of the fire
down, and perhaps she used a little more vigour than was strictly
required. “So where is he?”

“He’s on the
roof.”

Really? Again? “Oh for
Heaven’s sake. Where are the rest of the Seven?”

Emma shrugged. “We’re all
here. Just...waiting.”

“Fine,” she
said, dropping the poker into place. “I’ll run and fetch him. No
use holding a tribunal without its judge.”

The young girl’s brow
furrowed. “A wot?”

Verity felt the
explanation form on the tip of her tongue, but shook her head clear
and stomped up the access stairs to the roof.

Henry fancied
himself a tinker, and begrudgingly Verity acknowledged his raw
talent. The problem was Henry’s self-awareness. He
knew he possessed a skill and anyone questioning said skill was,
obviously, inferior. This made any sort of critical analysis of his
contraptions a source of contention. Contention would only add to
the problem at hand: Verity’s fate.

This was why Verity
forced down her gullet any and all thoughts of the ornithoper
design he currently wore across his back. Choking back those words
forced her stomach to cramp horribly.

Henry looked at her
through his goggles and smiled cheerily. “Morning,
Verity.”

This utter
simp, she seethed.
He’s completely forgotten last
night. “Really? Just
‘Morning, Verity’
after your proclamation to the
Seven?”

Henry lifted the goggles
up to rest on his forehead. “Oh, bugger, it totally slipped my
mind.” His brow furrowed. “Why did you remind me then?”

He really could be
insufferable.

“Contrary to
what manages to take hold in that clotted cream you call a brain, I
believe in the rules of the Seven and therefore wish to adhere to
them. Even if it means my excommunication.”

Henry dropped the
controls of the ornithoper and held his gloved hands up. “Now just
hold on there, Verity. I do not intend to send you to the gallows
or nothin’ of that nature.”

“Excommunicated, you
git, not execution!” Verity
snapped. “Excommunicated means expulsion. As in, to be released in
disgrace. As in, the threat you made last night.”

“Oh.” Henry
removed his cap, and scrunched his face as he massaged his scalp.
“Guess we’d better have that meetin’ then, right.”

“Let’s just—”
Verity took in a deep breath, and then slowly released it, the fog
she created quickly vanishing before her face. “Let’s just get this
over with.”

With that, she spun on
her heel and returned to the main parlour where the remaining
Seven, including the twins, waited patiently around the fireplace.
The fire there was not as impressive as the one from last night,
but in the tight confines it did manage to warm them all. Emma, her
chestnut brown curls almost obscuring her face, was enjoying with
her tea one of the scones pilfered from Thorne’s. She glanced at
Verity while whispering to one of the twins. Jeremy—most likely.
His brother Jonathan was finishing off a bowl of porridge with
apparent relish, since he was wearing most of it on his face.
Leaning against one of the taller crates, Christopher tapped his
fingers impatiently, occasionally glancing in a small mirror in his
palm to check the mud smeared on his face.

It wouldn’t do
to go out looking
like they lived in Kensington if
they wanted to shake a penny in a bowl. Colin and Liam were seated
at the far end, and both immediately stopped talking as soon as
Verity came into the room.

No getting away from it.
She took a place atop one of the crates within sight of everyone,
the wood creaking ever so slightly as she made herself comfortable.
No one dared to speak a word, not as if they needed to. Whenever
they looked at her, their gazes spoke volumes.

Finally, Henry
entered the parlour, the ornithoper secured somewhere up in the
attic, no doubt, and suddenly Verity experienced the unfamiliar
feeling of being at the bottom of the pecking order. But was this
not the risk she accepted on knowingly violating rules the Seven
instituted to protect them all? She had gone off without letting
anyone know where—in fact, she’d done that numerous times—and concealed a job of her own. Any endeavours must
be shared with the group, so the risk and the rewards were spread
out amongst them all.

“Guess we all
know what brings us here,” Henry began. Verity could not be
certain, but she thought there was a hint of regret in his words.
“Verity broke the rules. Not letting anyone know where she’s
disappearin’ to at night, and then hiding a job from
us!”

Verity cleared her
throat. This court Henry called did not make her own confession any
easier. “The job I’m working isn’t a real job, per se.”

“Per wot?”
Liam asked through a mouthful of porridge.

“Per se,” she
repeated, a faint smile crossing her lips. “It means, ‘by itself’.
I’ve been looking for this friend of my father’s, Uncle Octavius.
He was supposed to have been killed on the Nile just before my
parents were murdered, but I’ve seen him. Remember the time Agent
Thorne asked us to find that one-legged bloke Arthur Clayton last
year?”

“We all voted
to help him,” Emma reminded everyone—loyal as ever. “You went
undercover at Lady Bucket’s Hospital for War Veterans and found
him.”

“That was a
good caper, that was,” Christopher chuckled. “You found him while
we searched all over Shoreditch for the bastard.”

“Yeah,” Liam
piped up again, wiping his mouth with his sleeve, “Thorne saved
your life when you was dangling from a window while you was
spying.”

“But Clayton
was killed,” Henry broke in, folding his arms over his chest. “And
you didn’t tell us about this uncle of yours being involved back
then.”

Verity bit her lip. “I
didn’t tell you because it was about my parents and...” She
stuttered to a finish without knowing quite what to say.

The children around her
were silent, probably thinking about their own mothers and fathers.
All of them were orphans in one way or another. Liam and Colin
looked at her with twisted expressions, sharing her pain of losing
loved ones. Henry, Emma, Jonathan and Jeremy looked at her with
envy, for they had only ever known cruel parents.

“Per se or
not, this game of yours is still against the rules,” Henry said,
his brown eyes boring holes in her.

Now the words tumbled out
of her. “I’ve been trying to find someone else connected with Uncle
Octavius, someone from the hospital Clayton was dossing in. I
figured he might not be the only one recruited from there. I didn’t
want to pull any of you into this ‘cos I thought it too dangerous
and maybe too ridiculous. Then, last night I found another
soldier.”

“That’s no
excuse.” Henry’s voice was low, and his expression was stern. “We
have rules to keep each other safe. If you can’t abide by them then
you shouldn’t—”

“It’s her
family!” It was Christopher who interrupted Henry—and he was
usually the older boy’s staunchest supporter. His thick thatch of
hair was almost bristling like a dog’s. “If any of us had any
family worth a damn we’d do the same thing.”

“We’re
supposed to be her family,” Henry
shot back. “We should be enough!”

“Just ‘cos of
your useless dad?” Emma yelled from where she sat. With a rustle of
dirty skirts, Emma crossed the parlour so she shielded Verity, as
if she could protect the older girl from Henry’s slings and arrows.
“She was only looking out for the Seven.”

“But she could
trust Thorne, couldn’t she?” He slipped into a mocking impression
of the agent, twirling an imaginary moustache as he said in an
affected manner, “This one’s a ruby from China. This is an emerald
from Iiiiiinnnndiiiiiiaaaaa...”

Now Verity did want to
poke him. Hard. Henry took entirely too many liberties, and
treating an adult who showed nothing but kindness to her and the
Seven as an elaborate double-cross stood upon the height of
rudeness. They were children...well mostly...and Thorne had done so
much for them.

Colin and the twins
thought the impersonation was funny. They were the only ones. “An’
what about this job?” Henry pressed. “What if it was a right score
per se?”

“You’re not
using ‘per se’ correctly!” Liam shouted.

“Shut it,
Liam!” Colin barked. “Henry’s right! She’s keepin’
secrets.”

“You mean like
the little flask of rum you keep under your pillow?” Emma bit back.
She then whirled around to face Henry. “You’ve never liked Verity
as she’s smarter than you! Always has been.”

Henry pointed at Emma.
“You’re takin’ sides!”

“It’s an
argument! You’re supposed to!”

He was the oldest of the
Seven, and yet Henry stomped his foot as he shouted, “You always
take her side!”

In a moment, the whole
parlour was in an uproar as urchins bounced to their feet and
yelled their particular points of view at the tops of their lungs.
Verity did not join in, because in her mind she shared with them
the truth—well as much of it as she could—and now it was up to them
to sort it out. Colin, with Jeremy and Jonathan egging him on, were
standing by Henry, livid she’d waited until now to tell them what
she’d been up to. The rest of the Seven continued to defend her
just out of unconditional love. They didn’t want her to leave, and
that offered her embers of hope.

Then the alarm cut
through the din, silencing them all instantly. Someone had come in
through the front door.

“Nommus,”
Henry whispered to the twins.

Jonathan gave curt nod to
Jeremy and slipped away into an adjoining room. In a moment the
twin completely disappeared from sight.

“Hello now,”
the very adult voice called from the foyer, “Exactly what have I
walked into?”

Harrison Thorne paused in
the doorway of their parlour. Tucked under one arm was a thin, long
wooden box which his left-hand fingers idly tapped. He had quite
the talent for calling upon them unexpectedly.

“Agent
Thorne,” Henry said, straightening his tattered waistcoat, “to what
do we owe the pleasure?”

“You know,”
Thorne began, setting the long box on one of the crates beside him,
“part of keeping a hideout hidden is keeping your position secret.
I could hear you all as I rounded the corner.” He then stopped in
mid-step and said to Henry in a whisper loud enough for everyone to
hear, “And the emerald was from South Ameeerrrrrrricaaaa, not Iiiiiinnnndiiiiiiaaaaa.”

Now everyone, even those
siding with Henry, laughed. The younger man’s mouth twisted into a
scowl, but the sour expression only earned him a wink from
Thorne.

“You know what
I do,” he said to Henry, then cast his gaze across them all.
“Secrets are not always a bad thing. You sometimes hold secrets in
order to protect the ones closest to you. And if this is what
Verity is guilty of, then is it safe to assume no secrets are kept
in the Ministry Seven?” He looked to each of them. “Go on. Tell me
honestly none of you has ever kept a secret from the others.” Not
one member of the gang moved. “Let’s hear it then. The floor is
yours and Verity awaits judgment.”

Each member of the Seven
glanced to one another.

“So I
thought,” the Ministry agent said. “I’m sure you all have good
reasons for keeping these secrets from one another, just as she has
in keeping this one from you.” Thorne turned to face her. “So,
Verity, are you ready to share with all of us this secret? Or is it
too soon?”

Verity gently bit her
bottom lip, then took in a deep breath. “I was telling the Seven
about this friend of my da’s, Uncle Octavius. He was supposed to
have been killed just before my parents were, but he’s
alive.”

“Alive?” Agent
Thorne repeated while he brushed his moustache.

“I saw him a
couple of months ago. I don’t know what it means, but he was
concealing his identity. I didn’t show myself to him because it
just didn’t feel right. That’s all.”

“That’s
all?”

Verity swallowed, hoping
she didn’t flinch at the tightness in her throat. Did she tell them
about the sudden “connection” she was feeling towards
mechanisations big and small? “Yes, that’s all.”

“This Uncle
Octavius,” Henry asked, his voice grabbing everyone’s attention,
“tell us a bit more about him. What sort of geezer is
he?”

Verity shrugged. “My dad
and Uncle Octavius were both archaeologists. They met at university
I think, and they were working together, trying to solve an ancient
puzzle. At least that is what Dad said.”

“What puzzle?”
Emma asked.

“Honestly, I
don’t remember,” Verity said. “I just know they were on the verge
of what Dad called ‘the most significant find of modern day’ and
that night, the fire...” and her voice trailed off as a sudden
chill gripped her heart.

“Archaeology
does seem to have become a rather dubious field now, doesn’t it?”
Thorne said, causing Verity to start. “Between your father, this
Uncle Octavius, all these deaths centred around the Silver Pharaoh,
and the abduction of Doctor Williams, it would hardly come as a
surprise to me if the British Museum were not some epicentre of
organised crime ring.

“As I told you
all Professor Williams possesses first-hand knowledge of the Silver
Pharaoh, and now he is the only archaeologist
from the excavation still alive. The participants who took part in
the Silver Pharaoh dig started dropping like flies just last year.
Seven scientists of all varying backgrounds, and the first
collapsed in March of last year. From the reports, it appeared he
suffered a fatal heart attack.”

Verity held up
her hand. “Hold on. Appeared to suffer a
heart attack?”

“The third
death was when the Ministry took notice. A contact at Scotland Yard
reached out to us when they came across a suicide. Doctor Gerald
Hart, Egyptologist. Famous for the Silver Pharaoh dig. Found dead
in his home. Hung himself. And the good doctor was thorough.
Weights around his ankles. Hands tied behind his back.”

“So what was
the mystery?” asked Liam.

“His neck
wasn’t broken, for starters. That’s usually how people who are sent
to the gallows die.”

“For
starters?” Christopher asked. “What else was off?”

“The fact the
good doctor lived alone. Not even house servants.”

For a moment, the Seven
looked at one another until Emma’s hazel eyes lit up. “Coo. That’s
clever.”

Henry shrugged. “Wot’s
clever?”

“If the toff
be living alone, how did he tie his hands behind him?”

Agent Thorne chuckled.
“Perhaps we should find you a flat on Baker Street, little Emma.
But yes, you are right. So we started to investigate into the
doctor’s death, and that rather clever archivist of ours—new chap,
can’t remember his name—made the connection with the two other
deaths. By then, a fourth death around the Silver Pharaoh
occurred.”

“Sounds like
there’s some sort of curse ‘round this blighter, the Silver
Pharaoh,” Liam said in a near whisper, his eyes wide. Verity
pinched the bridge of her nose as she let out a long, slow sigh.
The boy was always quite taken with the ballyhoo. “Maybe we should
return the king back to his homeland, right? Lay the curse to
rest?”

“A brilliant
idea,” Agent Thorne whispered back, “if we knew where the Silver
Pharaoh was.”

Verity’s head popped up.
“I beg your pardon, Agent Thorne?”

“The
Ministry’s investigation has uncovered quite the mystery within the
mystery. The Silver Pharaoh you see on display at the British
Museum? It’s a fake.”

“Bloody
brilliant!” Liam proclaimed, clapping his hands.

“As part of a
goodwill outreach to the Empire, the British Museum sponsored a
tour with the Silver Pharaoh. The plan was to begin here in
England, move up to Scotland, then work their way around the
world.”

“I remember
this,” Verity said. “That was three years ago.”

“Yes, and
somewhere between Ireland and Scotland the Silver Pharaoh up and
disappeared.”

“Disappeared?
So what has been in the British Museum all this time?”

“An elaborate
fake, created by Her Majesty’s jeweller.” He leaned closer to
Verity and winked. “And I will wager you believed the newspapers
when they reported the tour’s stop in Egypt had been cancelled on
account of protest from the locals.”

Verity covered her mouth
with her hand. All this time, with so many people gasping in wonder
at this glimpse of the past…

“So now you
all know the secrets the British Museum has been keeping all this
time, and now—thanks to Verity and her own field work from the
previous night—I know a bit more about Miss Lobelia and St Austell,
both of which have set this mystery on its ear. I take it none of
you recognize these names?” The children all shook their heads. He
nodded, his massive shoulders shrugging ever so slightly. “I would
have thought, Miss Fitzroy, you of all people might have. Miss
Lobelia Delancy is the headmistress of the Delancy Academy for
Exceptionality, just your sort of place. The Delancy Academy,
located in the remote hamlet of St Austell’s. Where Tomorrow Is Discovered Today.
That is their motto.”

Verity furrowed her brow.
“What does an academy for brats living in the Rothschild have to do
with this Silver Pharaoh and the kidnapping of Doctor
Williams?”

“Indeed what.”
Harry fixed them all with a pointed look. “This connection is the
only lead we have in the whereabouts and potential fate of our
Egyptologists, and this lead presents quite the challenge for
me.”

“How so?”
Colin asked, peering out from under his mop of hair.

“Well, this is
a school for gifted children. It’s not like I have any particular
skill I could bring to the classroom, and I am a little tall to
pass for twelve-year-old.”

Liam snapped his fingers.
“You could be the coach for their school rugby team.”

“No rugby
there I am afraid.”

Liam gasped. “What kind
of school is this?!”

“The Delancy
Academy is devoted entirely to the education and training of the
next generation of inventors, engineers, and
clankertons.”

Liam whispered, “But no
rugby team?”

“So I
certainly can’t infiltrate the school where I can truly investigate
without appearing conspicuous. While I might not be able
to do this, you lot might have the ability to engage where I and
the Ministry cannot. The academy is devoted to the betterment of
children—especially talented children such as your fine
selves.”

Verity glanced
around at her fellow urchins. Emma was grinning broadly while the
boys looked entirely less certain. They heard the word ‘school’—one
they did not
appreciate.

Thorne raised one
eyebrow. “Come now, you lot, Miss Fitzroy here has told us all how
her own mystery of her parents’ untimely demise is intertwined with
this current Ministry case. Are you not the least bit
curious?”

Liam went to answer, but
Colin punched him lightly in the arm.

“And here I
thought the Seven”—he stopped and counted the seven of them with a
smile— “were all about taking care of each other.”

“We are.”
Henry’s voice was a fraction too loud in the parlour, but he rose
to his feet like a defiant speaker in Hyde Park. “And if Verity
needs answers, we’ll help her find them.”

“Bloody well
right,” Christopher muttered, always ready with the coarse
language.

Agent Thorne smiled at
them all before turning back to the crate by the entrance. He
flipped the small latch on the long box he arrived with and slowly
opened its lid. “I think it is high time the Ministry Seven
returned to the books, and broadened their minds so to speak. What
say you?”

Nested in a
pad of fine crushed velvet were seven Ministry rings. Verity felt
her broad smile falter ever so slightly as a faint
tick-a-tick-tick-clickity-clickity-click
echoed in her ears.

“These are
Ministry rings I specifically had R&D whip up for you. I will
be able to track your location within the school at all times, from
a distance. If you all get into a spot of trouble, give the gem in
the ring a good whack and I will appear with a strike
team.”

“Won’t that
tip your hand, Agent Thorne?” Verity asked, slipping the ring onto
her finger. A tiny itch crept across the back of her brain as the
ticking in her head grew.

“Which is why
you should only destroy the ring in case of an emergency, and it
should be an emergency warranting the Ministry’s full attention.”
He extended the box to Christopher but then jerked it back. “And no
pawning of these rings! I am tracking you with them so I will know
if they suddenly find themselves in Hallworth’s. I am trusting you
all.”

“Yessir,” the
boys mumbled.

He turned towards
Jonathan and then tipped his head to one side. “Jonathan, are you
putting on weight? You look fuller than usual.”

The boy quickly shook his
head while Verity grinned. Apparently it had been Jonathan who
scampered off. Jeremy would have to consider skipping those sweets
he’d been enjoying from Agent Thorne’s kitchen.

“Once again,
the game is afoot,” Agent Thorne announced as Emma took her own
ring from the box. “It will be up to you lot to find out if our
missing doctor is at the Delancy Academy. If you find him or
irrefutable”—he cleared his throat and leaned into the direction of
Liam—“that means ‘solid, unmistakable, and without question’ if you
were wondering—irrefutable evidence of his fate, then you are to
slip out and rendezvous with us at a location I will secure before
we leave. So, Ministry Seven,” he asked, closing the now-empty box,
“am I safe to assume we have an accord?”

Verity didn’t hear the
chorus of agreement. All she could see was Agent Harrison Thorne’s
twinkling eyes, and all she felt was someone was finally on her
side. It made her swell with warmth and pride that might have very
little to do with solving the mystery of her parents.

 



Chapter
Four

A Quick Ride
to School

 


It had been a very long
time since Verity journeyed beyond London. As they rode the express
airship to Cornwall she tried to contain her concerns about leaving
the city, though the clenching of her hands on her bag was perhaps
a giveaway. The landscape of England drifted by with only the drone
of the engines to punctuate it. Verity knew nothing of Cornwall,
but only a few moments slipping through the heavens over the
countryside reminded her of why she preferred the confines of the
city.

The country made her
think of her childhood home.

Whenever her eyes drifted
shut, the faint noise of the airship engines and the slight swaying
against air currents lulled her to sleep. Once there she returned
to the confusion of the child left next to the road by her father;
a father disappearing in a house engulfed by flame to save his
wife, only never to return. All those recollections devoured the
good memories of their little house in the countryside, up until
the point where even a glimpse from the air of rolling hills,
hedgerows, and farmland made a knot of fear form in the pit of her
stomach.

Henry and Emma
sat opposite her and did not make eye contact through any of the
journey. They were supposed to be charity cases plucked from the
filthy city, after all, and not know each other so they played
along with it. They were all veterans of con games and pulling a
swifty on adults, so this wasn’t a stretch. Henry had taken the
alias of Talbot, Emma that of Lloyd, and Verity that of Simmons.
Their first names however remained the same. These were bandied
about so much Agent Thorne suggested they keep them to avoid being
caught out not answering their fake one. They wore smart, but not
overly fancy, fashions setting them apart as gifted children not
born into money. The Delancy Academy scholarship not only selected
the best and brightest from the poor, they provided the basics in
clothes, allowances, and bare necessities. “Their success is left up to their nature,”
the academy administrative told
Agent Thorne and the three of them.

Those clankertons at
Ministry R&D and Agent Thorne collaborated to write up their
histories, patterned off three other children selected for this
opportunity. The original recipients of the Delancy scholarship
were sent off to North America, working as lab assistants in an
ambitious project involving Niagara Falls and the Westinghouse
Electric & Manufacturing Company. Verity was more than happy to
serve at the behest of the Queen, even if the Queen and Doctor
Sound knew nothing of her existence, but a small part of her
secretly wished it was her bound for Canada and not the Delancy
Academy.

The remaining Ministry
children would not need any aliases as they were staying nearby at
a farmhouse under the watchful eye of Mrs Penelope Summerson, a
farmer’s wife. As there were only three scholarships, the remaining
children were to hold a position in the neighbouring village. In
case things really went pear-shaped, the others would serve as a
contingency. Verity was glad not to be in Mrs Summerson’s shoes,
since Christopher could be quite a handful, even more so than usual
as he was Henry’s second when they needed to split up. Hopefully
they would stay put in the farmhouse with someone to keep them
there.

Verity also whispered a
quick prayer for the twins. Jeremy, it had been decided as he was
putting on weight, would remain out in the open while Jonathan
stowed away on the small truck taking them to St
Austell.

The airship banked slowly
as it circled the aeroport serving Cornwall, and she scanned the
horizon to see if she could catch sight of Delancy Academy. Unlike
her compatriots, Verity reviewed the case file of where they would
be headed. The motors grew quieter as their speed decreased, their
altitude falling until finally a ground crew tethered them
properly. As passengers disembarked from the walkway, Verity wormed
her way through the throng to make sure their luggage arrived.
While she stood by the doorway watching the portoporters being
loaded, she felt nervous. They were able to bring things with them,
but they were things that were precious to her: tools, projects
completed, an idea still midway in its development.

The
strange clockwork device she had
stolen from Uncle Octavius last year while in pursuit of Clayton,
she left behind at their house. Wrapped in cotton, she stuffed it
under a loose floorboard in the attic. It felt the best option, and
much safer than bringing it to Cornwall.

“All to your
satisfaction?” Henry came up behind her and stood a few feet away.
His ability to speak without moving his lips and throw his voice
was exceptional, so anyone standing even a short distance away
would not have been able to catch what he said.

Verity knew her skills
were not quite as well honed, but she did manage to mutter out of
the corner of her mouth, “Just checking.”

Henry’s shoulders tensed.
“You confuse me, Verity Fitzroy.”

“Simmons,” she
whispered tersely.

“Yeah, all
right, Fitzsimmons,” he said with a scowl. “Here you are, like a
good little poppet, so organised and diligent for Thorne, only to
take such stupid risks by wandering away from us.” It was quite an
admission from him, but she was annoyed nonetheless. Since what he
recalled of his parents was nothing but unpleasant, Verity knew it
was hard for Henry to understand her desire to make sense of her
parents’ death. His own father had been a rotten drunk of an
ex-soldier, prone to boxing his ears.

Emma appeared just over
Henry’s shoulder. “I saw our things from Onslow Square. Ship-shape
and Bristol fashion, they are.”

With a little snort to
Henry, Verity turned back to the street where a carriage was
scheduled to pick them up. In the distance was an awning sporting
gold lettering:

 


The Delancy Academy for
Exceptionality

Where Tomorrow
Is Discovered Today.

Student
Pickup

 


Verity motioned with her
head towards the canopy, and quietly they joined the other children
gathered there. An awkwardness crept through her, and on glancing
at her fellow urchins, she knew it was a shared
discomfort.

They stood apart from
five other children all saying goodbye to their families. There
were two groups where the parents addressed their offspring as if
they were work associates. The father spoke in monotone, the mother
remained still, statuesque. The children nodded
periodically.

The remaining three
families gushed emotion to a point of where it was obscene. Verity
would have perhaps pined for her own lost parents in light of this,
if these families’ outward affections not been so obnoxious. The
children wore clothes that oozed privilege and indulgence. The
accompanying emotion from their parents was merely a reflection of
that.

They totalled eight
children disembarked from the airship on the final day of
admittance. Once the parents said their goodbyes, the children, all
over ten years old, huddled by their luggage under the awning.
Henry, from the looks of things, was the oldest among
them.

A chaperone wearing more
of a uniform than a dress appeared. The lady’s garments were
immaculate, a deep forest green dress bearing a crest Verity
concluded had to belong to the academy. Beneath the waistcoat she
wore a stark white blouse, with a smart black ascot at her neck,
accentuated by a gold pin.

With the last of the
airship passengers all departed, the children bound for Delancy
remained the only living souls at the aeroport. A cold wind blowing
in across the valley and through the grey streets cut through
Verity’s cloak. No one else was foolish enough to be out in this,
so it was a great relief to hear the rattle of wheels on the
cobblestones. When a carriage turned the corner and came towards
them Verity smiled. If this was any example of what awaited them at
the school itself, then perhaps her hunt would not be as dire as
she might have expected.

The large carriage was a
fine advertisement for Miss Delancy’s, that was certain. In this
day and age there were carriages for those who enjoyed horses
still, there were motorcars for those who wanted the newest and
brightest inventions, and then somewhere in the middle stood this
creation.

The horse of brass was a
thing of beauty which filled Verity’s head immediately with its
whirring and prancing. The weak sun gleamed off the metal, and its
hooves struck the ground with the precision no living, breathing
horse could match. It would never be startled, need feeding, or
make a mess. Verity’s green eyes were glued to it, even as she
raised one hand to get its attention.

The little gasps all
around her said she was not the only one impressed by this display
of the engineer’s art. The man who sat behind this magnificent
creation of the sciences had his hands on each side of him, but did
not appear to be driving.

It was a regular route,
Verity thought as initial delight wore off, so the driver was only
there in case of accidents, to help load the luggage, and to
provide a human face for children who might be scared.

That was certainly an
emotion none of those around her were feeling. When the polished,
hunter green carriage pulled up before them, they all shared a look
of delight.

“Right then,
children,” the chaperone spoke, shattering the awe-struck silence.
“Climb aboard. Take your seats. We will sort your luggage
appropriately.”

Verity glanced across at
Henry, and for a brief moment saw naked terror there. This might be
exciting for her, who had at least some experience with the upper
crust as a child. For a poor boy nearing manhood, all this was
quite a leap. The arrival of the carriage might as well have been
an æthercraft from the moon, sent to whisk him to places
unknown.

Under her cloak Verity
reached out and squeezed his forearm, just a fraction. “It will be
alright,” she whispered. “We’re in this together. You’re not
alone.”

When Henry glanced at
her, it was not in anger or annoyance. It was with the tiniest of
smiles.

“Thanks,
Fitzsimmons,” he whispered in a tone angled only for her
ears.

The children all climbed
into the carriage without a word. Verity clutched her bag close to
her chest. The academy representative at their acceptance meeting
made it clear her first automaton class would require her to bring
an example of her work so far. She only hoped what she selected was
good enough.

The driver and the
porters soon secured the luggage to the roof of the carriage, and
with a prolonged puff of steam from their mechanised horse, they
set off. Verity claimed a window seat, and as they turned to go
back the way the carriage had come, she got a most excellent view
of the horse. The steam naturally vented from the nose of the
beast, which showed the person who made it possessed an eye for
detail as well as the theatrical. Verity appreciated it very much,
and she took it as a good sign for this little endeavour for the
Ministry.

Everything was new and
exciting, so Verity took little notice of her fellow passengers,
riveted to the window and what it revealed. The town of St Austell
was small, with low grey stone buildings, and several churches,
much like any other rural town.

At least until they
reached the outskirts where two buildings sent a chill through her,
all the way to her bones. Cornwall, and the quaint little hamlet
within it, proved isolated enough to be ideal for an asylum and a
prison. Passing by the wrought iron gates of the walled compound,
the words “Quinne Asylum” popped out against the steel clouds
overhead, the ticking in Verity’s head grew louder. Suddenly the
joy and newness of their little caper faded, the possibility for
trouble and strife made the shadows in their carriage grow darker
somehow. They were far from London, many miles from the hiding
places they knew so intimately.

Her eyes jumped to the
Ministry ring, its garnet duly winking back at her. If things did
become dangerous, would there truly be time for a rescue from
Thorne and his Ministry agents? If a knife were to fall or a barker
fire, would anyone be there quickly enough to stop it? They were on
their own in many more ways than she originally
calculated.

Verity shifted in her
seat and tried to concentrate again on the view from the window.
They had thankfully passed the asylum and prison, and were heading
out through trees and the lonely, dark road.

“I hear there
is a beast out there.” A girl with long curly red hair escaping
from the hood of her cloak leaned forward. Her blue eyes gleamed
with excitement and her voice held the soft burr of Scotland. “One
that will eat you as soon as look at you. Wouldn’t that be
marvellous to see?”

It was an odd thing for a
child of science to utter such nonsense masquerading as folklore,
but Verity smiled nonetheless. Such superstitions could be
charming.

“I am sure
Miss Delancy has things well in hand,” Henry replied with a warm
smile. “This school has quite a reputation for excellence, as well
as keeping its students safe from harm.”

“Tosh,”
snapped one of the other girls, white-blonde hair and pale skin
popping against the lush interior of the carriage. She shot Henry
such a look of dismissal, Verity wanted to kick her in the shins.
“How would someone of your breeding know of Delancy’s reputation?
Charity hardly rectifies an obscenity, so my father
says.”

Verity frowned. It had
not been Henry’s accent which raised this stranger’s hackles, but
the colour of his skin. Anglo-Indian children were once common in
London—especially in the poorer families—but the army now frowned
on any such mingling of bloods.

Verity flung back her
hood and pointed at Henry. “Now I remember where I’ve seen you!”
All eyes in the carriage went to the older boy. “The Science
Festival at Trafalgar Square! You were there with the ornithopter,
yes?”

Henry looked around and
blushed. The red-haired girl’s smile was quite bright. “Umm…yes.
That was how I received this invitation from Delancy.”

“Bloody
brilliant design! I hope we will see it in the classroom one day.”
Verity placed a hand on her chest and chuckled softly. “I’m ever so
sorry. I should have introduced myself. Verity Simmons.”

Henry blinked. Was he
having trouble remembering his own cover identity? They rehearsed
their legends thoroughly. They stared at each other for far too
long a time, but then he cleared his throat and took her
hand.

“Henry
Talbot,” he said, an awkward smile flickering across his face.
“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Simmons.”

This started off a wave
of introductions. Verity could still note a cold glare in the
blonde girl’s eyes as she introduced herself as Suzanne Celestene.
Her gaze took careful measure of Verity.

“Julia,”
blurted the last student, the curly haired Highlander fascinated by
legend and lore. “Julia McTighe.”

As soon as she mentioned
her name, she got everyone’s attention. The McTighe family was an
honourable one, or at least it had been until Hamish, the current
lord, began creating fantastic, insane devices. Julia hung her
head, and wouldn’t meet anyone’s eye. Verity understood why.
McTighe creations were either loved or loathed, depending on the
level of injury suffered by one’s acquaintances.

“Well, well,”
Suzanne said, cutting the silence as if it were an infection in
need of immediate attention. “This little stay at academy just got
interesting, now didn’t it?”

It was a little bit of a
surprise to find a McTighe heading towards a school dedicated to
the sciences, but Verity grasped Julia was taking a very bold step
indeed. She would either be coddled within an inch of her life, or
ignored completely. Such bravery from the aristocracy was not
something Verity would have expected, and she immediately wanted to
reward it. Since no one else was saying anything she decided to
confront the elephant in the room.

“Is Lord
McTighe your father?” Verity asked, keeping her voice
soft.

Julia’s remarkable blue
eyes locked with Verity’s in shock, and the answer popped out of
her mouth. “No, in fact he’s my uncle.” The undrawn breaths of
those around her were quite satisfying. Julia’s dawning smile did
hint at the bravery within. “Lord McTighe doesn’t have any children
of his own, and I am his younger brother’s only child. So they
decided if I was to inherit the estate...and the business... I
should have some kind of training.” She sat taller in her seat. “My
uncle has faced some prejudice because he’s entirely
self-taught.”

Verity smiled at her. “I
have heard he is a remarkable man.”

“Remarkable
his devices are not outlawed by Her Majesty.” Now holding court,
Suzanne elevated her chin slightly. “McTighe is a more of a
tolerated nuisance in the scientific community than a remarkable
man, so my father says. The mad Scot has enjoyed his modest
successes, of course, but what he tends to create you could hardly
call practical, now could you?”

“You mean like
the timepiece hanging off your waistcoat?” Verity asked, motioning
to a fob sporting a fine etching of what the children recognised
instantly as Eilean Donan. The ticking in her head was very much in
tune with a McTighe creation. “Or do you mean the mechanised horse
currently taking us to school?” Verity cast her eyes to Julia and
added, “I could not help but notice a small crest from your family
emblazoned on the mount’s right flank.”

Julia smiled. “Uncle
Hamish is quite proud of his ætherequus. Fashioned it after the
Clydesdale.”

Suzanne let out a very
unladylike snort and cast her interest out of the farthest window.
Now lacking in Suzanne’s attention, Julia gave Verity a little nod
of appreciation.

The carriage, almost on
cue, lurched from the paved road, onto a side spur. They left the
smooth well-travelled road, and turned onto one purely made of
dirt. It had no mile markers or even any signpost.

Verity’s brow furrowed,
but she leaned back in the seat. Perhaps the school was tucked away
out of sight? The file Thorne provided said Miss Delancy set up her
academy on her family estate.

The children were thrown
aloft above their seats as they hit a large pothole in the road.
Suzanne let out a shriek rivalling the escape of steam from the
mechanical horse, which was having difficulty navigating the
terrain.

Verity realised there
were some advantages to flesh and bone horses, but this one was
attached to a carriage that regularly made this journey. Glancing
across to Emma and Henry, she held onto the strap hanging down by
the window, while with the other hand made a circle with her thumb
and ring finger. The signal for danger.

Emma licked
her lips and nodded. Henry inclined his head slightly towards the
door. Should we get out of
here?

One glance outside told
Verity that would have been a foolish idea. They were in the
Yorkshire wilds, a rugged landscape Heathcliff and Catherine from
that Bronte story would have easily inhabited, and it was a long
walk back to St Austell. The glowering sky above assured they
wouldn’t be able to make it back to town before nightfall. Then
there was the loss of their one chance to enter the school, as well
as having to abandon all the devices they made, to
consider.

Verity shook her head, no
more than an inch. The other occupants of the carriage were too
busy to notice such a small gesture, considering they were
engrossed in holding on as best they could. Emma’s free hand
hovered over the concealed dagger in her boot. Her ability to sense
danger was impeccable, but she would stay put until Verity or Henry
gave the signal. Besides, nothing at present made a good
target.

They were not the only
ones with the dawning realisation of danger.

Julia McTighe
pushed her hair out of her face, and muttered something in Gaelic.
“Mo Chreach!
I’ll just walk there, because for
sure this ride will break out necks.”

Then, with a sudden
impressive ferocity, Julia gave the carriage door a hard, swift
kick with both her feet. This girl refused to be an example of limp
aristocracy. The kick should have possessed enough power to rip the
door off its hinges, yet the hatch did not yield an
inch.

“Locked!”
Julia said, giving the door another hard kick just to be sure. “Why
have they locked us in?”

The bouncing of the
carriage made it hard to give a very conclusive answer, but Verity
was fairly sure it could not be a very good sign. The question
remained, was this measure to keep them in? Or to keep something
out?


Chapter
Five

Leader of
Less

 


Christopher always
dreamed of getting out of London. Since he’d been born in a cramped
tenement not far from the river, a child of the Thames in the
truest sense, anywhere else must be better he’d
surmised.

He had been wrong as it
turned out.

As the five youngest
members of the Seven were carried along in a little trap driven by
Mrs Summerson, over Bodmin Moor towards the farm house Thorne
arranged for them, Christopher began to feel very, very
small.

The landscape was huge,
stretching into the horizon, seeming to have no end. No buildings
broke up the endless display of rolling hills and dangerous rocks.
The wind felt like it might just pick him up and throw him into the
abyss. A dark grey sky hung over them, intending to crush them all
without even noticing. His mind couldn’t quite grasp there was so
much space, and they were the only humans to exist in it. It was as
if the Empire died and left them alone.

His fingers clenched so
tight onto the edge of the cart his palms grew sore. Christopher
did not want to communicate his concerns to the others, but he
glanced across at Colin, Liam, and Jeremy anyway.

They were wide-eyed, and
despite their usual bravado were actually covertly huddling close
to each other. All little scavengers of London, animals born to it,
were now thrown into a new environment altogether, terrifying in
its desolation. Christopher agreed to follow Verity’s call, since
it seemed a great adventure, but now he was regretting the
choice.

Christopher kept his gaze
on the back of Summerson’s head, as he whacked his knuckles three
times against the wooden planks underneath him. After a few
seconds, three knocks answered. Jonathan was still beneath the
wagon, still out of sight. This offered a cold comfort to
him.

Suddenly the wheel of
their cart hit a rock, and they were all bounced several inches out
of their seats. Christopher couldn’t help but let out a choice
word...or maybe two.

Mrs Summerson glanced
over her shoulder at the boys. Her dark eyes were warm and kindly,
and that unsettled him to no end. “Now then, just a little bump.
These roads aren’t often travelled.”

“Bloody hell,”
Liam said, pushing his brown hair out of his face and glaring at
her. “My arse is sore.”

The other four boys
laughed, but their “caretaker” didn’t seem so amused. She was a
round woman, nearly old enough to be someone’s grandmother. Under
her seat was a long bag Christopher knew immediately contained at
least one rifle. What Christopher would have given to be able to
rummage around in there.

Mrs Summerson didn’t look
like the type to share though. Instead she jerked the reins, and
snapped them over the back of their little black pony, setting them
off at an even faster pace.

So
it’s like that, is it,
Christopher thought to
himself. I gotcha
there.

The boys all grimaced as
the bouncing increased, but none of them would comment on it. The
Seven long ago learned to ignore the cruelty of adults.

They reached a branch in
the torturous road, only to turn onto an even worse one. It could
hardly be called a road. Barely a path, and even Mrs Summerson was
forced to take it slowly. Thankfully it was a short.

Up ahead, against the
bleak horizon emerged a collection of low stone buildings.
Christopher was no expert on farm buildings, but these had the air
of things abandoned.

“This your kip
then?” he asked Summerson.

She let out a short
laugh. “Aye, that it is. We’re not used to guests, but it has been
prepared for you lot.”

Colin let out a snort.
“Bleedin’ hell, I’s seen workhouses more ‘ospitable than
this!”

Summerson was developing
a thicker skin because she totally ignored his comment. Instead she
drew their little cart up to what might be kindly described as the
courtyard. In front was the house, with its sagging thatched roof,
to the right was a crumbling barn, and to the left a kind of lowly
fenced pen.

“Pigs!” Liam
yelled and leapt out of the cart before Christopher could stop
him.

The little brown-haired
boy couldn’t keep away from animals. Once he brought home a nest of
rats to the house. Even Verity had not been able to say no to his
keeping them, though when grown she made him return them to the
wild.

Now,
Liam’s got his dander up over
pigs. Christopher began to
think wistfully of their home in the half-finished
safe-house.

Mrs Summerson leapt down
from the cart—spry for such an old woman—and made to go after Liam,
already up to his arms in mud, patting a very large black pig.
Christopher caught her elbow. “Don’t bother, he’s happier with
them. Like a pig in muck, you could say.”

The woman glanced between
them, but eventually let out a sigh of pure exasperation. “Fine
then. I’ll draw a bath for him.”

Christopher shrugged.
“Mum, our home is London. We’re used to the smell.”

Summerson fixed him with
a glare. “Lad, you may have smelled some foul things in the streets
of London, but they’re a bouquet of roses compared to pig shit.”
She nodded to Liam. “Let’s leave him there for now, go inside, and
draw that bath.”

Christopher jerked his
head towards the farmhouse. The old biddy might think she was in
charge, which was alright; Colin, Jeremy and Jonathan knew who was
the scurf around here. When Colin and Jeremy scooted past him and
followed Summerson, he motioned for Jonathan to make himself scarce
in the barn. They would pull a Comedy of Errors once Summerson went
to bed.

Christopher stepped into
the welcoming warmth of the farmhouse and immediately took back at
least one unkind thought about how Agent Thorne ran an operation.
The outside of the farm might look like it was about to be
swallowed up by the moor, but the inside was remarkably cheery. A
fire steadily crackled in the wide hearth with a pot hung over it.
A smell tickled Christopher’s nose. Potatoes. There were also
smells of chicken and rosemary in the air. Summerson appeared from
a back room carrying a pair of empty buckets.

Colin was already poking
around looking at the tins and bags which would have done a family
of ten proud in the East End. Summerson, after setting down the
empty buckets, slapped his hand away. “I’m taking care of the food.
All you lot need to do, according to Agent Thorne, is just behave
yourselves.”

Colin’s hand tightened
into a fist, and it was only when Christopher waved him away that
their ‘caretaker’ didn’t end up with a bruised stomach. The child
might not be tall, but he knew how to hit adults where it
hurt.

Jeremy burst into a
laughing fit until he noticed Summerson wasn’t smiling. She
actually meant it.

“Wot?” Colin
said, glancing at Christopher. “We’re just going to sit here while
Henry, Verity and Emma get all the fun? Sod that.”

“I understand
what Agent Thorne thinks is best for us,” Christopher stated,
puffing out his chest. He’d seen Henry do this when arguing with
Verity. He would win arguments doing this. Sometimes. “We got
family in this caper, and we need to do a bit of field work for Her
Majesty.”

“Is that so,
young man?” Mrs Summerson asked. “Well, I will have you know Agent
Thorne made his wishes quite clear. You lot are to get rest and
stay put. If trouble is sighted from here, as the academy is just
over the moors, you all are to contact him and go in with the
Ministry. Otherwise, enjoy the country air.” She motioned to the
door. “Or like your friend—Liam, is it? —embrace life on the
farm.”

“It’s not how
the Seven work.”

Summerson’s
eyes narrowed, and suddenly Christopher needed to piss. “Ignoring
Agent Thorne’s request is not how I work.”

Christopher was about the
same height as the lady, but either she was growing in front of him
or he was shrinking. Whatever the case, he was not going to let
this simple country bumpkin get the better of him.

“So,” Mrs
Summerson began, her gaze never leaving Christopher’s, “I have a
chicken roasting and some potatoes as sides. How does that
sound?”

“Sounds right
good there, mum!” Colin returned. Christopher could hear
whispering, and he broke the standoff with Summerson to see Jeremy
muttered something to Colin. “Jeremy was wonderin’ if’n he could go
for a walk after supper.” Jeremy tapped on Colin’s arm and
whispered something. Colin nodded, and then added, “He is plenty
hungry, but on his second helping he likes to walk and eat. Helps
with digestion.”

“I’m sure the
fresh country air will help as well,” Summerson said, turning to
the hearth where she began serving up potatoes into a low, wide
bowl. After setting a fourth bowl, she started slicing up one of
the two chickens. “Agent Thorne has told me of your tragic tale,
children, and it does break my heart.”

“Oy, we’re not
some sort of charity,” Christopher snapped. He took in a deep
breath as Summerson fixed him with a stare. “What I mean is we take
care of our own.”

“Of that I
have no doubt,” she said gently.

The door swung open, and
Christopher’s stomach roiled. Watching his mates go pale at the
stench all around assured him they were all smelling the same
thing. Perhaps Summerson was right about the country in this
respect. While there were some pungent smells coming off the
Thames, the scent of pig was a bridge too far.

“Right, you,”
Summerson stated, freezing the mud-and-shit covered Liam in his
tracks, “progress straight to that room. Do not even think of going
anywhere else but there. A hot bath waits for you. Strip. Soak. And
then, soap.” Liam went to open his mouth. “Did I
stutter?”

With a final glance to
the others, Liam trudged silently to the back room.

The smell
lingered.

Swallowing back the bile
in his mouth, Christopher said, “If Liam is this taken by the pigs,
you might need to have a few of those baths ready to
go.”

“You may be
right about that, Christopher,” Summerson agreed, continuing to
slice the chicken. She held up two bowls and motioned to Colin and
Jeremy. “Here you are, boys. There are two pints on the table for
you as well.”

Colin and Jeremy sprinted
for the two bowls and shuffled over to the table where pints of
beer, as promised, waited for them. Summerson then offered a bowl
to Christopher and led their way to where the boys sat.

“I know this
is going to be different from what you’re accustomed to,” she said
over the rapid eating of the two younger boys. Christopher was
trying to keep in mind Verity’s manners, and tried to eat the
potatoes slowly, over many bites. It was a challenge, though, as
the food was so damn good. “I have been given a charge, and I keep
my promises to Agent Thorne. He’s a good man.”

The boys continued to
suck down the succulent supper, Colin pausing only to belch.
Christopher was surprised the windows hadn’t rattled in response to
it. Stuffing a small potato in his mouth, Jeremy jumped to his feet
and went to the kettle over the hearth where he fished out three
potatoes. He then ripped off a leg and carved off a few slices of
breast for the new dish. Seemingly satisfied with the second supper
he had prepared, Jeremy crossed the house to remove a blanket from
one of the chairs by the hearth. It appeared to devour him as he
wrapped himself within it.

Jeremy just reached the
front door when Summerson spoke up. “Lad, you’re going to want to
grab a pair of Starlights for yourself.”

Next to the door were two
sets of pegs, the bottom row reserved for coats and cloaks. Along
the top row were pairs of Starlight Goggles. At a glance, they did
not look as advanced as the latest generation Agent Thorne would
occasionally have on hand when working at night; but it was
unexpected to find two sets hanging casually by the
door.

“You may be
used to night time in the City, but you’re in the country now.
Without those you won’t see your hand in front of your face.”
Summerson chuckled as she popped a bit of chicken in her mouth. “If
you don’t watch your step out there, you might be enjoying that
evening walk in the pig pen.”

Christopher gave Jeremy a
nod, and Jeremy set the dinner aside to slip the Starlights across
his eyes. He then picked up the dish intended for his brother and
stepped out into the night.

“Not a bad
habit to practice,” the country lady commented. “Especially
here.”

“The fresh
air, you mean?” Christopher asked.

“That, and a
good day’s work.”

The fork stopped just shy
of his mouth. The chicken had been amazing. Right up to this point.
“Work?”

“Aye,”
Summerson answered, examining them with a smile. “You don’t think
this farm maintains itself, do ya? Just as London needs people to
tend to matters in order to keep it orderly, a farm needs its hands
to keep nature at bay. Without able bodies to tend to chores, the
property will go to seed and we can’t have that, now can
we?”

“So, wot,”
Christopher asked, feeling his hackles rise, “you sayin’ we are at
your beck and call now, eh? Like we’re them poor sods in them
factories?”

Summerson finished her
ale with a contented sigh before interlacing her fingers and
lifting her gaze to meet Christopher’s. “What I am saying is you
are my charge, all you lot, while you stay here. Agent Thorne made
his wishes quite plain: I am to keep an eye on you and make sure
you are ready in case of any trouble.”

“We’re at
a farm. What kind of trouble happens
at a farm?”

“Not much,
truth be told,” she said, gathering up the dishes. “Now, you might
want to think about getting ready for bed, big day tomorrow.” As
she rose from the table, Liam appeared at the doorway in a fresh
nightgown. “Liam, is it? Right then, your supper is in the kitchen,
make quick work of it then off to bed with you.” She turned to look
back at Christopher and Colin, both staring at her. “If you lads
have no more questions for me, you’ll find beds over there waiting
for you.” She took her plates to the kitchen, and gave the small
counter well at the sink a few pumps. “And if you lot are thinking
of absconding into the night, I would think twice about it. Outside
of the school, there’s very little out there. You’ll either die of
frost or fright. On that cheery note, good night, lads.”

Summerson disappeared
behind a modest wooden door just as the front door swung open.
Jeremy returned, the bowl of food he had taken to his twin notably
cleaned. Jeremy was also relieved of the blanket he left with. The
boy sat next to Colin and whispered something into his
ear.

“Jonathan’s
good. Full belly. Blanket. A few hay bales. Feels bit chilly, but
no worse than the city in January.”

“Summerson
seems nice,” Liam blurted out just before tucking in.

Christopher glared at the
boy wolfing down his late dinner, but his glare jumped over to
Colin who offered, “I wanted to give her a batty-fang when she
slapped me hand away, but the ol’ lady is a right good cook, she
is. An’ this place is nice.”

“We ain’t
quite living on the Rothschild, now ain’t we?” Christopher said.
“We got to work the farm first thing in the morning.”

“Oh!”
exclaimed Liam. “Can I tend to the animals?”

Christopher shook his
head. When Agent Thorne recruited the Seven for a mission, tending
to pigs and milking cows was not what he thought tantamount to
solving the mystery behind a Pharaoh’s disappearance.

Next time he saw Agent
Harrison Thorne, words would most definitely be exchanged. Oh, yes,
they would.

 



Chapter
Six

At the
Foundations of the Future

 


“Stop this
damn thing!” Henry screamed as he pounded on the carriage roof. At
the pace their vehicle reached it was doubtful the driver even
heard him.

Henry was jostled so high
when a wheel hit an exceptionally large stone he ended up across
the laps of Julia and Suzanne. Surprisingly they grabbed hold of
him, while the rest of the students wedged themselves in as best as
possible.

The
horse! Verity wrapped her
hand more firmly into the strap, and tried to push away the screams
and outrage of her fellow passengers. Instead she concentrated on
the horse and its own biomechanical rhythms playing a symphony in
her head. Without examining the steed more closely, her mind could
not conjure details she would need to properly connect with it. At
least, that was her first notion. Her eyes were closed, but Verity
could see clearly all its moving parts, a breath-taking collection
of intricate metal workings all moving in exquisite concert with
each other, all of them focused on driving this magnificent beast
of clockwork and steam onwards. It was almost as if the maker
bottled the essence of what it was to be a horse into all these
mechanics.

It would have been simple
to become lost in all of that; Verity could have so easily become
one with the machine, deprived of herself in its rationales and
smooth operations. If she just stretched out she could make it
better.

Yes,
better, she thought with
elation. I could make
everything better in order for the ætherequus to reach its
potential. A sudden jerk of
the carriage brought Verity back to the real task: preventing them
all having their necks broken in this wild ride. She had to stop
the horse.

Yet stopping
also felt like the wrong thing to do. This was a machine made to
run, and it was not her place to make it stop now.
Damn, she swore. This
device has incredible will.

She allowed
herself to fall deeper into the science and syncopation of the
ætherequus, and somewhere in the mad creation of brass, she felt a
piston with a slight flaw in it—a stress crack which had broadened over time. It felt like a
break of her own tooth. If she just pressed a touch harder with her
own will, it would open a little wider. Then the running would
stop.

Verity felt an ache build
in her own bones, which quickly became agony. Hurting the horse
would hurt her, but she pressed on. It felt as though it was going
to split her own leg if she kept on, but she couldn’t give
up.

When the shot rang out,
Verity was jerked back from the machine so quickly she let out a
scream. The connection—for what else could it be called—was
agonising when it severed. Henry caught her as she fell, so the two
of them, along with the other children in the carriage, dissolved
into a tumble of arms and legs on the floor of the
carriage.

Being tossed about like a
salad did not make thinking any easier. Verity fought for several
minutes to escape the jumble of people and small luggage she’d
become unexpectedly part of.

The carriage lurched
right, and then left even harder, but their pace was slowing. They
all rocked back and forth while working to untangle themselves
until finally their mad ride came to a complete stop. For a moment
there was only terrified panting, and Verity pushed someone’s dress
out of her face.

“Ah, bugger
me!” came the gruff voice of the driver.

“Henderson,”
another voice called out, one with a polished British accent,
“language!”

“Beggin’ ya’
pardon, mum,” the driver returned. “This contraption—”

“The
ætherequus, you mean?”

“Yes, mum—the
horse is a rather bit of a bother when it breaks down.”

“Fortunately,
you broke down close enough to the academy, so little
blessings.”

The carriage door finally
popped open, and a dull light streamed into the close confines of
the carriage. An older woman stood haloed by the light. Her beauty,
Verity considered the longer she looked at her, refused to yield
completely to time.

She stared at the cropped
white-blonde hair just visible under a snood while her brown eyes
fixed on the students. Subtle lines on the elder woman’s face led
Verity to believe she was in her fifties. She oozed with elegance
as she switched her attention from Verity to the other students
locked in a mad game of pick-up sticks with their tumbled
bodies.

Her riding dress matched
the shade of the carriage exactly, but it was the shotgun she held
upright in one hand that caught her attention. It took a moment,
but Verity discerned the collar of brass and semi-precious gems
lying over her shoulders served as a brace for the sidearm. It
would cleverly allow the wielder to fire one handed.

That was when Verity
noted the woman’s right sleeve appeared to be sewn across the
torso, almost serving as a sling. It was a very strange fashion
choice.

When the woman’s gaze
returned to her, Verity felt unreasonable embarrassment wash over
her. She suddenly felt conscious of her dishabille, since this new
arrival was like one of those fashion plates handed about between
ladies of distinction in London.

“Is everyone
alright?” Their lady rescuer asked, flicking the shotgun up over
her shoulder. The weapon slid smoothly out of sight, presumably to
rest against her back in some kind of harness, even as she offered
the other hand to the students. “I do apologise for the rather
unconventional greeting, not at all what we are accustomed to here
at the Delancy Academy.”

It was Julia
who broke the silence. “You’re Miss Lobelia Delancy. The leading
voice in Ætherphysics. Author of Crossing Over and Dimensions of the
Mind.”

“That I am,”
she said with a pleasant smile. The smile faded slightly as she
added, “I am also your new headmistress.”

Henry struggled to his
feet and helped the other younger children and girls out. “We’re
most grateful, regardless of who you are and what you write.” Miss
Delancy’s gloved fingers closed on Verity’s arm, as she helped her
down, and the girl could feel the strength in them.

“I do hope
everyone is alright?” Miss Delancy said, brushing down skirts, and
helping everyone straighten themselves.

“Och we’re
grand,” Julia said, her red-hair refusing to be calmed no matter
how much petting she got from the headmistress. “Almost achieved
flight in there!”

Miss Delancy let out a
chuckle at that. “Well, it wasn’t the intention.”

While they were chatting,
Verity took the time to examine the driver and horse. The automaton
was perfectly all right, standing stock still with steam streaming
from its nostrils, but completely undamaged. At least from the
outside. The driver, Henderson, paced nervously about the animal,
casting wary glances all around them.

“You needn’t
worry about maintenance on the ætherequus tonight,” Miss Delancy
called over her shoulder. “We will have the house staff collect
luggage and shuttle them up to the estate.”

“Is just
gettin’ late, is all,” Henderson said, his head whipping towards
the forests so quickly Verity was convinced it would tear itself
off his shoulders.

“Which is why
I’m intending to have the staff come down here and tend to the
luggage as a group.” Her slender fingertips touched a small brass
contraption on her shoulder plate that looked like a small
telegraph machine. As she held it down, a tiny blue spark flared to
life. “Edwin, are you ready? Over.”

She released the device,
but only seconds later the blue spark danced within the mechanical
device. In reaction a small Tesla Coil against the brass plate
underneath it recreated human speech, albeit speech with a high,
tinny texture to it. “Edwin here, Miss Delancy. I have assembled
staff. We are en route. Over and out.”

Once more, she pressed
down on the small arm. “Acknowledged. Out.” She looked back to
Henderson. “There? Satisfied?”

“I will be
once we are well in for th’ night,” Henderson grumbled.

“What is the
concern?” Verity asked, her curiosity always getting the better of
her.

“Ma’am, you’re
in the Bodmin Moor,” Henderson whispered.

“That’s
enough.” The headmistress turned back around to Verity and the
other students, and smiled sweetly. “Oh how we do love a bit of
mystery and intrigue here in the country. However, as my academy
nurtures the reputation of honing some of the finest minds of the
future, we do not take stock in such flights of fancy, now do
we?”

From the looks flickering
across their faces, a flutter of dismay ran through the children at
Delancy’s question. Verity understood though. Not only was the
reputation of these moors as a smuggler’s haven preceding itself,
there were stories of dark beasts roaming the rocky region of
Cornwall. True, in London, monsters were not uncommon. They were
mortal, corporeal things. Out here, especially in some of the cases
Agent Thorne told them about, monsters took on all sorts of
guises.

Waving an immaculate
suede gloved hand, the headmistress nodded. “Our security is quite
impossibly tight. If our carriage driver is to be believed, though,
we should make for the estate. Do not be afraid. You are safe now,
and once at the academy you can set your minds at rest.” She
suddenly pointed at Henry. “What is your name young
sir?”

He paused. His gaze
jumped to Verity, and he went pale. Had he forgotten his
legend?

“It’s a simple
question, lad,” Delancy insisted, but then her head inclined his
way as she asked, “or did you take a blow to the head in
there?”

The snickering of Suzanne
Celestene and two others, a tall boy with red hair and a striking
girl sporting raven locks, snapped Henry out of his fog. He cleared
his throat and said, “Henry Talbot, milady.”

She inclined her head and
smiled. “Henry, from the looks of you, I would dare say you know
something of mechanics.” Before he could ask how she knew, Delancy
motioned to his hands. “Those look like the hands of a labourer,
unlike these privileged darlings who are more accustomed to having
servants tend to their projects,” Delancy stated, her gaze turning
to Suzanne. “Let us all understand one another. You all are
responsible for your work. There is no staff to tend to your whims,
no tutors to assist you in your inspirations. There is only the
academy and the work. Some of you may be here as part of a charity,
while others may be following in their father’s”—and with a quick
glace to Julia— “or uncle’s footsteps, but you all are on equal
ground. You are defined by your intuition and your innovation.
Remember that.” Her gaze drifted over Henry’s shoulder, and all the
children stared up to the grand manor in the distance as what
appeared to be a staff of about twenty approached. Miss Delancy
turned back to Henry. “Thank you for your help earlier with the
students, Henry. Would you mind tending to the staff? I need
someone stalwart to take charge, and you seem like just the man for
the job.”

“It would be a
pleasure, miss!” Verity had never seen Henry move so quickly to an
adult’s command. Verity raised an eyebrow and watched with
interest. Miss Delancy might not be in her prime, but she could
still command male attention.

“Now,
children,” and she motioned with her other hand—the one not wearing
a glove, Verity noticed—to follow. “Let’s get onto the
manor.”

Sharing glances with one
another, the children gathered together and continued up the main
road leading to the grand house at the top of the hill.

For the first handful of
steps the students were mostly silent, but it was Julia who finally
gave voice to what Verity was thinking. “So, did ya notice her
right hand, how the sleeve is sewn into the dress?”

“Yes. What
happened there?”

“A terrible
accident when she was younger. She was experimenting with
accelerating ætherparticles?”

Verity bit her bottom
lip, trying desperately to quash her disdain. “Miss Delancy dabbles
in the æthersciences?”

“Dabbles? Nah,
what she has done in the field has been ground-breaking.” Julia
motioned with her head to Delancy. “But when she was twenty Miss
Delancy built an electroaccelerator designed to open a portal
between dimensions. Something went wrong. Terribly
wrong.”

“Looks very
healthy now,” Emma piped in, an impish grin on her face.

“She took some
Holy Waters while in Rome.” Even Suzanne could not help adding in
her own gossip. “Her governess suggested she travel to drink the
water brought from the Holy Land from the Pope’s hand, and that was
what restored her. So my father says.”

Verity knew the Delancy
Academy was dedicated to science, but it seemed even the paranormal
sciences were honoured. Still, the evidence of Miss Delancy’s
health was obvious. Somehow all this made her feel better about the
headmistress—not to the point where she would confide in her their
mission, but at least feel comfortable about attending the
school.

Julia whispered to her.
“And did you see that shotgun? How can she look so elegant
wielding…well…a brawler’s sidearm?”

Suzanne shook her head
while pressing her lips together. “Not exactly proper for a lady,
if you ask me.”

The words popped out of
Verity’s mouth suddenly, far faster than she liked. “Then why are
you going to her academy?”

Now she was
committed.

Suzanne stared back at
her. “Business,” was all she would share.

Now it was Julia’s turn
to question this little snoot. “What kind of a person goes to an
academy of higher learning for business? You’re not even old enough
to wipe your ass!”

“An investment
in one’s future is good business, so my father says,” Suzanne bit
back, ignoring Julia’s swipe.

“Children,”
Delancy warned over her shoulder in a low pleasant tone, “do not
start squabbling amongst yourself. These are your fellow students,
treat them with respect.”

Julia leaned into
Verity’s ear. “Seems like Suzanne’s father has quite a bit to share
with the world, dontchathink?”

“Quite
fortunate for us Suzanne is here then,” she whispered back, “so we
may benefit from her father’s infinite knowledge.”

“Aye,” Julia
said with a wink.

They travelled in
silence, but not for long as the academy loomed just ahead of them.
It was growing darker and colder with every passing moment, but the
academy, even with the inviting glow of light emitting from
numerous windows, did not necessarily appear as a haven in the
night.

The Delancy Academy was
in a building that any number of gothic romances might have been
written about. Miss Delancy led them through a gatehouse with
fanciful turrets and crenelations. It would have not been a stretch
of Verity’s imagination to believe knights and kings passed the
same way, although she observed no sign of the impeccable security
their headmistress mentioned, though there was a subdued ticking in
her head which insinuated all was not as it might have
seemed.

They eventually walked
into a courtyard surrounded on three sides by the manor house. The
main door was between the two wings of the house, with a family
crest of rampant dragons above it, glistening and gleaming in the
dulled light of a fast-approaching dusk.

Verity craned her neck to
take in all she could of the building. The many chimneys poked up
into the low clouds, while the fact it was obviously made of local
stone gave it the appearance of almost having grown from the
ground, the ivy covering some of it only adding to the illusion. It
was ancient, imposing, and far too grand for any of the Ministry
children. She could only imagine what her fellow
urchins-in-disguise thought about it.

Miss Delancy brushed her
skirts with one efficient movement, her shoulder brace and its
semi-precious stones making the accoutrement look for a moment
purely decorative; perhaps something a queen would have worn
hundreds of years earlier. Certainly their headmistress possessed
the bearing to carry it off.

“Well now,”
Miss Delancy said with a smile, “I am sorry for such an exerting
arrival, but I hope you will not judge the Delancy Academy by it.
Besides, many of the greatest minds of science have been known to
indulge in a bit of exercise in order to keep the ideas coming.”
With that she led the way up the entrance stairs.

As they followed, Emma
shot Verity a glance. Out of the corner of her mouth, she whispered
to her a question which was already in her mind. “And this is only
the first day?”

As they entered the
manor, three cats dashed out right under their feet, and Julia let
out a squeak.

“Cats can see
into the aether realm,” she whispered to Verity. “At least
according to Miss Delancy, in her book Through the Looking Glass and
Beyond—think tha’ is why she
loves them so much.
Personally, I dunnae trust them.” She gave a little shrug. “But
I’ll have ta manage I suppose.”

Immediately on entering,
it was obvious Julia was going to have a very hard time at the
academy; a tabby on the stairs, a fluffy ginger licking herself in
the hallways, and a Siamese peering at them from the
landing.

Over by the
large hearth, which was the centre of the place, a few students sat
reading schoolbooks. A few older children passed by, glancing at
the new recruits with open curiosity. Verity could not be certain,
but she believed one of the older students whispered to
another, “Fresh
meat.”

“Dinner will
be served later for you all,” Miss Delancy assured them. “But
first, if you will follow me.”

The headmistress led them
deeper inside the grand old house. “The academy is housed in my
family’s estate.” She gave a shrug. “My correct title is
Viscountess Riddleton, but I much prefer Miss Delancy. Anyway, I
decided to do something useful with the old place rather than just
rattle about in it like my parents did.” She stroked a mahogany
banister, her gaze drifting out the window to rest on the horizon.
“I never even got to share it with them. They died while I was away
on the Continent.”

Verity felt a twinge of
sympathy, but another part of her thrilled to the fact she had
something in common with this beautiful, kind and composed woman.
“I lost my parents too!” The words were out there before she knew
it and there was no taking them back. Verity felt her face grow
incredibly hot in just a moment.

“It is a
particular pain isn’t it?” The headmistress turned to her and
placed one hand lightly on her shoulder. “One never really gets
over it. Do they?”

Was it a few
seconds or a full minute? They shared a long, empathic stare, but
it was Delancy who broke first and returned to the tour. The ground
floor was dedicated to rooms for the teachers, kitchens, and the
main dining room while above them were classrooms, a library,
workshops, and a laboratory. Verity’s heart leapt on looking at the
quality of equipment. Microscopes. Arc welders. Devices Verity
recognised as the appliances representing the cutting edge of
engineering and science. She could hear Henry and Emma gasp, and
Julia even whispered, “Och,
lookatha…” as they stood in
the doorway.

“Only the best
for Delancy children,” their headmistress stated proudly. “Come
along, there are even more wonders to see.”

The floor above were the
dormitories. The boys would be lodged in the east wing, while the
girls occupied the west.

“And I should
warn you,” Delancy said, raising a gentle finger to emphasise the
point, “there are mechanisms to make sure no
one...wanders…accidentally
between the two.”

An uneasy chuckle ran
through the little group of students and no one could meet anyone
else’s eyes for quite some time as they continued their walk
through the school. As they took in the long hall, Verity peered
out the window and saw the staff, their polished white uniforms
gleaming in the half-light, arriving with the last of their
luggage.

“Verity, is
it?” the question came, causing her to jump.

Miss Delancy smiled, her
expression patient. “Your things will be here momentarily. Let’s
not fall behind.”

Her sweet voice continued
on as they came to the centre of the connecting hallway for both
east and west wing. “Upstairs you will find a modest attic,
restricted to students; and the observatory and planetarium which
are reserved for final years and aeronautically advanced students.
As you are the last pupils to arrive I am afraid there is little
choice in rooms.” She produced a handful of cards from her pocket,
and handed them out to the pupils. “These are your assigned rooms
in which you will find your school uniforms laid out on your beds.
Miss Simmons here is the only one without a roommate, the rest of
you will be sharing.”

While Verity
did not welcome unwarranted attention, she felt her heart lift in
excitement she’d been so lucky, even with the muted protests of her
fellow students. Emma’s expression said she probably wanted to
share with the only other female Seven in the academy. Verity
managed to communicate with one sharp look, we don’t know each other, remember?

“Pardon me,”
rose a solitary voice. Verity felt a muscle in her jaw twitch as
Suzanne Celestene’s hand lowered, “but why does she not have a
roommate? It is certainly not fair to the rest of us. Such
preferential treatment will only engender animosity, so my father
says.”

Delancy’s smile was still
the same as it had been when they first met, but Verity caught
something in the woman’s dark gaze. Something cold. She was
measuring Suzanne up. “This is not preferential treatment, Miss
Celestene.”

“Then what
exactly is it?” she insisted.

The headmistress stepped
closer to her. Her smile only brightened, as she stared down at
Suzanne. “Circumstances.”

The girl went to retort,
but thought better of it as she cast her defiant gaze to the
floor.

“Goodnight,
everyone. Sleep well, for tomorrow the learning begins.”

The new arrivals began to
file off to their rooms; boys to the east wing, girls to the west.
Verity took only take a few steps before Miss Delancy slipped her
arm in hers.

“Miss Simmons,
I would rather have you hear this from me than idle gossip from the
Second Years or older. You were supposed to have a roommate, a Miss
Heather von St James. Very promising lass. Lovely girl. Shocking
white-blue hair, reminiscent of electricity. Incredible potential
in the growing field of bioengineering.”

Bioengineering? You mean if Frankenstein were an
actual science?

“So, where is
she?” Verity asked.

“She arrived a
few weeks ago, and became rather…unstable…when she received her
Year Two schedule. Lashed out at some in her class. Then, a few
days ago, she vanished.”

Verity blinked. Did this
happen often? “Vanished?”

“Volume,
please.” Miss Delancy looked over her shoulder and then turned back
to Verity. “Miss St James simply cracked under the pressure. It is
not uncommon for some of our children to run off to the moors. Very
Bronte. Such melodramatics. Usually, they come back within a week
or two. Hungry, cold, and humbled. Or, they trudge back to St
Austell, send off an æthermail, and then Mummy and Daddy hurry them
home.” The headmistress looked at Verity and gave her shoulder a
squeeze. “You strike me as entirely different, intellect forged
within steel. Good night, Miss Simmons.”

With the story of Heather
von St James lingering in her head, Verity arrived to her lodging,
Room 213. Perhaps it was unlucky for its last occupant to be
assigned a thirteen. Maybe it was a bad omen for the mission ahead;
on seeing the shiny black door, it was more like a godsend to
Verity. Thinking of the tiny niche she had in the safe house
prompted Verity’s gasp when she pushed the door open. It might be
only a small room, just big enough to comfortably accommodate two
beds and two sets of drawers against opposite walls—but it still
felt luxurious.

“A room of my
very own,” she whispered to herself, scarce believing
it.

She wandered to the
window at the far end. Her view was apparently to be of the back
garden rather than the front courtyard, and standing on tiptoe and
twisting her head to the right, she could see a good portion of the
slate roof and chimneys as well. Currently a large black cat was
curled next to the chimney. It wouldn’t be long until he had
company; Henry would find a way out there she was certain. He and
his portable ornithopter were inseparable, and something about
being able to make a quick getaway was always very important to
him.

Verity liked to have
access to rooftops for an entirely different reason: superior
vantage point. Brightening the light in her room—electric lights,
of course—she examined the uniform neatly folded on one of the
beds; a green tunic, tie and jacket, a white cotton shirt, and even
matching socks. None were going to win any fashion awards, but they
looked practical—which was what she cared about. Once she had a hot
meal in her belly, she decided it would be her priority to do a bit
of exploring before drawing in for the night.

She’d just put away the
few clothes of her own and tucked her instruments into the bottom
most drawer when the shouting began. Verity was used to arguments,
living in a house full of children, but that didn’t mean they no
longer interested her.

Stepping out into the
hallway, she was not the only girl to do so. All heads were turned
to the commotion, which was coming from a room three down. At first
it was hard to tell who the whirling, screaming mass of girls was.
A flash of blonde and red flew from the room, collided with the
opposite side of the hallway, and fell onto the floor. The words
were hard to distinguish, but one phrase rose out of the
tumult.

“You broke
it!” and there was no mistaking the Scottish accent that threw
it.

Finally, a stout woman in
grey, with an iron chatelaine swinging from her waist, appeared as
if from nowhere and tugged the two girls apart like they were
brawling cats.

Verity was not surprised
it was Suzanne. The privileged tart possessed the look of a brawler
beneath the veneer of civility. The fact Julia McTighe was the
other culprit also was not a surprise. Her curly red hair seemed to
have exploded into a wild mane, and her Scottish blood was
certainly up.

“I asked you
several times to remove that infernal combobulation from my desk,
and you did not,” Suzanne shouted.

“Bullocks!” Julia
roared, causing some of the other girls to gasp in horror. “I set
it aside for no more than a moment, tellin’ ya I would find a spot
fer it and ya’ threw it aside like it was rubbish!”

The woman, who must be
the matron, gave them both a good shake. “We do not tolerate this
sort of behaviour at Delancy Academy,” she said in a low, powerful
voice before tugging them into their room. A wave of gossip among
the girls started immediately, but was silenced with the matron
warning, “Neither is behaviour consistent with a fishmonger’s
wife!” She stepped out into the hallway and looking to either side
of her. “Go on. About ya’ business.”

Emma sidled up to Verity.
“Not much different to Cheapside,” she said with a broad
grin.

“No, not
different at all.” Verity replied even with a sinking feeling in
the pit of her stomach.

After a few moments, the
matron emerged with a very woebegone Julia in tow. The girl’s gaze
was fixed on the floor, as she dragged two suitcases behind
her.

The crowd of girls parted
to let them pass, and they were drawing closer to room 213. Verity
swallowed hard and waited for them, but already knew what was
coming.

“Miss
Simmons,” the matron began, fixing her with a stern look, “I am Mrs
Pyke, Girls Matron, and it pains me to meet you under these
circumstances.”

Seems to be a
theme at the academy, Verity
thought. “Yes, ma’am.”

“This, I am
afraid, is your new roommate.” The woman nudged Julia forward.
“Miss McTighe and Miss Celestene are apparently very incompatible.
I think for the sake of peace we need to separate them.”

Julia looked like a
beaten dog, even if only a few moments ago she’d been battling like
a wild cat. She shuffled towards Verity.

Verity was not
so insensitive as to let out her sigh, when thinking of the lost
chance to have a room all to herself. With a final look over her
shoulder at what would have been unbridled luxury, even for a
moment, she tossed her head around and exclaimed,
“Cracking! This is going to be
splendid!” The echo down the
hallway assured her Suzanne heard her. She picked up one of Julia’s
valises and in the same volume, said, “Come on, let’s settle you
in. I was beginning to worry I’d be unable to sleep in a room all
by myself. You’ve saved me.”

“Good lass,”
Mrs Pyke said. “That’s the spirit.”

Julia’s gaze remained
fixed on the floor. “I won’t be a bother.”

“Tosh,” Verity
said, carrying the suitcase over to the remaining, vacant bed.
“This will be delightful.”

The door clicked shut and
Julia’s eyebrows drew together in a frown that reminded the London
girl her new roommate was descended from Highlanders and Vikings.
She sat on the bed, clutching the velvet bag in her arms. “That
bitch broke it.”

Julia shook her head
slowly before finally bursting into tears. Her entire body shook as
she sobbed, her wails stopping short when she thought they could be
heard outside.

“Julia,”
Verity said gently, taking a seat by her. The gifted girl was just
barely above a stranger, but Verity slipped an arm around her and
gently rocked her back and forth. “This is only the first
day.”

“I canna abide
anyone damaging my wee darlings.” Julia sobbed, patting the cloth
bag fondly as if caressing a cat even though it definitely
contained some kind of gadget. “They have feelings you know, and
they don’t like to be shouted at.”

Verity’s ticking sense
told her whatever the device was, it would need hours of attention.
In true McTighe fashion, the contraption—whatever it was—was built
to be durable. “Well I won’t do that, and besides we will fix
it.”

“It canna be
fixed!” Julia snapped, her head whipping up so quickly locks of
scarlet flew. “I saw bits n’ bobs flying off in tha’ room, I can
feel it fighting to stay together. It will never—”

“No, it will
never be the same, Julia,” Verity said. “It will be
better.”

Julia
sniffled, swallowing back what
Verity could only assume was another sob. Then a smile tugged on at
the corner of her mouth. “Bit of a stubborn one, I can
see.”

“A trait I
would not be surprised, Miss McTighe, we share in common.” Verity
leaned her head forward, arching an eyebrow as she replied, “But I
warn you, if it does come down to a fight as to what goes where, I
play dirty.”

The two of them eyed each
other a long moment, and Julia suddenly burst out
laughing.

Verity pulled her closer
once more. “Now tell me how it felt to smack Suzanne Celestene in
the head. Pretty good I would wager.”

Julia let out another
laugh which would have easily been overheard, even through their
closed door. As Julia set about regaling her dormitory mate of her
confrontation with Suzanne, Verity felt this situation might come
out well after all.


Chapter
Seven

A Class
Above

 


Verity stood outside the
final class of the day, in a hallway that was far too crowded.
Looking around she realised it was ten minutes until the
instruction began but the area felt like Cheapside when a new
shipment of rum came in.

The last few classes
ranged from incredibly interesting to completely dull, but her head
was still spinning from it all. Years of learning the skills to
keep her alive on the street hadn’t really prepared her for this
sort of education.

Therefore, Verity
remained quiet in the classes, content to sit back and listen to
others. It was immediately apparent the name of the school was
apropos: her fellow students were very exceptional children. Every
time she went to open her mouth she found herself closing it again.
Now was not the time to attract any unwarranted attention to
herself, but all she had to do was get through this class and then
she could safely call the week a success.

Henry, books slung
casually under one arm, rucksack under the other, caught her gaze
with his as they both made their way to the Main Laboratory. His
expression was easy enough for her practiced eye to read. He also
found the first week a struggle.

If there was one thing he
disliked with a passion, it was book learning, but even he would
surely be able to see the side benefits of this little
investigation. He was able to apply high concept to his device
design. However, he did not grasp the technical mechanics of what
he did. His approach was more of a “Let’s try this and see what
happens.” Just five days at the Delancy Academy and he looked
overwhelmed by practical applications, scientific deductions and
theories.

The buzz of the students
waiting outside the lab grew until there wasn’t even room for one
person to squeeze past in the hallway—though one of Miss Delancy’s
cats did manage to wind its way through the heaving mass. Cats
always had right of way.

The lessons in French,
Æthertheory, and Aeronautical Stitching were far less well
attended, yet now as she looked around it felt like all of the
pupils at the school—well, all the female ones—were straining at
the bit to burst through the door.

Verity checked her
schedule against the glowing ætherscreen next to the door, just to
be certain this was the right class:

 


Practical
Automaton Engineering

Professor
Matej Vidmar

 


Verity thought the name
exotic, but that couldn’t be the reason so many were outside. It
had to be because this branch of the engineering field was both
necessary and, quite frankly, the most fun. For her own interests,
she was excited because it could prove to be an area where she
could make the most of her new and strange abilities. When the
clock above the door clicked to one o’clock and the door swung
open, Verity pressed forward just as eagerly as everyone
else.

It was a wonder no one
was trampled, as all of the students filed forward into the
classroom like a stream of eager young fish, only girls filling the
first two rows of seats. The laboratory, the biggest of the
classrooms, looked very different than when she last took classes
in there. Students of various interests and studies rotated around
the space throughout the week, and it was her second time in there.
Applied Physics had been her first visit, and that class was not
even close to the size of this one. The curtains were pulled over
the windows on the far side of the room, but it was lit by many
gaslight sconces in the walls. Above the curtains was a narrow
ledge on which sat small busts of famous scientists and engineers.
Faraday. Pasteur. Tesla. Lovelace. Bessel. Verity’s heroes. The
whole effect was intensely dramatic, and also her very idea of
heaven.

The middle of the room
was filled with lines of desks, but to each side were workbenches,
and what they contained brought a smile to her lips. On the right
bench were all the tools a clockwork maker could possibly want:
chamfering cutters, pivot cutters, vices of various sizes, and oil
applicators. On the leftmost bench were all the miniature workings
of steam engines which could be employed in more advanced automaton
creations: pistons, boilers, valves, and cylinders.

Verity’s fingers twitched
as her head resonated to the whirring and puffing of the mechanisms
around her. Her imagination filled immediately with all the
hundreds of possibilities of what she could do with such a wealth
of parts and tools. It made her small workbench back in Kensington
seem paltry.

Amidst the
ticking in her head, a small itch in the back of her brain kicked
up as she took her seat in the fourth row. She took stock of the
students assembled for the class. I had no idea, Verity
thought as she counted the amount of female students
present, so many women were
interested in engineering sciences.

“Good morning,
everyone,” came a silky, sultry accent, not like any sort she had
ever heard before.

As soon as Verity turned
to face the front of the class, it became apparent to her the joy
of automaton making was not the only reason the class was so very
popular with her fellow schoolgirls.

Standing at the front of
the room, their teacher was the kind of figure no one with a
heartbeat would be able to ignore. He was dressed simply, yet
elegantly in a slate grey frock coat with ruby red velvet lapels
and striped trousers, his hands clasped behind his straight back,
and his grey eyes—the colour of storm clouds—scanning over the
array of students settling expectantly into the seats before him.
Verity could scarcely believe such a handsome, tall man could be a
teacher of any kind. Her perception of the word ‘professor’ brought
images of someone older, more worn and rumpled by the
world.

“Good morning,
Professor Vidmar,” the class repeated in unison.

“I am so
pleased to see an interest in engineering. Now, if you would please
direct your eyes up here…”

There was little chance
Verity would look anywhere else.

Perhaps the school paid
its teachers well, because surely such a stately countenance must
come from good breeding. Professor Vidmar had to have a Baron
modestly left off his title somewhere.

Verity felt a sudden pain
in her side. She turned to look at Henry. Where did he come from?
Then she remembered that, yes, she had taken this particular spot
because Henry was sitting there. He actually poked her with the tip
of his finger.

He shot her an
expression she immediately recognised: Pull yourself together!

A long moment of
adjusting her books gave her some space to compose herself as best
she could, but now it was quite clear to her why her fellow female
students were in a mad rush for the closer seats. She felt a pang
of regret that she herself had missed such an
opportunity.

“Before me are
the components of world-changing technology,” Vidmar began, his
arms spreading wide before what appeared to be random mechanical
parts. On closer inspection any tinker worth their salt would
recognize as an automaton’s head meticulously dissected and strewn
out across a table. Verity could just hear the slight ticking of
the components over the rapid thumping of her heart as her teacher
continued. “The cranial segment of the Benz Model
1894-X.”

“This is not
scheduled to be released until February of next year,” one of the
students behind her whispered. “How did he get his hands on
this?”

Verity almost turned to
shoot the student a glare, but Vidmar beat her to it. His gaze
locked on the offending student behind her. She heard the softest
of clearing throats…

And then he continued.
“This is a state-of-the art automaton, and yet the mechanics behind
it are hardly different from the Model 1892-Abel, the 1891-Cain, or
even the 1890-Adam. Yet, the 1894-X is cutting edge. Why do you
think?”

The girls closer to the
professor—while Verity stewed in silent envy over their vantage
points—were having trouble settling, many of them flittering where
they sat like a flock of disturbed sparrows after a falcon passed
overhead. If she was not mistaken several of them did not even have
books, simply pushing themselves to the front places for the chance
to perhaps absorb the teacher’s very presence.

It was impossible to
blame them, but Verity was glad she hadn’t followed suit. Something
about Professor Vidmar’s slight smile told her he knew fully his
effect on the young ladies of the class.

“What you are
going to discover in this ninety minutes with me is how we advance
technology.” A collected sigh rose from two girls from the front
row. His voice was laced with the accent of the Caucasus; Verity
picked that up immediately, since she had run with immigrant
children for most of her remembered life. When he spoke, and it
twisted each word into an exotic form, it was to quite a different
effect than when she was a young girl. “This is Practical Automaton
Engineering. Where we take what is simple, what is basic, and
advance the sciences of automaton design and mechanics
forward.”

Ignoring the front row of
girls with their heads resting on their hands, he strode down the
aisle between desks, taking in what Miss Lobelia collected for him
this semester. Verity could feel a blush rising to her cheeks and
prayed somehow she would get control of herself. This was by far
more ridiculous and foolish than when she noticed Henry’s
handsomeness. Yet when Professor Vidmar walked past her and spoke,
she dared not look up just in case.

“Advancement
and innovation does not necessarily mean reinventing the wheel. It
means taking what is there and making it better. This is my
challenge to you in this semester: to create tomorrow by reapplying
and reimagining what is before you now.”

She looked up,
and her stomach lurched. He was staring into her eyes, and for a
while she forgot Uncle Octavius, the Silver Pharaoh, and even the
peculiar tick-tock
melody in her head.

“What will you
discover this semester?” he asked her.

Her lips moved as if to
answer the question, but Vidmar was already on his way back to the
front of the laboratory. She glanced over to Henry who hung on his
every word. She had never seen such keen interest in him. Her
fellow street urchin was entranced by what their new teacher was
imparting upon them.

“In these
walls I hope you will be able to hone skills you already have, or
perhaps even find ones you did not know you had.” Professor Vidmar
shooed the gold-eyed ginger cat off his desk, and then pointed to
the benches which ran the length of the wall, with all their
attractive and complex devices just waiting for eager young hands.
“Miss Delancy has given me all your pertinent files, and I know
most of you will know your way around some of these devices.
However,”—here he paused, putting one hand right on the metallic
skull at the centre of his desk— “I would urge you not to assume
you know everything. Such arrogance might only breed injury or even
death in my class, and I really cannot have that on my
conscience.”

The way he said “death”
caused several of the young women at the front of the class to
fidget in their seats. Verity, though she was immediately
dismissive of such theatrics perpetrated by her fellow females,
understood why they did it. She wondered how any of them—herself
included—was ever to get any work done with Professor Vidmar
watching over them. This was going to be even worse than having
Henry around.

The teacher smiled, a
bright, quick gesture hinting at a concealed jocularity beneath his
stern exterior. Verity felt a part of her body tingle just a hint,
but quickly quashed such feelings down, instead concentrating on
arranging her pencils just so next to her notebook.

The door swung open, and
all heads whipped into the direction of the doorway.

“Ach,”
exclaimed Julia McTighe, “I beg yer
pardon, Professah. Got a bit lost as there was a bit of a
complication with ma’ schedule. I dinna mean any disraspect in
being late on me first class with ya.”

Vidmar’s smile widened as
he looked her over from head to toe. “You must be Julia
McTighe.”

Julia straightened up to
her full height, causing her scarlet curls to bounce merrily atop
her head. “Aye.”

Amazing, Verity
thought. She’s immune to
him.

“Yes, when I
saw your name on the roster for First Years I insisted you attend
my class this semester.”

“Aye, about
tha’…” She bit her bottom lip, her confidence suddenly
waning.

“Yes,” he
said, holding his hands up, “I understand your wishes, but
opportunities like this cannot go missed. Arrangements have been
made. Now, find yourself a seat.”

“Aye,
Professah,” Julia said, pulling her books closer to her
chest.

With the seat to her
right vacant, Verity beckoned her to sit there. Perhaps Julia would
give her a bit of focus for this class, as well as for the real
reason she was at the academy. Verity was there to learn about the
Silver Pharaoh and the fate of Professor Williams. Albeit, if she
picked up some new skills along the way that was fine too. Verity
was most certainly not there to sigh like a debutante over some
ruggedly handsome teacher.

Still when he paused to
watch Julia cross the length of the room and work her way back to
where Verity sat, she allowed herself to notice the fine length of
his leg and the set of his strong shoulders. Did Miss Lobelia, a
confident, mature woman in charge of a whole school, notice the
man’s beauty upon hiring him? Was she capable of distancing herself
from so fine a specimen of man? Quite the question.

Images of the two of them
cavorting in private suddenly flooded her head. Sometimes a vivid
imagination was definitely a curse.

His voice came from far
off. “Miss Simmons?”

The jab from Henry’s
ruler snapped her out of her reverie, eliciting some snickers from
her fellow students.

She cleared her throat,
aware she was making an appalling first impression. “I’m sorry,
Professor, I didn’t quite catch the question.”

He tilted his head, and
rather than shout at her, lowered his voice a fraction. “I asked if
you had brought to class an example of your work? I requested all
my students to bring a small sample of their previous creations,
and I would select a few today to showcase their
talent.”

The effect was quite
mesmerising, sending a strange chill through her. Verity had the
distinct impression he was a man she did not want to make angry,
thrilling as that might have been.

“Of course,”
she said, her fingers felt as clumsy as sausages when fumbling for
her bag. Before setting foot into the laboratory, Verity felt
confidence in hers, but now wondered if her work was all far too
amateur. “Yes, Professor, I have it here.”

“Excellent.”

He tapped his fingers on
his desk, and she understood with horror he wanted her to present
it to him. She made her way down the classroom, bag in hand, and
tilted her chin slightly to keep the illusion of confidence, even
if it had drained away through her boot heels. Her gaze took in so
many random details in an attempt to put off the moment: his pile
of books on the corner of his desk, the eyes within the automaton
were dark and void of power, and a set of cogs she could see in her
mind coming together to perhaps power the 1894-X’s brain. She then
noticed a peculiar detail of the lab: a velvet covered chaise
longue. The chair was behind Professor Vidmar’s desk, as if waiting
for him to recline there after a hard class, or waiting for someone
to faint.

The nearer she got to him
though she began to suspect it was the latter. Maybe some
did.

Just as Verity came to a
halt, the professor cleared his throat and repeated the tap on the
fine leather of his desk—so there was no point prolonging the
embarrassment.

When she withdrew the
automaton mouse and placed it before the professor, Verity clenched
her jaw shut least she babble about all its features and
construction.

Vidmar picked up the
mouse, turned it over in his hand, pulled a watchmaker’s loupe on
one lens of a pair of glasses from his drawer, put them on, and
then scrutinized the mouse even closer. She knew all eyes,
especially the girls in the first few rows, were on her. Perhaps
the girls were hoping for Vidmar to verbally rip her apart before
them, thrash her work, and destroy her hopes. They would enjoy that
sort of humiliation. Perhaps they were outraged none of them were
chosen. Instead it was her. The quiet one from the back.

When he finally put the
mouse back down on his desk, she found it impossible to read his
expression.

“You have put
some careful work into this creation of yours.” He tapped the head.
“The gearing system is quite...unique.”

Verity swallowed hard,
she had not thought anyone could discern the main use for the
mouse, which was entirely suited to the life of the Ministry Seven.
It was just it was the piece she was proudest of.

“Thank you,
sir,” she managed to croak out.

“Would you
would care to give us a demonstration of its peculiar
abilities?”

Was she was imagining the
hint of a challenge in his eye.

Verity wanted very much
to at least see Henry, have some reassurance it was going to be
alright, but the professor’s grey eyes pinned her in place. She
picked up the mouse, flicked one of the tiny switches, the one she
thought could be the least offensive, and prayed she wouldn’t be
laughed out of the class.

The mouse rose onto its
hind legs, wiped its paws over its face in a short gesture, flicked
its tail, and then scampered across the professor’s desk. The whole
class lifted slightly in their seats to watch as the little device
leapt off Vidmar’s desk, ran across the floor, found the curtain’s
edge and climbed upward. Over the giggles and gasps of her fellow
students, whines and whirs could be heard as the mouse paused to
look to its left, then to its right. Once it found a ledge, it
travelled along its length until reaching the tiny bust of Michael
Faraday. Its mechanical nose twitched before wrapped itself around
the piece of marble. Then it crackled and hummed, arcs of
electricity leaping from its body to dance along the
bust.

Then, with a flash of
light, the mouse disappeared.

“Blimey!” one
of the girls up front swore.

“Bloody
clever,” a boy behind her whispered.

“Thank you for
the commentary, everyone,” Vidmar stated, silencing the class. “So
where is it?” Vidmar asked her.

“Still on the
shelf,” Verity said.

The space where the mouse
had been, was vacant, but when the class quieted down, clicks and
whirs could still be heard. Then the curtain moved. Something was
crawling down the drapes, but nothing was there. At first glance. A
few gasps told Verity those students sitting closer to the curtains
could just make out the distortions. Once the curtains settled, all
that indicated the mouse’s existence was a clicking of metal
against wood. Then with a sharp pop and a flash of light, the mouse
reappeared at the feet of its creator, the Faraday bust in its
front paws.

“Very
impressive,” the professor said with a slight tilt of his head. “I
do wonder what sort of use it could be put to...” The gleam in his
grey stare made her look away hastily.

Yet he did not press her
further, simply letting her return to her desk before calling on
other students with their creations. Verity sat with her mouse in
her lap, and watched them all. It was an odd sensation that crept
up on her as she watched the trail of young men and women go up to
Vidmar’s desk to show off their skills.

In the Ministry Seven it
was she and Henry who competed in the making of tiny gadgets to
make the other children’s life easier. She always had something to
offer to make up for her lesser experience with street life. Jeremy
and Jonathan were like ghosts in the East End, able to make
themselves invisible in almost any situation. Emma could bend the
hardest heart with a pantomimed look. All of them had a skill she
did not, but when it came to making she felt she was useful, and,
if she was honest, pretty clever with gears and levers.

Now, looking around this
class of her peers, she realised perhaps she was not quite that
special. A curious bitter feeling formed in her mouth as Professor
Vidmar congratulated or commented on particular aspects of the
devices he was being presented with.

When Henry was called
upon, Verity noted the time. He would be last for the day, and his
automaton was something he kept concealed from her. Despite the odd
sensation in her stomach, Verity found herself craning her neck to
see what it might be.

Many clankertons made
small automatons as their first creations; they were easy to
transport and rather comforting to regular folk. Henry apparently
had not taken that into account. His bag, the size and shape which
might hold an easel for a painter, was light enough for him to
carry easily to the front, so immediately that had Verity’s
attention.

When he slid it out, it
took him a few more moments to assemble. Once again he had created
something which packed down for easy transportation. She smiled
slightly, he was always thinking of devices to improve the lives of
the Seven. When he finished, an unpolished brass bird stood before
the class on long elegant legs. It was fragile looking, but quite
lovely. He made it in the shape of a long-legged water bird, with a
wonderfully articulated curved neck, and sharp bill.

The professor looked
impressed, as he got up from behind his desk and did a circuit of
it. A smile tweaked the corners of his mouth. “I think you should
explain to the class what you have done here, my boy.”

Henry rubbed his
forehead, staring down at his boot heels for a moment. “It’s an
egret. I used to see them all the time when I lived in India. She’s
light and not made for fighting or anything, but she takes
pictures. The eyes are lenses, you see. The idea is she will take
photographs as she flies.” He paused. “Well, she will. I haven’t
flown her yet. I need to give her more lift, but I don’t want to
make her too heavy either...” He trailed off, glanced up at Verity,
and then down once more.

Professor
Vidmar patted him on the back. “I asked for a work in progress, and
this is quite the most ambitious one yet. Flying automatons always
have some peculiar problems all their own. I think we can work on
getting this lovely lady to fly this term.” Then he leaned closer
to the bird and nodded in appreciation. “Nay, perhaps this
week.”

This
earned a collected gasp from a few
of the older students.

Henry returned to his
desk, and there was a strangely satisfied smile on his face. Verity
for once did not feel annoyed by it. Unlike Henry, she had once had
parents that loved her and encouraged her. Henry—from the little he
had shared with the Seven—had not. His mother passed away in India,
and his father, before his death from the effects of alcohol, beat
him out of spite. So to see Henry’s bright smile as he took his
seat again made Verity smile too.

This was the
kind of place she had dreamed of, even when her parents were alive.
A school for children like her and Henry. As the pupils stood up
and began to make for the exit, she heard Vidmar call on a
student. Lucky thing,
she thought quickly.

Then she heard the
student’s name again, but it sounded as if the page was directed at
her. “Miss Simmons?”

Of
course, she thought from the
doorway, the cover name that
Harrison had given me. She
spun around and shuffled to the professor’s desk. Fortunately,
Professor Vidmar did not appear upset she had ignored him, but
nevertheless her heart raced a little fast.

“Sorry,
Professor,” Verity said, clutching her books a little tighter, “I
didn’t hear you.”

One of his dark eyebrows
raised. “I was very impressed with your little mouse.”

She walked a little
closer, worried something about Mickey alerted this sharp-eyed
gentleman that Verity was not all she appeared to be. She stopped a
few feet from him, all her street-earned instincts telling her to
run while she could, but others keeping her feet glued to the
ground.

“The cloaking
device was most impressive, to be sure, but the smaller details—the
twitching of the nose, the turn of its head—quite ingenious.” The
professor leaned back against the desk and fixed her with a look
which probed her as much as her creation. It was apparent something
about Verity was confusing him.

Though her stomach was
tied in knots, she raised her chin at his inspection, and shoved
down a nervous giggle. “I’ve been working on him for years,” she
said calmly.

“Yet, you see
how you can make him better.” It was not a question. Vidmar
gestured over to the benches which they had not yet used in class.
“I sometimes allow trusted students to use the workshop outside of
class hours. I think you shall be the first I extend this privilege
to. Is this to your liking?”

She wanted to gabble out
her excited thanks, but instead folded her hands just a fraction
tighter over the bag that held Mickey. “Yes, thank you, Professor
Vidmar. It is very considerate, indeed.”

In the teacher’s presence
suddenly she could hear the politeness of her parents’ teaching
come flooding back. An echo of the child she might have been
influencing the one standing before Vidmar.

He opened his jacket and
held out a key threaded through a piece of scarlet ribbon. When she
stepped forward to take it, he pressed it into the palm of her
hand. His striking grey eyes locked with her green ones as he
spoke. “Usually, I wait until after the third week to extend this
privilege, so this is a great risk I am taking, giving you this on
the first day of class. I have a strange feeling you are worthy of
my trust.”

Verity clenched her hand
tight about the key. “I will take good care of it.”

He nodded slowly. “Very
well then. If you are stopped in any of the hallways by the
guardsmen, then simply show them the key and they will let you
pass.”

“Guardsmen?”
Verity inclined her head to one side. “There are
guardsmen?”

He shrugged. “Well, that
does sound rather ominous, but guardsmen are our way of making sure
there are no unnecessary or unauthorised encounters between the
east and west wings of the academy. You all are at rather emotional
points in your life. Curious. Eager.” Vidmar rose and began to wipe
away the writing from the chalkboard. “Safety, be it from dangers
internal or external, always comes with a price. Here at the
academy, that price is the guardsmen. We teach here, we do not
coddle you young people. The world is a dangerous place after
all.”

Fearing she had somehow
wrecked her chances of being seen as an adult in the professor’s
eyes, Verity only nodded. With his back turned to her she took the
hint he had already dismissed her.

Out in the hallway,
feeling deflated, Verity found it was not Henry waiting for her,
but Julia McTighe. After unexpectedly becoming roommates, the
Scottish girl had apparently decided they needed to stick together.
For once it was nice to have someone to talk to outside the Seven.
Emma was too young to understand the strange sensation a handsome
man could ignite, and Henry would have been the worst person of all
to share that experience with.

Julia was leaning against
the wall by the door to an empty classroom, her curly head bent.
“Did he yell at you, Verity?”

The other girl shook her
head. “No, in fact he gave me this.”

Julia let out a little
squeal when she saw the key dangling from Verity’s fingers. “He
gave you the key to the laboratory?” She dared to touch it with the
tip of one finger. “Fantastic—imagine what you could
do!”

The two girls walked down
the hallway towards the stairs, Julia bubbling with the excitement
Verity did not dare show. “Professor Vidmar is wonderful. Everyone
loves his classes from what I’ve heard...though some of them,”—she
leaned in closer to Verity’s ear— “say he’s a vampire.”

She was about to shrug it
off, but then Verity thought of the drawn curtains, his accent,
pale skin and dark hair, and the red velvet on the jacket he’d been
wearing. For those with a penchant for gothic romance novels he was
an ideal candidate to inherit the cloak of Dracula.

“Well if he
is,” she said brightly, “I shall see him often in the hallways at
night on the way to the workshop.”

Julia nudged
her in the side with a giggle. “Now that, I am jealous
of. Just don’t get bitten—I’d have to stab you in the
heart.”

Verity smiled uncertainly
while her new friend patted her on the back. She wondered if that
was a joke or deadly serious, but one thing was certain: She had
definitely read far too many novels.


Chapter
Eight

A Hunting We
Will Go

 


Ten days.

Moving hay
bales.

Milking cows.

Shovelling shit of all
kinds.

For. Ten.
Days.

When Agent Thorne brought
jobs to the Ministry Seven in the past, it was the kind of ballyhoo
which made Christopher grin. He remembered a delightful switcheroo
with them House of Usher blokes who were out to snatch a massive
ruby that once belonged to Bloody Mary herself. Then there was a
terrific little job they pulled on another con artist who was
trying to make people believe their office building was haunted.
Nothing but a little phantasmagoria, it turned out. Then there were
the cases Christopher still couldn’t believe, even though he was
there. Swamis who actually could move objects without touching
them. Mad doctors who could turn small pups into ten-foot-tall
beasties. Whenever Agent Thorne came a calling, the game—as he
would usually say—was afoot.

But for ten days the
strangest thing Christopher saw was two farm cats cosying up to a
Border Collie as if they were borne from the same litter. The rest
of his time had been labour that would put mill workers to shame.
Christopher would have complained if he had more spring in his
step, but he barely had the energy left to eat. When he did manage
it, he only wanted to go to bed. And he did. Then the cock would
crow, and he would be back at it.

It did not
help one jot that Colin, Liam, and Jeremy seemed absolutely content
with life in the country. Liam had probably taken more baths in his
first week than all of the previous three months in London, even
though Verity insisted on at least one a month. The boy just didn’t
care as he was bonding with all the four-legged tenants of the
farm. Even the farm cats greeted him every morning when he would
come out of the cottage. Colin arrived with his dander up against
Mrs Summerson, but now Christopher truly regretted holding him back
on that first night. Both Colin and Jeremy were completely
bewitched by their slave driver, and were all too eager to help out
on the farm. Something about feeling like they earned their meals for the day…

…which,
Christopher had to admit, were bloody amazing. Maybe it was on
account of how hard they worked, but every night each meal outdid
the one from the previous night. Mrs Summerson was a right good
cook.

But this was not what
Christopher agreed to. Not even for a moment.

This morning he hatched a
plan. He would still do the chores as expected, but he did not
throw himself too intently into them this go round. He kept himself
in check, managing to do what was acceptable—at least, according to
Mrs Summerson’s standards—just keeping enough for
himself.

Now, with his dinner
done, and Colin and Jeremy nearly finished with their potatoes,
Christopher felt himself ready. Or at least as ready as he could
be. “A lovely dinner, Mrs Summerson.”

The old woman blinked.
“Oh…well, I…thank you, Christopher.”

He toasted her with his
ale and then polished off the drink. “This was what me and the lads
needed.”

And there it was. The
raised eyebrow. “Beg your pardon?”

“Mrs
Summerson, we are here at the behest of Her Majesty’s government,”
and Christopher felt a delightful surge of pride. He liked using
them fancy words like “behest,” which Agent Thorne wielded all the
time. “We have been asked to investigate peculiar occurrences, not
tend to a farm. We need to be getting on about our
business.”

“Is that so?”
The old farm woman nodded, her expression not faltering as she
dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “Well, Agent Thorne
informed me I was to keep you safe and sound. He did not mention
any sort of investigation on your part.”

He had listened to Agent
Thorne enough times in discussions like this, particularly with
nefarious blokes. Right now, Mrs Summerson was looking truly
nefarious. “Then, I believe, this puts us at an empath.”

“Nice one,”
Colin whispered to him.

“I believe you
mean an impasse,” Mrs
Summerson stated, lacing her fingers before her. “A rather awkward
impasse, I am afraid. You have what you believe to be your grand
mission for Queen, country, and Empire. I have my orders from Agent
Thorne…” and then she leaned forward, her voice dropping to a
whisper, “…along with endless moors surrounding us and darkness the
likes of which would boggle that city-addled brain of yours.” Mrs
Summerson then sat up and took stock of all three children sitting
before her. “And here I thought we had reached an
understanding.”

“We have,
mum.” Christopher then pushed himself away from the table and
bolted for the front door. He caught a glimpse of the last
remaining pair of Starlights hanging on the coat peg and snatched
them up as he shouted over his shoulder, “Time for some
natty-narking, lads!”

Mrs Summerson rose from
her seat. “Now see here...”

But before she could
clarify what she meant by ‘here’, Colin and Jeremy slipped past her
and outside the door. Liam was still chatting away to the pig, and
barely noticed them.

Christopher
jerked his head to the
remaining two boys. “Right then, I want a proper butchers at this
Delancy Academy. You up for that, lads?”

They all nodded solemnly,
but he could sense some hesitancy from them, and he completely
understood. This moor thing all around them was still an unknown
quantity, even thought they’d been here for days.

“Let’s be
honest—we ain’t in Shoreditch. No pubs to dash into, no whores to
duck under the skirts of. We still got our wits and our plates of
meat, right?”

“We just have
to scrunch down more,” Colin offered. “And there’s plenty of rocks
to hide up against like the doorways back home.”

They all nodded, and some
relieved smiles broke out on their faces. One thing they had
learned to do was adapt to situations.

“Then let’s
get on with it,” Christopher said.

“Wot about
Liam?” Colin asked, jerking his head to where the young boy was
scratching the pig behind the ears.

Christopher shrugged.
Before he could answer, the wind shifted, and his stomach roiled.
What was it about that bloody pig? Swallowing back the bile in his
mouth, Christopher said, “This is just a looky loo. We’ll bring him
along next time.”

Behind them Summerson
slammed the door shut, effectively giving up on the boys. That
suited them just fine. Christopher gave a quick double-whistle to
the barn, and Jeremy appeared with the other pair of Starlights
resting across his forehead. Jonathan sprinted alongside him up to
where they stood.

“You got the
map wot Agent Thorne gave us?” Christopher asked. Colin reached
inside his coat and pulled out a folded piece of paper that offered
them a bit of bearings. Stuffing the goggles into his own coat
pockets, he pointed to the path leading away from the farmhouse.
“Right then, chuckaboos, we’re off.”

After about half an hour,
the four of them had returned to the ‘main’ road and continued to
followed it over a couple of rises. Christopher glanced around at
the others and saw they were suffering from sore legs and
boredom.

The road was not made to
be walked by anything that did not have hooves, and there were no
buses or streetcars to climb upon. Their path went up and down and
was comprised mostly of angular rocks. Nothing at all like the
paving stones of London town.

None of them
wanted to be the first to complain though. Colin stubbed his toe,
and let out a raucous “Bloody
hell!” but he didn’t suggest
turning back.

Jonathan whispered to
Jeremy. Jeremy whispered to Colin. Colin turned back to
Christopher. “Where is this academy, eh? It’s getting dark.” He
shivered. “An’ a bit chilly.”

Christopher pulled out
his goggles and took the pair off Jeremy’s head and passed them to
Colin. “Maybe these Starlights will help.”

Colin slipped them on and
wiggled his fingers in front of their lenses. “So you gots yourself
a plan for tonight? We tryin’ to get in touch with Henry, Emma, and
Verity?”

“Why else
would we set out in tha’ middle of the bloody country if’n not for
tha’?”

Jeremy whispered to
Jonathan, then Jonathan whispered back to Jeremy. Jeremy nodded,
and then whispered something to Colin. “We could be providin’
support,” Colin said. “Ya know, in secret, like? Just ta’ make sure
the academy is safe.”

Christopher slipped the
goggles on, resting them on his forehead for a moment. “You think
that is what Agent Thorne wanted us to do?” he asked Jonathan.
“There could be clues we might come across out here Verity, Emma,
and Henry could miss.”

Jonathan whispered to
Jeremy. Jeremy whispered to Colin. “Good point.”

With the flick of a small
switch just over his left eye lens, the details of the road, the
moors, and the rise ahead flickered into view. He felt a hand take
his arm, and Christopher looked over to Colin who had one of the
twins on his arm.

“Limited range
here,” Colin said. “These things might as well be
protos.”

“Better than
nothin’, Colin,” Christopher said. “Let me see the map.”

Colin handed Christopher
the one provided by Thorne, and as Summerson had eluded, the school
where Verity, Henry, and Emma were attending, should be just
visible on the horizon. Clearing one of the many rises, the academy
appeared in the distance, perched on top of the tallest rises. From
where they stood, it looked right posh, even through the Starlight
Goggles.

Christopher
did not like the ball of emotion also gathering in his stomach. He
knew it all too well. He’d been a scrawny kid, coughing, sickly,
and when the other kids wanted to play games around the
neighbourhood, he had never been picked. The sting of that
rejection was still vivid to him, and now staring at the Delancy
Academy on the hill, he felt it again. Verity and Henry had their
reasons, but Emma had been chosen to go with them.
She was alright, for a girl,
he supposed, and he would admit she
had better manners than he did. Emma wasn’t any smarter than him.
It was no secret she liked to mimic Verity, and play around with
gears and such. She wasn’t a proper clankerton.
Not like Verity.

“Don’t envy
them, lads,” Christopher said, setting his face in a sneer.
“They’re up there all trying to act posh and stuff.”

“Beside, we’ve
got this, don’t we?” Colin broke in, holding up a long thin
cylinder. It must have been tucked in his pocket. Colin brandished
it around like it was made of gold.

A scuffle broke out as
each of the other boys tried to take it off him. Colin swore, even
though he could easily evade the twins’ attempt to snatch the
device as they were not wearing Starlights. As Christopher was, he
snatched the device out of Colin’s grasp. Pressing his hand against
the boy’s forehead, he effectively held him off.

“Where did you
get this?” Christopher demanded, even as Colin wriggled back and
forth to try and get it back.

The youngest boy finally
gave up and stood, arms crossed glaring at Christopher. “I got it
off Mrs Summerson. Found it in the side table by the
door.”

“Pretty slick
there,” the older boy had to admit. “Never even seen you do
it.”

Once the fighting had
dissipated, the others crowded in to see what Colin had gotten hold
of. He had to slap a few hands, but he was able to pull out the
telescope, remove his own goggles, and put it to his eye. It was
Ministry issue, so it wasn’t a common or garden device. Its optics
switched immediately to Starlight Mode with a single
twist.

Ignoring the groans and
complaints, he was able to swing it around, sighting different
spots on the moors. The trouble was there wasn’t much to look at
except rocks, grass, and more rocks. Then sudden movement caught
his attention. Fiddling around with the circular dials on the
outside of the device, increasing the power of the lenses within
the telescope, he was able to turn the odd shape into a glowing
outline of a man. He was lying on his stomach against the ground,
and though he was a strange grey colour in the telescope, the long
rifle he had pointed out in front of him was not.

Clearing his throat,
Christopher lowered the telescope.

“Let me have
it,” Colin demanded, reaching for the telescope.

“No, now it’s
mine,” Christopher said, “but I’ll tell you what I saw with it: a
sniper in those rocks.” The boys all began to slink back in unison.
“The blighter wasn’t looking this way, you simpletons,” he hissed.
“He was keeping an eye on the academy.”

Colin finally spoke up
after a moment. “Are Verity, Emma, and Henry going to be alright? I
don’t want them to get hurt.”

“None of us
do,” Christopher assured him, “but maybe we can help make things a
bit more difficult for that jammy bastard. Think we can pull off
the Tag Rattler out here?”

Colin scanned the
horizon. “There’s ‘nuff hills and stones here to act like buildings
I suppose. We’d have to spread out a bit more. Everyone got their
taggers?”

Christopher thought he
really didn’t need to ask. Ever since Verity made them for the
Seven, they’d become precious to all the lads. She didn’t often
make anything dangerous, but the Seven were up against gangs bigger
and meaner than themselves all the time, be they older children or
men looking for tender, fresh flesh to sell. The only advantage was
to have a bloody good clankerton on your side. And that was
Verity.

All the boys fished out
their taggers, slipped their accompanying rings on the hand
opposite of the Ministry trackers, and held them out on their palms
for Christopher to examine. The taggers themselves looked just like
the kind of flat rocks excellent for skipping across a river or
stream. With his fingernail, Christopher flicked a tiny lever on
the side of each tagger, and for just a moment a faint blue light
flickered over the stone’s surface, the colour reflected in the
metallic gleam of the rings. Now, the live taggers could not leave
the hands of their holder without delivering quite a
surprise.

He tapped Colin on the
shoulder before lowering his goggles across his face. “You’re the
best at this game, so you go out front. I’ll take the twins and
circle around the other way. If you doesn’t score, then it’s open
for anyone else. Jonathan, Jeremy, since ya’ don’t have Cat’s Eyes,
watch the stones.”

The boys nodded, slow
grins spreading on their faces. They hadn’t played for quite a few
months, but he could feel it in their anticipation. They had been
practicing.

Christopher led Jonathan
and Jeremy along the top of the hill, coming to stop to the right
of the sniper. He found sneaking across the rocky terrain was
easier if he thought of it as tenement buildings, fortunately the
loose rock was no more difficult to navigate than the piles of
rubbish in the alleyways of the East End.

He found a space between
two stacks of rocks, which the moors seemed to specialise in around
here, and gestured the twins to follow him. The grey light
filtering through the clouds proved very helpful in concealing
them, not that their clothes were brightly patterned.

Peering out from their
vantage point, Christopher saw the man’s profile clearly through
the Starlights. He could also make out Colin slinking his way up a
slope, just out of the sniper’s field of vision. They had played
tag rattler on some of the other gangs before, one time while being
chased, but then none of those men had been equipped with a rifle.
If Colin missed, the rest of them would have only seconds to take
their chances.

Christopher saw Colin
wave once. “Get ready, lads,” he whispered to the twins.

He saw Colin’s arm swing
back and then whip forward. The only way to see the tagger itself
was to follow the arc of blue electricity trailing from it, a feat
that had to be learned with many hours of practise. On hearing the
impact of the tagger against the sniper, Christopher followed the
light trail back to Colin’s hand. Verity tried once explaining the
mixture of æther and magnetism involved, but it was all just
blather to them.

What Christopher saw next
was not what should have happened. Instead of toppling over, the
sniper lurched to his feet, clutching his head. He jerked his hat
off his head to examine it, and Christopher swore on seeing the
featureless skullcap practically glowing in his enhanced
vision.

The sniper had been
wearing a helmet.

“Now,”
Christopher cried out since there was no point of concealment. He
and the twins leapt up again and sent their taggers flying. The
little stones all connected with their target, one of the taggers
connecting with the sniper square in his nose. Christopher could
really not make out whose was the one that snapped the man’s head
back, but the man was assuredly tagged. The way he flopped to the
ground left nothing to the imagination.

Christopher might not
have understood Verity’s science, but he did love her taggers.
Holding up one hand, he recalled his, and didn’t even wince when it
struck his palm. It was only as bad as a hard slap on the
hand.

Tucking it in his pocket,
he set a downward trot, and then up to the hill where the gunman
lay. Colin had already claimed the man’s rifle while the twins were
rummaging through his bag. With the swiftness of professionals, the
boys all worked to strip him of anything useful. Colin even took
his shoes. Christopher took it on himself to pat the man down. A
wallet in one pocket, no surprises there.

“‘Allo,
‘allo,” Christopher whispered as his hand felt something underneath
one of his lapels. Holding up the small pin to his Starlight, he
could just make out the jewellery design: a triangle surmounted by
an eye. Even through the lenses, he could see some impressive
detail in the pin, but why wear such a jewellery pin
inside a lapel?

When the London boys were
done, the gunman was relieved of his money, boots, armaments, and
probably his dignity to go with it.

“One less
person to bother Verity,” Christopher said, unable to stop the grin
spreading on his face. “So, whatchathink? Can we lug this bag of
bones back to the farm?”

He watched Colin lean to
one side. The boy was a bit stunned. “You want us to carry this
blighter back to Mrs Summerson’s?”

“Should keep
us from getting bored out there. Besides, we need to find out wot
he knows, right?”

The twins let out little
whoops.

Colin hefted him by the
shoulders and shrugged. “Not heavy compared to them hay bales we’ve
been managing.”

“Then
Jonathan, Jeremy, you grab the legs. We’ll grab the
arms.”

Jonathan whispered to
Jeremy. Jeremy whispered to Colin. “What if the bloke wakes up?”
Colin asked.

“You still got
your taggers,” Christopher said.

As they made their way
back to the farmhouse with their unexpected quarry, Christopher
felt a hint of happiness warm his heart—or it could have been the
fold of newly acquired cash in his pocket.

 



Chapter
Nine

Lasting
Impressions

 


Vidmar’s laboratory key
became Verity’s prized possession, and she kept it in the pocket of
her uniform. All weekend, Julia and Verity enjoyed spinning wild
yarns about the alluring professor. Both girls brought Emma into
the conversation, Emma doing a bang up job pretending to be
somewhat of a stranger around Verity. The three of them recounted
their first week to one another, and by Sunday night Room 213
served as a rather cosy meeting place for the three
girls.

With a new week ahead of
her, Verity faced a morning of Chemistry. It was not her favourite
subject, but she understood it was necessary for a clankerton to at
least have the basic knowledge. That did not make the class itself
any easier.

Mrs Hazel Seddon was the
teacher, but she was so hunchbacked when she went to the bench,
Verity worried her fly-away white hair would catch fire. The woman
was so old Verity absently wondered if she had been present at the
formation of the most basic elements on the periodic table. Even
the way she moved personified the pace of the class: a slow
crawl.

Verity fidgeted as Mrs
Seddon began scrawling on the chalkboard, peering at the textbook
and then writing with alarming regularity. Yes, with the emergence
of the new periodic table, Seddon was perhaps working to stay on
top of new developments, but surely she had to know about
Mendeleev.

“Thought this
was supposed to be an elite school,” she hissed to Julia, who was
twirling her hair around her pencil and engaging in a battle of
wills with a skinny white cat staring at them from the window
ledge.

Her classmate gave a
little shrug. “I think the proper teacher was taken ill, and it’s
harder to get a good replacement on short notice...and you know
with the school’s reputation.”

Verity’s focus
immediately flipped to Julia. “But it’s elite, isn’t
it?”

Breaking off her battle
with the cat, Julia grinned in a somewhat wicked fashion. “Oh yes,
it’s that, but it’s also become rather accident prone of late.
Remember our carriage ride in?”

It was hardly something
she would forget. Suddenly the fact they had a chemistry teacher at
all was a kind of miracle.

“Was there
something you wanted to add, Miss Simmons?” a creaky voice
asked.

Verity straightened in
her chair as she suddenly realized Mrs Seddon’s sharp blue eyes
were fixed on her. “No, m’am,” she said, knowing her face was
flushing bright red.

Seddon closed
her own text book with a sharp snap. “Then come up
here and finish this infernal table.”

Verity managed to slowly
exhale through her nose what would have been a growl of
frustration. She walked up to Mrs Seddon, who handed her the chalk
and stood back. As she started writing the word “Phosphorous” she
could hear someone snickering from behind her.

Good morning,
Suzanne, Verity seethed as
she moved on to Sulphur.

“Now then,
class,” Seddon began, “Chemistry is the building blocks of life
itself. A science that has seen more change in the past decade than
any other science.”

“Including
Physics?” muttered Verity. Just in Astronomy alone…

There was a second of
silence, and then, “Yes, including Physics.”

Verity paused.
She looked over to Mrs Seddon who was giving her a hefty dose of
sideways glances. “The building blocks of life. The very science of
matter itself. So who can tell me what the states of matter
are?”

There was a
rustle of fabric, followed by a voice which made Verity nearly drop
her chalk. “Solid, liquid,
gas.”

“Very good,
Miss Masters,” Seddon said. “Subsequently, there are six phase
transitions where matter changes states. Who can name
them?”

Verity steeled herself
for what came next. First Stella speaks, and then…

“There is
melting, in which solid becomes a liquid. Vaporisation, wherein a
liquid becomes a gas…”

While the first week had
brought her, Julia, and Emma together, it also brought together
Suzanne Celestene with Stella Masters. The two girls apparently
discovered one another shortly after the row between Suzanne and
Julia. It was nigh on impossible to find them separate from one
another. In classes where they were together, the pair were
incorrigible. Tweedledee and Tweeledum, without
question.

“…and the
process where solids immediately become gas is called
sublimation.”

“Excellent
work, Miss Celestene,” Seddon returned. “Top marks.”

Top
marks, Verity thought
bitterly, because you talked
about the change of states just last week, you old hag.
It was as if Seddon’s entire
knowledge of chemistry was the periodic table and the bare bones
basics.

“Is there a
problem, Miss Simmons?”

Verity paused in the
middle of “Vanadium” to turn and note her Chemistry teacher. “Yes,
Miss?”

“You were
whispering something under your breath.” Seddon stepped up only a
few inches from her and asked, “Would you care to share your
thoughts with us, Miss Simmons?”

After staring at her for
a moment, Verity couldn’t suppress the thought. “I was wondering
when we actually get to handle chemicals, Miss?”

“I take it you
are not content with the pace which I set my classes
at?”

The old lady actually
grinned at her, and when she heard both Suzanne and Stella snicker,
she could not stop herself. “I’m just concerned as to when we will
progress to actual chemistry experiments—before or after you turn a
hundred?”

The gasp from her
classmates was music to her ears.

“Class,”
Seddon spoke, and Verity felt her smile falter, “follow me.” Verity
jumped at the sudden clamour of her classmates coming to their
feet. “Miss Simmons, you are with me. In the right hand cabinet
behind me, you will find a small valise. Please pick that up and
follow me.”

Mrs Seddon took the lead
and suddenly the decrepit old hunchback found a stride Verity was
struggling to keep up with. The two of them led the class of
fifteen out to an open field behind the academy. Perhaps it once
served as a cricket pitch? It was hard to say as Verity’s mind was
racing. What was the old crone up to?

The old woman then spun
on her heels. “Right then, you lot, stop right here.” She held up a
single finger, “Anyone moves, anyone so much as takes one step
beyond where they are now, and I swear I will have your guts for
garters. Am I clear?”

“Yes, Mrs
Seddon,” the class mumbled.

“Am. I.
Clear?” she asked, her
emphasis rather overwhelming.

“Yes, Mrs
Seddon.”

“Miss Simmons.
Come.”

Verity tried to keep her
wits about her. Whatever sleeping dragon she had awoken in Seddon,
the beast was hungry.

They continued to walk,
the end of the pitch coming closer and closer until suddenly her
teacher stopped. Verity looked back at the class, well over a
hundred yards away.

“Very good,
Miss Simmons,” Mrs Seddon began, “now, if you please.”

Verity opened up the
case, revealing several test tubes of liquid. Some of the test
tubes were clear. Some were cloudy. A few of the tubes held a
reflective liquid. Inside there were also a variety of apparatuses.
Clamps. Platforms. Connecting tubes.

“This is what
I need you to do…” and with Seddon talking her through the
construction. Verity built a set-up for two test tubes. One liquid
was crystal clear while another silver. She believed it to be
mercury, but Seddon checked one of the tubes and shook her head.
“No, that’s mercury,” she whispered before handing Verity a
different tube of reflective liquid. The tubes were turned upside
down, connecting to piping that was clamped tight. At the end of
the piping was a small petri dish to catch whatever solution would
result from the two elements mixing. The old woman reached into one
of the side pouches inside the case and pulled out a small vial of
white powder which she sprinkled into the petri dish.

Seddon then motioned to a
device in the top cover of the case. “Now, if you would connect
this to the clamps.”

Inside the top cover was
a device which looked like a small metallic crab. She fastened the
contraption’s claws to the clamps, as per Seddon’s
instruction.

“Now please,
slide that small, black slab underneath the petri dish.”

Once she was done, Verity
looked up to her teacher who fished out of her coat pocket a small
brass box with three switches. Her thumb flipped the first one and
a red light flared on the controller. On the small metal crab, a
red light in its back flickered on.

“Please secure
the case, and follow me, Miss Simmons.”

The two traversed back to
the class, all now huddling close to one another to stay warm.
Verity had not noticed the chill in the air as her own skin
prickled with heat. She was still infuriated with the old bat and
her slow pace, but she was also embarrassed by this strange display
of control.

“If you will
be so kind as to join your classmates.” Verity gave a quick nod,
and took a place next to Julia. “Miss Simmons has voiced a concern
of the pace I have set for your Chemistry class. So, let’s pretend
I am not your teacher. Let’s pretend I am Headmistress Delancy. How
many of you would second this summation of my class? Please,
compared to your other classes, how many of you believe I am moving
too slow?”

Students looked at one
another, curious perhaps as to who would side with Verity. Julia’s
hand popped up. Which didn’t really surprise Verity. What did
surprise her was when Gerald Cramer and Shamus O’Connor, two Third
Year students, raised their hands. Verity knew about the two of
them—prodigies in engineering. One by one, other classmates quietly
voiced their dissatisfaction.

The only two students
remaining loyal to Seddon? Tweedledee and Tweedledum.

Mrs. Seddon nodded. “Yes,
I am crawling. At a snail’s pace. Why? So far, we have talked about
the basics of the states of matter. Melting. Vaporisation.
Condensation. Freezing. Sublimation. We review the basics of
Chemistry so that we understand and respect these states.” She
looked down at the small controller in her hand and flipped the
middle switch. A yellow light flickered on. “Without a proper
amount of respect to the elements, to the basics of chemistry, you
will not observe vaporisation. You will not observe condensation.
You will not observe sublimation.”

Then she threw the final
switch. A green light started to blink. First it blinked every
half-second. Then faster. Faster. The faster it blinked, the wider
Mrs Seddon smiled.

The light became solid
just as the far end of the cricket pitch erupted into flames. The
wave of heat combined with an invisible shockwave pushed them back
a few steps. Mrs Seddon remained stock still.

“You will
observe combustion. High-temperature, exothermic redox chemical reaction gained
from a solid, a liquid, and a gas. The solid being the powder in
the petri dish. The liquid being the two vials Miss Simmons had
secured in the apparatus. And finally, the gas. The final
element—the very air you breathe—that creates combustion.” Seddon
took a few steps towards Verity and added, “We are surrounded by an
accelerant. This is why I take—my—time—in
class.”

“Hazel!” a voice
called from behind them all.

Mrs Seddon turned back
towards the school and waved. “Morning, Lobelia!”

Verity and her classmates
turned back to see their headmistress taking wide strides down
towards the pitch. “What did I tell you about these sort of
demonstrations?”

She raised her hands in a
wide shrug. “These students are exceptional. I wanted to make an
impression.”

“Your
‘impression’ shattered several windows in the cafeteria, and
cracked the walls of the northwest passage.”

“Well,” Mrs
Seddon said with a wink, “I wanted it to be a lasting
impression.”

The screams from the
academy made the headmistress spin on her heels. An alarm bell
began to chime.

“Get back to
your classroom!” Miss Delancy snapped before she unexpectedly and
uncharacteristically sprinted back to the main building.

Verity could hear Mrs
Seddon calling her name, but she was following in the headmistress’
footsteps. She could also hear other students from her class
joining her in running back up to the academy. Verity heard another
scream and ran down the hallway, following a long crack which had
not been there the week before. She silently took back all her
thoughts of Mrs Seddon. That truly had been quite an impression she
had just made.

At the end of the long,
inch-wide fissure in the wall, the stone and plaster cracked and
crumbled, then puckered out and burst, revealing what had been
buried into the wall. It had been human, once upon a time. Two
arms, a torso, and a slumped down head drooped out of the space
apparently hollowed out for the corpse. Perhaps the most horrifying
trait of this poor soul was the skin. Instead of a healthy pink, or
even a pallid tone indicative of death, the body’s skin was a pale
blue grey, and drawn tight against the skeletal frame giving the
corpse the semblance of a prune or dried date.

Verity let out a gasp of
her own. The hair atop the body’s head was a shocking white
with

traces of light blue.
Like electricity.

“Oh my God,”
whispered Miss Delancy as she approached the body, “it’s Heather
von St James.”


Chapter
Ten

A Corpse in
the Wall, and an Urchin on the Rooftop

 


Ten students and three
faculty gathered in front of the newly-discovered missing student.
Miss Delancy immediately set the staff to retrieving the corpse.
Heather’s remains were taken to the Biology lab where Professor
Halestone, a coroner in his previous profession, would investigate
the cause of death.

Miss Delancy had teachers
stand at each end of the hallways, to keep other students out of
the way. As luck, fortune, and high explosives would have it though
more students were curious as to what caused the large mushroom
cloud from the cricket pitch.

While that was going on,
the witnesses were shuttled into the auditorium.

“Hope we don’t
get stuffed into any walls,” Julia giggled to Verity, who took no
comfort from that.

Miss Delancy stood on the
front of the stage, along with a polished gentleman, bespectacled,
wearing a very smart suit. He was definitely not part of the
faculty, and he carried a clipboard. Verity did not like people
with clipboards.

“You are the
only students, faculty, and staff witness to this terrible event,”
Miss Delancy began, her hands wringing nervously, “and considering
what we saw—what we all experienced—I want to be crystal clear we
are well enough to move on.” She took in a deep breath, shaking her
head. “An incident like this can truly draw unwarranted attention,
perhaps even damage the reputation of a school. Discovering the
carcass of an elk, perhaps the antics of some subversive pagan cult
when this school was first built, is truly shocking.”

Verity furrowed her brow,
and looked over to Julia and Emma. They were there. It was not some
dead animal they unearthed. The dead body was Heather von St
James.

“Such a
terrible sight can make young fragile minds confused. This is why I
put a call into town.” She then motioned to the stranger in the
smart suit. “Doctor Jacques R Hood is a physician from Quinne
Asylum, and will be interviewing you all. I just want to make sure
we all saw the same thing—a sad animal trapped within the walls of
our fine academy—and that our minds aren’t playing tricks with us.”
She paused, and stared down at her trembling hands. “I would so
hate to refute any nasty rumours. Repeated refutations would, of
course, indicate the pressures of the Delancy Academy have pushed
you beyond the brink of sanity. This is why I have called in Doctor
Hood here. He is most anxious to speak with you all.”

“Bloody
clever,” Emma whispered.

“This woman’s
got some Scots blood in her,” Julia added.

A brilliant play on
Delancy’s part, and it would take all of her focus to fool this
asylum doctor. “Emma, you alright?”

“I don’t think
this Doctor Hood is here to find out what makes us tick. He’s here
to make sure we all tell the same story.” Emma sat up and nodded
gently. “And that is precisely what I mean to do.”

Verity blinked. “Are we
just going to play Delancy’s game?”

“Telling the
truth is not going to bring this James girl back from the dead,”
Emma whispered. She then fixed Verity with a look. “And if I do,
then it’s off to Quinne Asylum…where I will wish I were dead.” She
looked back up to the stage. “No, thank you.”

This was the
cost of survival then. Just as it was in the streets of London.
Look away. Turn a blind eye. Otherwise, you become part of the
problem. It is not a matter of eventually being removed from the
problem. You will
be removed. You will be
forgotten. To survive, you have to look away. As Emma
did.

As she did when talking
to Doctor Hood from Quinne Asylum.

After wandering the
library to lose herself in decades of literature and the comforting
smell of old books, just to clear her mind and avoid any further
discussion of the matter with either Emma or Julia, she finally
returned to her room, hoping to enjoy some solace.

“Hey there!”
Emma was sitting on Verity’s bed, swinging her legs and chomping on
an apple she had undoubtedly stolen from the kitchens.

“Chew with
your mouth closed,” she replied, even though she knew it was a lost
cause.

Emma blissfully ignored
her. “What’s the matter?”

Verity raised her
eyebrow. “Well apart from the body in the wall, Henry has made
himself invisible too. How can such a tall young man hide so
completely?”

“Oh, he’s on
the roof,” Emma told her, pushing her curls out of her face so she
could chew the remains of the apple right down to the
seeds.

Verity let out a long
sigh. “I should have known.” She held a hand out towards the
younger girl. “Please, stay here. I am sure you don’t want to hear
more arguing with Henry.”

Emma rolled her eyes.
“You’re right on that one.”

Though astronomy was not
Verity’s cup of tea, she did appreciate the view the Observatory
provided of the surrounding moors. She climbed the spiral stairs
upward, opened the heavy door leading to the roof, and took in the
autumn breeze with delight. Yes, this academy was an incredible
learning place, but it was also somewhat claustrophobic. The wind
caught at her hair and tugged it loose from her braid. It nipped at
her ears and nose with its chilliness, but she didn’t
mind.

Apparently neither did
Henry. He had his back to her, and she was unsurprised to see he
was fiddling with his ornithopter.

Normally she wouldn’t
have been able to sneak up on him, but he was so engrossed, she was
able to reach out and tap his shoulder. Seeing him jump was rather
satisfying.

“Verity,” he
said, the alarm etched into his face melting into a scowl, “have a
care. This is delicate.”

Fingering the fabric of
the wing, she gave a shrug. “It shouldn’t be. Winds here look
considerable. I’m sure you’ll make the necessary adjustments.” She
watched him for a moment, waiting for him to ask about what
happened. He appeared lost in his work. “I only came up here to get
your report on the Boys’ Wing. Have you found anything
out?”

“Not much,” he
replied over one shoulder. “Found one curiosity though. Apparently
all the staff are new. Only arrived last month—even tha’ terrifying
Mrs Pyke. Delancy fired the previous bunch and got a whole new lot
in.”

Verity
shrugged. “I can see her
doing that if someone put their foot out of line.”

Henry just
grunted, but Verity
deliberately ignored his signals that he wanted to be alone. Going
to the edge of the roof, she leaned against the crenulations and
peered out in the direction of the farmhouse where the rest of the
Seven were staying. The blue-grey of the clouds made the scene seem
very ominous.

Verity turned around and
stared at Henry’s back as he worked. She had some ideas on exactly
where the ornithopter needed adjustments, but with his rather
cavalier attitude towards the Ministry, a gracious benefactor if
there ever was one, she chose not to offer suggestions. She already
knew how that would go.

“Did you hear
about the dead body?” she asked conversationally, since she
couldn’t think of anything else to break the silence.

Henry nearly
dropped the left wing. “The what?”

“So you didn’t
hear?”

“I knew about
the explosion from the cricket pitch, but Seddon is a bit cracked
in the head. But you’re saying she killed someone?”

“Yes,” and
then she shook her head. “I mean, no—I mean…ugh…the dead body was a
girl who has been missing for two weeks. She had been buried in the
wall. I don’t think Seddon killed her.”

“A missin’
girl buried in a wall?” Henry said, twirling a wrench in his grip.
“Well, guess Agent Thorne’s sent us to the right place then, now
didn’t he?”

Verity crossed her hands
in front of her and stared at him. “What is wrong with you, Henry?
It was a girl, a student like both of us, just stuffed in
there.”

He gave a shrug. “I
didn’t know her, neither did you. She’s just a name and a mystery
to me.”

All the frustration she’d
been feeling building up against Henry in the last few weeks began
to boil over. Verity’s cheeks grew hot, and despite where they
were, she couldn’t let him get away with this.

“Henry Price,”
she said in a low tone, “what on earth has happened to you?” When
he merely blinked at her, it only increased her outrage. “You
didn’t used to be like this!”

His jaw clenched, but
she’d obviously hit a nerve because he couldn’t let it lie. “That’s
rich that is! Coming from you, with all your secrets and lies. You
never used to be like this either!”

“Well,” she
said, advancing until she was toe to toe with him, “at least I’m
not so cold that a girl’s death doesn’t affect me at
all.”

His eyebrows drew
together, and his features grew as stormy as the moors. “We’ve been
on the streets a long time. We’ve seen more deaths than we’ve had
hot dinners.”

“But this one
is different!”

“Like you is
what you really mean.”

They stared at each other
for a moment. Verity tried to calm herself, but it was very hard.
Finally, she replied as evenly as she could, “What if it were me,
Henry? What if it were me stuffed in that wall? You need to
practice this little thing called empathy now and then.”

“Always with
the fancy words,” Henry muttered, and it was obvious he just wasn’t
going to understand here and now.

Rather than biting his
head off, she took a deep breath. Her words were, even to her ears,
incredibly controlled. “We have a job to do.”

“I
know.”

“Then do
it.”

Henry finished tying up
his ornithopter and hefted it over one shoulder like a rucksack.
“Just remember something, Verity. We’re family. Beat up,
squabbling, hand to mouth, but family. We come before the Ministry.
Always.”

For a moment she wondered
if he could read her mind, but she nodded. “I know
that.”

“Good,” he
said, walking away from her back to the stairs, “let’s go shake
things up and find this bloke. We need to get out of this damn
school before we all get too used to it.”

Verity tilted her head,
and the words escaped her before she had a chance to think about
it. “Would that really be so bad?”

The look Henry shot her
blazed with fury. “Yes it would, Verity. London is home, not this
academy. We don’t belong here.” He stuffed the ornithopter back
into its bag, leaned it against the wall, and moved some boxes over
so it was out of sight of both the doors and windows.

As she turned
and followed him back down the stairs, she did manage to keep the
words, Well you don’t at
least, unspoken, otherwise
the argument would have raged well into the morning, and she simply
didn’t have the energy for that, right now.


Chapter
Eleven

A Friendly
Little Chit-Chat

 


“Right then,”
Christopher whispered, “she’s asleep. Nommus.”

The four boys took long,
low strides. No floorboards creaked underfoot. Nothing stirred in
the dark, but for the three of them. Christopher reached for the
Starlights, and hissed as the lenses clattered softly against one
another. His heart hammered in his ears as he looked in the
direction of Mrs Summerson’s room. It was hard to know what would
and wouldn’t wake up the old crone.

Someone tapped
Christopher on the shoulder, and from the height of the shadow, he
could tell it was Liam. Christopher untangled the two pair of
goggles and passed them on to him, slipped the remaining pair
across his own eyes, and flipped the switch. Basic details of the
room slowly came to view as well as the ghostly images of Colin,
Jeremy, and Liam who was motioning with his head to the
door.

This was going to be the
tough part.

Slowly Christopher hooked
his fingers underneath the door latch and lifted it. When it
rattled like a ghost with chains, he was convinced the whole place
was conspiring against them.

Liam nudged him in the
back, and with a final glance over his shoulder, Christopher opened
the door wide enough for all four of them to slip out into the
dark.

The cold cut through
their clothing, and Christopher whispered under his breath a curse
as he made his way to the barn, a dim lantern light serving as his
beacon. He rapped his knuckles twice, waited, then rapped twice
again. The latch lifted up from the inside and the door was pushed
open to reveal Jonathan.

Christopher beckoned the
other three boys into the barn. With a final glance over his
shoulder, he slipped through the door and shut it as tight as its
thick, wooden latch would allow.

The man could hear them
moving around him. Now they were in the barn and out of earshot of
the formidable Mrs Summerson, Christopher and the lads didn’t have
to worry about the noise. Their prisoner’s head flicked back and
forth trying to track their movements. The bag over his head kept
him in the darkness which suited them for the time being, but that
was about to change. The game and its players would be
revealed.

“Go on,”
Christopher said, motioning to the man stirring before them. “Boys,
be ready.”

Liam and Colin both
nodded to one another and raised a pair of clubs that, from the
looks of them, had been ripped free of an old chair from
somewhere.

Jeremy slipped the sack
from the man’s head, and immediately recoiled as the man’s head
swung in his direction. He was blinking wildly, breathing deep
through his nose. Against the wad of fabric in his mouth, he
grunted. Christopher could only assume from the rough, gravelly
texture of his growl he had screamed himself raw. From the looks of
the knot on his head, Jonathan had clocked him once or twice to
keep him compliant.

Christopher looked around
the barn. “Hold on. Jonathan, where did you get that
gag?”

Jonathan whispered to
Jeremy. Jeremy whispered to Liam. Liam said, “You don’t wanna know,
mate.”

That’s what he was afraid
of.

With a quick wiggle of
his fingers, Christopher took hold of the wad of fabric in the
man’s mouth and yanked. The sniper exhaled and then coughed a bit.
He shook his head slowly as he took in a few deep
breaths.

“Jeremy, roll
him up,” Christopher ordered. “Jonathan, give ‘im a bit of
water.”

No one moved.
Christopher looked over his shoulder at the twins and furrowed his
brow. Go on,
he mouthed. With a slight grimace
from both of them, Jeremy pushed their prisoner upright while
Jonathan took up the small mug of water from the worktable and
offered refreshment reluctantly. The man glared at the young boy,
and then acquiesced with a slight nod. He took a few gulps and then
pulled away, giving another growl which made the twins scamper away
like scared cats.

“Just lovely,”
the man grumbled, “When I get pinched, I get pinched by the Artful
Dodger and his gang.”

“Don’t know
any Dodger bloke,” Christopher said, pulling the stool from the
workbench and placing it in front of the man, “but I do know you
are up to no good out there in them moors. Thought we could talk
about it, all civilised, ya know?”

He looked at each of
them, and Christopher watched as a smile slowly crept across his
face. A few moments later, he started laughing. “Is this an
interrogation? Really?” He tipped his head back and let out a long
sigh. “Something hit me in the noggin, I am still out cold
somewhere on the moors, and all this is a dream. Has to
be.”

“Tug on them
bonds keeping your hands and feet tied together,” Christopher
pressed, “an’ tell me you’re dreamin’, mate.”

The smile
faded.

“Now, how
about we talk about where we met?” It took the bloke a moment and
before he could respond, Christopher nodded. “That’s right. That
was us. So, we were out there, keepin’ an eye on friends. That’s
what we were doin’. What about you? Got friends out in those
parts?”

“Really? You
think that’s how this works? You just ask me a few questions, and
then I start chatting with you like—”

The bat cut through the
air and struck the sniper’s knee. Colin didn’t swing with
sufficient force to break bone, but the wood struck sharply enough
that Christopher flinched and the sniper’s breath caught in his
throat.

“Wot—are—you—doin’, Colin?” Christopher snapped.

Colin pointed at the
sniper with his club. “He was sittin’ up a bit straighter. I
thought ‘e was lungin’ for ya!”

“How can he
lunge at me? His ankles are tied together! It’s not like he’s
dangerous!”

“He’s a sniper
for the Illuminati! Of course he’s dangerous!”

Christopher groaned.
“That’s right, and neither Henry, Verity, or Emma know what these
lot are about. Right now, it’s just us, ain’t it? We got the upper
hand.”

“Yeah,” Colin
said, holding aloft his makeshift club, “and I’m remindin’ him
who’s in charge!”

“Wait-wait-wait!” the sniper shouted, making Christopher
whip his head around to face him. “You know I’m with the
Illuminati?”

Christopher rounded on
the man. “Wot? You think because I’m some sort of runt from the
streets I wouldn’t recognise a lapel pin from the
Illuminati?”

“How do you
know about the Illuminati?”

“Aww c’mon,
triangle with an eye on top? Ya’ know for a secret society, you
don’t keep too much secret with plantin’ your symbol
everywhere!”

“But you have
to know the Illuminati exists,” the sniper pressed.
“Yes, our symbol is hidden in plain sight, but we are still a
secret society because people don’t know what the symbol
represents.”

Colin stepped up and
whacked him on the knee again. From the sound of it and the
sniper’s reaction, this blow was a bit harder.

“Would you
stop doing that?!” the sniper
barked.

Christopher shrugged.
“Colin, bloody hell…”

“He’s talkin’
too much!” the boy returned. “He’s got an attitude or
somethin’.”

“Colin, it’s
an inter-roh-ga-shun. We
want him to talk!”

“The problem
is,” Liam spoke up, pointing to the groaning man before them, “he’s
the only one learning anything right now!”

Christopher’s
finger was cocked back, ready to stick itself into Liam’s face as
he readied himself to proclaim “Yes, I know this!” but he paused. Yes, he did know this. At least right at
that point. This was not how an interrogation was supposed to go.
He finally extended his arm, pointed at Liam, and said,
“Bugger.”

All of the boys turned
back to the sniper who was chuckling softly to himself.

“Let us review
shall we?” the man asked. “We were casing the Delancy Academy, a
rather prestigious place of learning where apparently, you lot have
friends attending. Now why are you lot watching said Academy and
not at the bloody place? Well, eight students pretending to know
each other would be a rather difficult charade to maintain, but
three? It’d be easier, now wouldn’t it?”

Christopher felt a slight
twinge in his temple. This was most definitely not the way an
interrogation was supposed to go.

“So, I have a
delightful little pack of street urchins casing the Delancy
Academy. A pack of street urchins who know of the existence of the
Illuminati. That makes you lot the most informed Artful Dodgers of
London. The question is by whom? Who told you we are more than just
a figment of the paranoid masses?” He looked at Christopher and
grinned. “You are quite good at this, lad. Please.
Continue.”

“Tell you
what,” Christopher said, “you tell us how many of your Illuminati
types are here, and I’ll loosen up them wrist bonds and let ya’
eat.” The other boys all stepped closer to Christopher, getting
ready to voice concern, no doubt. “It’s alright, lads. He’s got us
dead to rights, an’ honestly I don’ know why our kidsman wanted us
ta’ tangle wit’ ya’. What’s worse is we all might be working
towards the same goals, right?”

The sniper tipped his
head slightly. “I beg your pardon?”

“You
Illuminati are all about the grand plan an’ all, right?”
Christopher nodded, casting his glance casually across his mates.
Liam and Colin were looking at him like he was a complete nutter,
but the twins were keeping straight faces. Hopefully, the sniper
was keeping eyes on him. “Maybe ‘e was jus’ nervous do-gooders
would be out there. Not you lot. See, who we work for ain’t all
about order, but if there is something at the Academy needs your
attention—or, more to tha’ point, your intervention—we just need to
know as we don’t step on your feet during this merry little
dance.”

“Usher?” he
whispered. “You lot are with Usher?”

“Initiates.”

“But you all
are just simpletons. Trash from the streets.”

Christopher was pretty
certain Colin was tightening up on his club, fit to burst at that
insult. He had to wrap this up quickly. “Yeah, but when Usher needs
to get their mitts all dirty, you think they rely on them toffs
high up the ladder? Nah, mate—they need blokes like us. We’re also
their eyes and ears in the streets. It’s good work, Usher, but you
got to go through all them rituals and such.”

“What’s
Usher’s interest in the Delancy Academy?”

“You’re
probably hungry, mate. Why don’t you grab a bite ta’ eat, and we
can talk a bit more. Talk about what we’re plannin’ and make sure
we’re working together. Ya’ follow?” The sniper nodded, and
Christopher looked back at Colin. He fixed the younger with a hard
stare as he said in a light, friendly tone, “Colin, go on and untie
our guest. Man’s going to need his hands to eat.”

“Sure,
Chrissy,” Colin said, slipping past him.

Christopher closed his
eyes and counted to five—a trick Agent Thorne had taught him in
order to keep his wits about him—before turning around to the
sniper. Colin would always call him “Chrissy” to let Christopher
know when he was less-than-happy with him.

“Sorry about
keepin’ you tied up. We just wanted to make sure you really were
Illuminati.” He went to the worktable where there were a few slices
of ham and potatoes, a meal they managed to smuggle out of the main
house earlier in the evening. “We can get you a spot of ale, if you
like,” he offered as he passed the plate to him.

He
looked to each of them as he said,
“That would be lovely.”

“Good.”
Christopher took a few steps to the door, then turned back to the
sniper. “And as you’ve been probably needing to take care of…you
know…things since you’ve been here for a spell, we’ll give you a
few minutes’ privacy.”

“Delightful,”
he said.

Christopher motioned to
the other boys. “Come on, lads.”

The twins, Colin, and
Liam followed him out into the pitch dark. As he fitted the
Starlights over his own eyes, a small hand touched his arm. “Not
yet,” Christopher whispered. They were only a few steps from the
door before quickly scooting over to far corner of the house,
turning his lenses back on the barn.

“What the
hell, Chrissy?” Colin spat.

“Watch your
step, Colin,” Christopher warned over his shoulder. “Liam, be ready
to go.”

Liam leaned in close to
him. “You told him we were with the House of Usher?”

“Well, when
you are right, mate, you are right.” He looked at the ghost-like
figure to his left and said, “I done mucked up that little talk,
and we needed a distraction. Not like I wanted to tip our hand and
say ‘Actually, we are with the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences’ so
I came up with Usher. Try to get this bloke to trust
us.”

Colin snorted. “You think
he trusts us?”

“Course he
doesn’t trust us, but he probably thinks we’re dim enough to think
we trust him. He’s going to scamper the minute we give him a
chance.”

Liam took in a
quick gasp. “You want
him to escape?”

“An’ you and I
are going to follow him wherever he goes. We just need to give him
a lead, then we shadow the bastard back to where his mates are
waitin’.”

He heard whispering
behind his back, then felt Colin pat him on the shoulder. “Nice
one, Christopher.”

Wood cracking and
splintering cut through the silence. Christopher’s gaze jumped from
one side of the barn to the other, waiting for the sniper to
appear. As he had hoped, a human-sized shape slipped out from the
left side of the farm, paused after a few steps to check the
surroundings, and then continued on into the night.

“Liam, you
ready?” Christopher asked.

He felt a sharp punch
against his shoulder. “What about us?” Colin insisted.

“Two pairs of
Starlights, gents. Liam and I go. You all stay behind. As soon as
we get what we need, we’ll get back here.” He waited a moment
longer, just to give the bloke some distance and security.
“Nommus.”

And with Liam at his
side, Christopher ran into the night on the heels of the Illuminati
agent.


Chapter
Twelve

The
Sound

 


Muttering ripped Verity
out of her sleep. Glancing across at Julia’s bed, she saw her
roommate with her face turned to the wall. She was breathing
heavily, her slumber punctuated with mumbled Gaelic and occasional
thrashing. Perhaps concealing the truth about Heather von St James
was weighing heavily on her. She absently wondered if Julia was the
only student wrestling with her conscience tonight.

Even with the
mutterings and slight starts, Julia looked deep in sleep, though
Verity was now wide awake. She glanced outside her window, then
looked at the small pocket watch on her bed stand. As it was three
in the morning and she felt no urge to fall back asleep, tonight
would be as good as any night to try out the key that Professor
Vidmar had given her. She slipped out of bed as quietly as she
could manage and set about getting on with their mission in
earnest.

Wrapping her robe about
her, she put on her slippers, and eased open the door. What ran
into their room almost made her scream, but instead she slapped her
hands over her mouth to suppress a cry.

Two cats—one white, the
other a tan colour—bolted into their room and immediately slipped
under her bed. She bent down and stared at two pairs of reflective
eyes.

“Go on,” she
whispered, “get out of there.”

Their
only reply was a low, deep growl
from the white cat.

With a disgusted shake of
her head, Verity opened the door once again, peeked out of her
room, and then slipped into the dark. Miss Delancy’s warning about
the “precautions” came across more of a joke when they all first
arrived at the academy. As far as gossip between students, there
had been a few scandalous stories about rendezvous after hours, but
none ending in an encounter with the so-called
guardsmen.

The matron should have
been asleep, but already she displayed a terrifying ability to
appear out of nowhere like a ghost.

All Verity possessed
against the redoubtable Mrs Pyke was this key bestowed upon her by
Vidmar. She clenched the talisman so hard in her hand it was
actually painful.

Wrapping her arms around
the bag with Mickey inside, Verity moved on towards the floor with
the workshop. She had just rounded the corner when the rapid
ticking swelled in her ears. With the sound growing louder and
louder in her head, she knew whatever was approaching was close.
Verity widened her stride to get to the workshop, holding her
breath until slipping inside. The tension lifted off her as she
locked the door behind her.

Moving to the
workbench, she took her mechanical mouse out and began to
contemplate the idea brewing in her brain since Heather’s
discovery. Mickey could go places, and he could do it under
complete invisibility. Heather Von St James had been buried
within the walls of the academy. That meant someone had to be
able to hide her there. If there were secret chambers within the
academy walls Mickey could map them. Then, he could guide Verity
and Henry through these potential passages, using the same
invisibility field as Mickey, only with a wider field of
projection.

The challenges before
her: making use of Mickey but going without him for quite some
time, maybe days, and increasing its power output in order to cloak
itself, Verity, and Henry. Not something she could do with Vidmar
watching over her shoulder; hence night work.

“Alright
then,” Verity said, flipping on one of the workbench lamps and
peering through the magnifying glass. Taking a deep breath, she
examined the small battery powering her mechanical mouse. “How do
we solve this conundrum?”

With Mickey splayed open
under the magnifying glass, her hair knotted up and out of her
face, Verity bent to the task. Her heart raced with the excitement
of so many wonderful tools at her fingertips.

She ejected
the current battery and focused her attention on the mechanics.
There were a few redundancies she could remove. They would risk
device failure, though, but the additional space would lend for a
larger, more efficient energy source. That was what she needed, and
the faint, soothing tick-tock-tick-tock coming from the device before her served as an insurance
that, yes, Verity was on the right track. Lost in the science and
design of her creation, she tinkered surrounded by shadows and
silence.

When Verity
finally paused for a break, she glanced at the clock by the
chalkboard. The hour hand was soundly pointing at five.
Had so much time passed?
Working the kinks out of her neck
and shoulders, she stepped away from the workbench to stretch.
Whenever she was working on projects, fatigue never interfered with
her concentration. Now aware of the time, a chill was invading her
bones. Verity’s nightgown and robe were not very thick. Maybe this
was a good spot to stop?

“Just a few
minutes more,” she whispered to herself. “I’m almost there with the
new power supply.”

Verity only took a few
steps back to the workbench when she heard the door rattle. She
froze, her focus fixed on the handle. It jiggled once more. Her
gaze flicked from desk to desk, searching for anything she could
use. She finally stopped at a wooden sculpture at the corner of
Vidmar’s desk. A Chinese dragon. Rather odd desk decoration for a
man of science. Hefting its weight though, it would serve her
well.

As she crept up to the
door, the sculpture coming up in her other hand, the ticking she
had heard earlier in her head started up again.

The door handle
jiggled.

Verity disengaged the
lock and nearly ripped the door off its hinges, bringing down the
dragon in a quick arch. Her makeshift weapon would have struck
Henry square in the skull had he not grabbed her arm, and pulled
her into a shoulder lock with a smooth ease he’d always had in all
things martial.

“Bloody hell,
Verity,” Henry snapped. They stood there in the doorway, his hands
wrapped around her wrist, in the half-shadows, not saying anything
for the longest time. “Trouble sleeping again?”

“I’m trying to
improve Mickey, thank you very much. We need to—” but her tirade
abruptly stopped. It was five in the morning. What was Henry doing,
awake at that hour? She shrugged him off her and spun around to
face him. “Are you following me?” she asked in a hiss.

Henry folded his hands in
front of his chest, a wave of embarrassment crossing his face, if
only briefly—then his head came up in that imperious fashion he
had. “I am responsible for the Seven, so…”

“You’re
tracking me?”

“I’m
tracking everyone!”
he snipped. “Thorne and his lot
think they are so clever, but I cracked the signal in these.” Henry
held up his hand and wiggled the ring on his finger. “How else did
you think I knew Christopher was on the bleedin’ farm?”

“Well, I am
sure you can offer Agent Thorne and the clankertons at the Ministry
an explanation on how you did that once we are done
here.”

“I won’t.”
Henry folded his arms, his cheeks puffing out slightly as he looked
down at her.

Verity felt the urge to
clobber him. Henry took entirely too many liberties, all under the
guise of “for the betterment of the Seven” which she knew was utter
rubbish. This was Henry’s insecurity. Especially around
her.

She was about to share
with him this opinion when the ticking grew louder in her
head.

Whatever she heard
earlier that night was coming down the hallway, and this time the
device was not alone.

Without a
word, Verity grabbed Henry and yanked him into the shadows of the
workshop. The noise came from far end of the hallway and was
drawing closer. As Verity locked the classroom door, the regular
ticking in her head quickened, growing louder, faster. This was no
friendly rattle of warm clockwork such as occupied her thoughts
when working on Mickey, but something far more determined and
sharp. The rat-a-tat-tat in her
brain reminded her of the drums the Coldstream Guard played when
marching down by the Thames. The taste of bitter smoke filled her
mouth, and the ticking in her head was joined by a quick thudding.
Her heart was threatening to burst out of her chest.

“Whatever is
out there,” she whispered to Henry, her hands tightening on the
dragon still in her hand, “we don’t want it to see us.” She had the
key, but would it excuse Henry’s presence as well?

“Think we can
make it back to the dormitories then?” he said, but it was too
late.

The ticking in her head
grew louder than her heartbeat, and a searing pain caused Verity to
drop to her knees. Through her screwed-shut eyes, Verity saw the
source of the ticking moving with a speed not normally seen in
automatons.

Most creations, like the
brass ones striding towards the workshop, were assembled with some
consideration to their appearance. Most automatons looked human,
their masters more comfortable with heads, arms, and most of all
eyes. The guardians of the Delancy Academy had none of those
affectations. Verity could see in her mind Delancy’s automatons had
legs, four long ones jointed in such a way they moved swiftly and
silently along the corridor’s wood and rugs. These limbs came to
meet at a round spinning ball in the centre, a variety of nasty
looking implements housed against its underside. Verity was in no
doubt these implements would emerge when soft flesh was in the
offering. Protruding from the top of the central sphere was a long
rectangle emitting a deep crimson light ahead of it.

There were two of these
metallic creatures closing from both ends of the corridor outside
the classroom. Verity calculated immediately they would be caught
before reaching any escape route.

“We’ve got to
make a run for it, Verity!” she heard him say distantly.

She shook her head
vehemently, pressing her hands tighter against her ears. Sweat
trickled down her spine. They were outside the door, and one of the
automatons released from its belly a device resembling a key,
welded at the end of a long, retractable arm.

The hinges of the door
creaked as it swung forward, and Verity’s eyes popped open when
Henry’s grip tightened on her. Now seeing these metallic monsters
in front of her, she was certain she had lead him to his
death.

The dreadful automatons
strode relentlessly towards them. Those edged weapons emerging from
underneath the central sphere of the approaching device would dice
them both into tiny cubes. Verity shoved her hand into the pocket
of her robe and thrust before them the key Professor Vidmar had
given her.

“Verity,”
Henry was just audible over the angry clamour in her head. “They’re
still coming!”

“Protocol
Faculty Override,” another voice spoke behind them, stopping the
automatons in their tracks. “Vidmar-One-Zero-One-Four.”

The menacing implements
stopped, then retracted back into their respective spheres. Red
eyes pivoted towards the door with a soft hissing noise before the
machines silently took their leave.

Professor Vidmar shut the
door behind them before slumping against it. Where had he come
from?

The relentless clicking
in Verity’s head was still reaching a crescendo even as the
automatons withdrew. All she could do was stare at her teacher, and
that was when she noticed his current state.

He was wearing only a
shirt and tight trousers. No jacket. No ascot. He did not appear to
have been roused from sleep. In fact, he seemed to have been awake
for some time. Rather than being able to enjoy the sight of Vidmar
in dishabille, Verity clutched her head as the slicing pain
returned. She doubled over, fingers locked around her skull, and
only just managed to hold in a scream of agony. She took in a deep
breath, and noted a delightful scent coming from Vidmar. A medley
of cinnamon, musk, and cedar. The smell of his cologne, oddly
enough, helped soothe the pain in her head.

“Il
Suono,” Vidmar said, taking a
step back, and examining Verity as if she were a device on his
laboratory table. “The Sound, you have it, I see.”

Verity and Henry both
blinked at him. She for one was surprised by the professor’s
disinterest in a boy and a girl occupying his workshop in the
middle of the night. Instead, improbable as it was, this professor
recognised her symptoms. A tiny weight lifted from her many
concerns. Verity had wondered if she were going mad, perhaps from a
familial disease.

Now, Vidmar was staring
at her in delight, rather than horror. Henry just looked annoyed,
but then he never liked it when someone had more information than
he did.

Verity had no time to
worry about her fellow orphan. “You...you know what this is?” she
finally managed. She was trying desperately not to vomit. “This
ticking in my brain?”

“It is not
something everyone believes in; I can assure you. So I would
suggest against seeing a doctor about it.” Vidmar smiled, and her
stomach did summersaults but of a different nature than the
sickness the ticking in her head occasionally brought on. He looked
over to Henry. “Be a good lad and fetch from my room the water on
my bed stand.”

“From your
room?” Henry asked.

He motioned to the far
end of the laboratory, and Verity made out a door which was
half-open. She could just see on the other side a small dormitory.
“If you please?”

As Henry crossed over to
the professor’s room, Vidmar went to the bookshelf that occupied
more than half of the wall behind his desk. Verity heartily
approved of anyone who had so many books, especially a collection
its owner knew intimately. He ran his fingers across the leather
bound subjects before him, plucked out a thin volume, and placed it
in Verity’s hands.

She found its
title embossed in gold on the spine. “The Mind and Delights of the
Clankerton?” She glanced up
at Vidmar. “I’ve never heard of this title before.”

“It has just
been published as a translation from Italian.” The professor
shrugged while pouring a glass of water from the pitcher Henry
handed him. “I was lucky enough to be asked to do the work, so I
have an advanced copy.”

At her side, Verity heard
Henry make a tiny grunt of annoyance. Her fellow urchin held very
little regard for book learning.

Whispering “Thank
you” as she took the glass
from him, Verity looked at Henry and noticed the glare he was
unleashing upon Vidmar. It was a bit ridiculous. Vidmar should have
been nothing less than a mentor to Henry considering their shared
love of tinkering with machines.

The professor took the
volume from Verity’s hands, flicked to a chapter mid-way through
the book, and turned it to her. “This is all unverified
scientifically of course, but the author has gathered some
remarkable first-hand accounts of this phenomena he calls The
Sound.”

With her head now quiet
and her wits about her, Verity put down the glass and examined the
text. She had always been a fast reader, but somehow the words she
snatched up from this book took a moment to sink in.

I hear the
movements of the clock, and I know when something is amiss within
it. I do not even need to examine it to tell the owner what is
wrong with it. I can do this from some distance, even on simply
passing a house with a mistimed clock in it.

Since a baby,
the noise has filled my head. I did not attend school as a child,
so I just thought everyone heard it. I spent seven years in an
asylum just because I told a friend about it. Turned out he was not
such a friend. I need to touch machines though, and being here I
can’t. I think that is really driving me mad.

Verity’s eyes grew
suddenly hot, and she was afraid to cry right there in front of
Henry and the professor. Closing the book with a snap, she squeezed
it between her fingertips, as if she were at sea and this was the
only thing about to cling to.

“Seems like it
just might be madness,” she said, keeping her voice as steady as
she could.

“Non fare lo
sciocco,” Vidmar said, gently
tapping on the back cover of the book. “One uneducated might think
such a thing. Read further, and you will find abilities from the
Sound which cannot be explained. Perhaps there could be some more
scientific conclusion to be discovered in the future.”

“Look,” Henry
said, leaning in between Verity and Vidmar, “she ain’t no nutter,
and she ain’t a science experiment.” He jabbed his finger in the
direction of the door. “But sure as shit, the person who created
that is…” He narrowed his glare on the professor. “Mister
Vidmar-One-Zero-One-Four.”

Henry’s attempt to divert
the conversation and ease her disposition was sweet, very noble,
but since Verity had never really talked with anyone about the
Sound before, she grew a little miffed with him.

“I am afraid
our headmistress has become a little over zealous.”

“You’re
telling me Miss Delancy made those brass beasties?”

“In the past,
the Delancy Academy encountered disciplinary obstacles with some of
the more gifted students. This led to the invention of the
Guardsman.”

“It did not
recognise your key,” Verity said.

“Considering
the fate of the dearly departed Von St James, she must have changed
the routine.” Vidmar strode over to his desk, unlocked a drawer,
and withdrew a brass box about five inches in length from it. “This
should do the trick.”

“A music box?”
she asked.

“Planning on
playing us a tune?” Henry said, giving a short little
laugh.

Vidmar’s expression
immediately hardened. His next words were less cordial. “I am
planning on getting you back to your dormitories where you belong.”
It was a teacher’s voice he was using, and on most children it
would have worked. Henry was just a little too old and a little too
stubborn though.

His hands clenched, and
now it was Verity who stepped between them. “Thank you, Professor,
that would be most kind.”

Vidmar’s sharp gaze
remained fixed on Henry. “I will have to report your excursion to
Miss Lobelia. My courtesy was extended to you, Miss Simmons. Only
you. I hope this…”—and he motioned to Henry— ”…was all worth it. I
expected more from you.”

The way he glanced
between Henry and herself made Verity abruptly aware how this must
look. Her face flushed bright red. “Henry is quite skilled in the
ways of mechanics,” she insisted. “I needed his perspective on
Mickey as I sometimes get too close to a project.”

Henry was
grinning from ear to ear, totally enjoying her distress, so she
tried to stare a hole in the floor. Preferably one big enough for
Henry to fall through. You
pompous twit, Verity
seethed.

“Maybe you are
spending too much time with that McTighe girl.” Vidmar shook his
head, opened the lab door, and checked both ends of the corridor
outside. Dimly in the distance they could hear the whirl of a
Guardsman, but the professor showed no fear. “Boys’ rooms first I
think,” he muttered, motioning for them to follow.

Henry stepped in front of
her. “How about we see Verity back first, sir?” The last word had
absolutely no deference in it, and she winced.

While the two males were
having a stand-off, the signature ticking of a Guardsman struck up
in her head once more. This one was closing on them very fast,
faster than the other two models which had borne down on them
earlier.

That was until Professor
Vidmar spun on his heel, held the music box out, and flipped the
catch on its key. The eerie strains of “Greensleeves” echoed down
the corridor, and for a moment Verity wondered if all the adults at
the academy were quite mad.

With a clicking and
whirring, the automaton paused to listen to the tune, and then
turned and went in the opposite direction. As simple as
that.

Vidmar smiled, his
eyebrow crooked at the two young people. “See, the old have their
uses from time to time.”

He was only five or six
years older than her at the most—Verity almost blurted it out, but
it didn’t really seem the right time to say such things. Especially
in front of Henry.

“See, our
headmistress is not totally without some measure of mercy.” The
professor shooed them in front of him towards the stairs and the
dormitories. “Now then?”

“Right, a
patrolling automaton with blades of death in a school with gifted,
randy kids is entirely reasonable,” Henry whispered under his
breath as an aside to Verity.

Reaching the stairs just
ahead of the professor and Henry, Verity frowned at a huddle of
shadow at the base of the stairs. At first she thought some very
rude person had thrown their laundry down the stairs, but then
realizing what it actually was, she stopped stock still. Henry
almost ran into her, probably too busy keeping an eye on the
professor.

“Verity, I
know you don’t want to go to bed but—” His words ended abruptly in
his throat, before asking “Is that...”

Vidmar dashed forward to
the dark bundle, which was most definitely not shadows, while
Verity raced to the wall and turned up the gaslight. The
illumination revealed the bundle was a body, but the professor
rolling the lifeless form on to its back showed much
more.

It was Mrs Pyke, her face
was drained to a strange colour of grey, her eyes wide and staring.
Her mouth was stretched in a scream with no sound to it. No blood
marred the carpet on the stairs, but there were vivid red marks on
her face which looked exactly like burning fingers had been placed
there. Her corpse was very similar to that of Heather von St James
with the skin drawn tight against her skeletal frame, and drained
completely dry.

Professor Vidmar,
crouching down over her, turned to look back at the students.
“Henry, I think you should go and knock on Miss Lobelia’s door.
Immediately.”

As Henry ran to the far
wing of Delancy Academy, Verity wondered for just a moment if this
latest murder would put yet another kink in tomorrow’s class
schedule at all.

 


 


 



Chapter
Thirteen

Interview with
a Headmistress

 


“Another body?
Really?” Julia slid closer to Verity, and gave her a nudge. The
cafeteria was so quiet her voice echoed eerily. Several of the
students nearby shot her a look, but then turned back to their
porridge with fixed expressions. Usually Mrs Pyke would have to
shout at the students to eat silently, but this morning she caused
the quiet in quite a different way. Henry was nowhere to be seen,
and Verity couldn’t decide if that was good or bad.

She’d already found
herself isolated. Apparently bearing witness to not one but two
corpses made one a bit of outcast at the breakfast table. She eased
out a small sigh and corrected her roommate. “Yes, Henry, Professor
Vidmar, and I found her. That was my early morning adventure, but
there really isn’t much to tell...”

She trailed off as she
realized her mistake.

“So…Professor
Vidmar…awake and cordial in the wee hours of the mornin’. Did he
look…pale…to you?”

Verity took another
spoonful of porridge. Julia was a delightful, if not eccentric
girl, but she was not helping the situation.

Julia took a gentle hold
of Verity’s arm. “Did he look different in the moonlight? I mean,
ya’ eva’ notice tha’ he prefers classes later in the
day.”

Verity raised one
eyebrow, and gave her a hard stare.

“Oh yes,”
Julia said giving a weak smile, “poor Mrs Pyke—but it seems the
headmistress is not bringin’ in the kindly doctor from the
asylum?”

Taking a large spoonful
of porridge, Verity replied, “It’s easy to hide one dead student
body, but a little harder to cover up the matron’s death. It will
be all the talk by lunchtime.” She shook her head. “Her expression,
those fingerprints on her face. No, most definitely
murder...”

“Fingerprints
on her face? No bite marks? Ya’ certain?”

“Julia, this
was not a vampire attack.”

Julia put down her spoon
down carefully, before asking, “How can ya be sure?”

“Well, for
starters,” Verity said, fighting to keep her wits about her,
“vampires do not exist in anything other than penny dreadfuls and
mythology.”

The light in Julia’s eyes
did not provide any comfort to Verity. There was a sinister glimmer
in them as she cast her gaze slowly across the dining hall. As she
had surmised, hushed conversations were happening in the corners
where teachers could not hear. Gossip was afoot and there was no
stopping it.

“So, if not
vampires, who do we think did it?” Julia leaned in closer,
“Werewolves maybe?”

Verity nearly choked on
her own breakfast. “Julia!”

“I’m jus’
tryin’ ta’ rule out the impossible!”

“If I rule out
lycanthropes, what next? Moon Men, perhaps?”

“Ach,
now ya’ talkin’ nonsense!” Julia
shook her head, seemingly disappointed in Verity. “Only Mars has
alien life.”

Thinking on it, the words
just popped out. “It wasn’t a machine either,” she said, more to
herself than to Julia. “The automatons here don’t have fingers like
that.”

“So, ya’
rulin’ out the Guardsmen?”

“Yes, the
Guardsmen would hav—how do
you know about the Guardsmen?”

Her question
carried across the cafeteria, and now every student was fixing her
and Julia with a stare. Her roommate pinched the bridge of her nose
and shook her head slowly. Verity swore she heard Julia
whisper, “Bloody English.
Canna control themselves.”

Verity leaned in and
whispered tersely, “How do you know about the
Guardsmen?”

Julia bit her bottom lip.
“Ya’ notice I don’t sleep very soundly?”

“Yes.”

“Well, in the
first week, apparently I went for a wee stroll, and the Guardsmen
found me.”

“They
found you.”

“Apparently,
they guided me back to our room. An’ on that night, I managed ta’
wake outside the room. I watched them creepin’ away. Absolutely
beautiful, they are!”

“Beautiful?”

“Aye.”

“Four legs,
red scope, all attached to a steel ball of death?”

“And an
absolute delight to watch. Whoever made them should be—”

“Committed,”
Verity blurted.

“Commended,”
Julia insisted.

Verity shook her head.
“It wasn’t the Guardsmen. Professor Vidmar found a key just like
the one he had given me in Mrs Pyke’s hand. She was well aware of
the automatons.”

“Could they
have ignored it as they did with yours?”

“The idea
someone tinkered with the automaton’s routines was a possibility,
certainly, but the weapons in the Guardsmen are of bladed
varieties. There were no cut marks on Mrs Pyke from what I could
see.” She shuddered. “Besides, what machine could engrave such a
terrifying scream on her face?”

Julia, once again, stared
at her fellow students in the dining hall, the sparkle of delight
notably gone. “So ya’ think the killer might be...someone here?
Someone Miss Delancy has locked up here with us all?”

Verity could see it on
her face, the dawning understanding this had happened here, right
where she lived. Julia was a child of privilege. A slightly strange
one to be sure, but one nonetheless. It would take her a few
minutes to align to a new reality.

Despite all that, Verity
felt a twinge of empathy for the girl. Her own indoctrination into
the harshness of the world had happened much younger, and struck
much closer. She could still recall standing outside the burning
manor house and coming to terms with the fact her parents were dead
inside. That the life she knew was over and done, and she needed to
hide in the streets of London. Alone. Terrified…

“Verity?”

She jumped in her seat.
Julia gently took her hand, her face twisted in concern.

“Ya’ alright
there?”

“I am, yes,”
she said. She squeezed Julia’s hand. “If the killer is a student,
it’s one of the returning students. Heather Von St James was
missing before we arrived.”

“Maybe a
lover’s tiff gone wrong?” Julia said, squeaking almost. “The
student was in love with a teacher? Vidmar, maybe? Or better yet,
Monsieur DuValle.”

“The French
teacher? He’s ancient!”

“Aye! An’ in
their younger days, he an’ Mrs Pyke could have been lovers...Pyke
takes revenge on student, and DuValle lashes out...”

Now she was getting into
the realm of overly-romantic novels. With Julia spinning a yarn
which would make Jane Austen green with envy, Verity gulped down
the last of her porridge and nodded encouragingly.

“Verity.”

Both Julia and she
started at the sound of Henry’s voice. He looked exhausted and in
desperate need of sleep.

“Henry!”
Verity leapt to her feet and embraced him, forgetting for a moment
the observers all around them. “Where have you been?”

“I’ve been…”
and his voice trailed off as he pointed back towards the centre of
the academy. “I’m…a bit sleepy.”

Verity went to ask why he
had not just gone to bed when she felt a boot connect with her
heel. She looked back and saw Julia giving her best
smile.

“Henry,” she
began, not sure where this was headed, “would you like to join
Julia and me?”

“Good morning,
Henry,” the Scots girl said, waving her fingers lightly. Her eyes
were radiant.

“Morning,
Julia.”

“Breakfast
will pick ya up in no time!” and she was on her feet and off to the
kitchens.

“I pride on
being observant, Henry, but I think—”

“The
headmistress,” he slurred. “She wants to see you.”

“What?”

“She’s waitin’
for you.”

Verity eased him into her
seat. “Get some breakfast and have Julia get you to your room.
You’re about to fall asleep standing up.”

“Yeah,” he
mumbled, “that sounds nice.” His head bobbled up and he forced a
grin. “Be careful.”

“I will,” she
reassured him.

“You’re
strongest of all of us, Verity. Jus’ remember that.”

She looked into his eyes,
not sure what to say. He was tired, but he was sincere in that
moment. Once Julia returned to their table with fresh porridge and
immediately started sharing her thoughts and theories with the
near-asleep Henry, Verity slipped away.

Just shy of the
cafeteria door she heard Suzanne holding court with her gaggle of
like-minded friends.

“I hear you
found another body,” Suzanne sneered, “but this time, you were
wandering the hallways with that charity boy.”

So she was much better
informed than Julia. Verity wasn’t terribly impressed. “Lovely to
know you care so much about Mrs Pyke’s death.”

“She was of a
terribly low class,” Suzanne said, with an evil little grin across
her smug face. “A rather tragic excuse for a life. Then again,
without the lower classes, we would have no one tending upon their
betters, so my father says.”

“Even more
tragic that her betters could not wipe their own arses without
help. At least Mrs Pyke could take care of herself, but heaven
forbid if your shoelaces snapped.”

Stella’s dark eyes
narrowed on Verity. “This is what happens when you let gutter
children into this academy. Sullies the whole place.”

“No more than
your own behaviour, Miss Masters.” She motioned with her head out
the door. “I have a meeting with the headmistress. I’ll make sure
to put in your request.”

“My
request?”

“From what
I’ve heard in my Literature class from the older boys, you and
Suzanne are in need of a revolving door.”

The girl was on her feet
in seconds. So, the prissy bitch fancied herself a brawler, did
she?

“Stella,”
Suzanne snapped, freezing the girl in her tracks, “Sit. ‘Charity
Verity’ is not worth the trouble.”

Verity
furrowed her brow. Suzanne knew it didn’t quite rhyme.
Didn’t she?

If Miss Delancy had not
summoned her, Verity might have taken a bit more time to punch
Suzanne’s smirk off her face and enjoy a good tousle with Stella.
Though she had not cared for Mrs Pyke, the poor woman deserved
better than to be maligned the day after her death. It was highly
unlikely she had any love interest, but instead been caught up in
the strange goings on in the school. She hadn’t deserved what she
got, regardless of her standing in society.

Suzanne and
Stella would have to wait though. As she stalked from the
cafeteria, Emma was just coming in. The younger girl’s curly
chestnut hair was a spectacular mess this morning.
Dragged backwards through a
blackberry bush, Verity’s
mother would have said.

Emma looked
like she was about to speak to her fellow Ministry Seven member,
but one dark glance from her and she shut her mouth with an audible
snap. Later, Verity mouthed
to her friend, and moved quickly on.

She hadn’t
really been at the school for that long, but even so, standing
outside the oak door with the words “Miss Delancy” on it made her
heart beat faster. This is
just foolish, Verity told
herself, this woman’s got
nothing on me. We can leave anytime.

Still, she adjusted her
collar one more time and knocked.

“Enter.” The
voice coming from the other side sounded calm enough.

Opening the door and
stepping through, Verity was immediately hit by the smell of
violets. Bright winter sun shone through the window illuminating a
room entirely unlike anything she might have expected from a
headmistress’ study. Periwinkle blue curtains lined the windows,
while framed water colours of seascapes lined the walls. A pair of
chairs and a love seat, both bright green, centred around a
fireplace. Between the chairs was set a small table, with a tall
grey coffeepot and a matching mug next to it.

Seated in the
farthest chair was Miss Delancy, hands folded neatly on her lap.
Today she wore a deep purple dress which showed off a considerable
amount of pale flesh, especially for a school-marm. Her skin was
incredibly smooth despite her age, and from how she was displaying
her somewhat ample bosom, she seemed not only aware of this but
proud of it. Perhaps,
Verity thought, this was why Henry was so tired.
He must have been using every ounce
of concentration not to stare at this certain display of
femininity.

Miss Delancy, with her
sleek blonde hair accented with strands of white, and daring gothic
dress, looked so out of place in the somewhat frivolous setting,
Verity stopped just inside the door way. It took her a moment to
notice Mrs Seddon was seated opposite of her with a large, fluffy
tabby cat taking up all of her lap. Verity had just interrupted a
rather animated conversation, between the headmistress and her
chemistry teacher.

Seddon peered at her
through those thick glasses while she petted the cat
absent-mindedly. Her little round body was wedged into the chair,
but after a moment, she scooped up the cat, and cradling it
awkwardly in one arm, managed to lever herself out. “Well now, Miss
Simmons, my star pupil.”

Verity blushed a bit.
Thanks to what had become a disciplinary ritual in response to
Seddon’s slow pace in class, Verity had become quite familiar with
the Periodic Table. Her eyebrows shot up as Seddon, patted the
headmistress on the knee. “I’ll leave it to you, Lobelia. I’ll see
you for dinner at the usual time. I’m looking forward to seeing
that Lee-Metford Mark III you’ve acquired.”

“Play nice
with me, and I may even let you fire off a round or two.” Miss
Delancy said with a smile which deepened into a frown as she
gestured to the tabby. “Take that thing with you will you? I have
no idea how it got in here and he really is a menace with all his
fawning. The academy needs to do something about all the damn
cats.”

Seddon cradled the tabby
closer. “Now Lobelia, you know they keep the mice away, and liven
up the place a bit.” Then she left, cat in hand, and giving Verity
a pleasant smile as she walked by.

Verity had to hold in a
gasp as she heard the office door shut firmly behind her. She
thought Miss Delancy loved the cats.

The headmistress nodded.
“Miss Simmons,” she said, gesturing to spot on the vacant love
seat. “Come, sit down. I would like to talk about last
night.”

While Miss Delancy poured
a mug of coffee, Verity reminded herself while she was here, she
was not street-wise Verity Fitzroy of the Ministry Seven. Her cover
was that of a middle-class orphan, but murder should be distressing
to one of those. Swallowing hard, Verity took the offered seat, and
tried to look as upset as possible. Maybe she could even pluck up a
tear. Confidence tricks sometimes demanded a child to weep on
demand, so it was in her repertoire.

Keeping her head dropped,
so as not to make eye contact, Verity screwed up her face and
thought of her dead parents.

As usual, it worked. When
she raised her gaze to Miss Delancy’s, her eyes were glazed with
wetness.

“Oh, my dear,
sweet child,” her headmistress said, shaking her head, “how
shocking it must have been.” She took a deep breath, and offered
her a handkerchief she fished out from her décolletage. “And what a
terrible headmistress I have been, making this so difficult for
you.”

Verity took it and dabbed
at the corner of her eyes. From what she saw, Headmistress Lobelia
Delancy was beside herself. Quite the transformation from the woman
employing fear in order to keep the student body quiet.

“The Academy
has been more than a legacy for my family. It has been a standing
testament to excellence. We pride ourselves in cultivating and
nurturing the brightest and best,” she said pausing only to take a
restorative sip of her coffee, “and sometimes that dedication tends
to get the better of me. My first concern when Miss von St James
was discovered should have been to the students, not to the
school’s reputation.” Miss Delancy set aside the cup and placed her
hands in her lap as she turned her full attention to Verity.
“Bringing Doctor Hood from that dreadful place here was very
foolish, and quite inappropriate. Would you not agree?”

Verity swallowed, and
took in a deep, measured breath before answering. “Miss Delancy,
the academy is your priority, and it is not my place—”

“Rubbish,
girl!” Delancy said pointedly. “I’ve seen your scores. Most
commendable. You have a keen intellect, and I daresay are destined
for great things. Please, do not pander to me.”

She nodded. “Yes, I would
say, it was wrong to bring Doctor Hood from Quinne Asylum. It only
made an awful matter worse.”

“More so for
you, having found the second body, I am sure.”

“It was
terrible,” she stammered, clenching her throat as if she was
choking. “However she died, it was much like Miss von St James.
This horrified expression on her face...”

“Yes, yes, I
am sure it was quite awful.” Miss Delancy patted Verity’s hand and
eventually took hold of it. “Professor Vidmar told me all the
details, including how you and Henry Talbot were out of your
dormitories...”

“I..I was
working on something,” Verity choked out. “I wanted to show you it
wasn’t a mistake you bringing me here.” She squeezed the
headmistress’ hand very hard suddenly. “I like it here! Please
don’t send me back!”

“Of course I
won’t.” Miss Delancy assured her. “Come here, Verity,” and she
pulled her into a warm embrace. “I meant what I said. You strike me
as a strong girl, and I should nurture such strength.”

Verity was not a child.
She did not need to be soothed, but it had been so long since she
felt such a caring embrace. She could feel tears coming in earnest
now, especially when the headmistress’ hand stroked her hair. Her
mother had done the same once.

“A talented
girl such as yourself?” she asked. “Why would I turn you
away?”

Verity had to gather her
wits. She was on a mission. “You think I’m talented?” she managed.
It was rather pleasant being complimented for your work, as opposed
to constantly justifying it before others. Like Henry.

“Professor
Vidmar told me,” Miss Delancy said pulling her a fraction closer.
“He told me of your gift.”

The headmistress’ words
were very sobering. She knew. She knew about Il Suono, as Vidmar
had called it. Was her secret to be shared with others? Obviously,
the headmistress believed the Sound was ‘not insanity’ as they were
having a conversation together, and not within the walls of the
local asylum.

“This gift of
yours is precious,” Delancy said, “and I wish to protect and
nurture it, just as I wish to protect and nurture every student of
this academy. Obviously, I cannot show such preferential treatment,
all gifts aside…” She pushed her back gently, and looked at Verity
directly. “…but you have been present at the discovery of two
bodies. I recognise your strength, but I do not wish to test
it.”

Verity stared at her
mutely, tears still streaming down her face, but her heart was a
chill stone. Her headmistress was willing to use the asylum as a
means to protect the academy’s reputation. Now, she wanted to
protect the students first and foremost, especially Verity and her
gift. Why this change of heart? What did Miss Delancy
want?

“I need you to
be strong, my dear,” the headmistress said, her tone resembling the
sting of a whip. “When the time comes, you will need that fire in
you, that incredible gift of yours. It may, indeed save us
all.”

Her conviction, touched
with hints of compassion and steel will, made Verity shudder.
People who wore that expression often came to the slums, usually
looking for trouble or to deal pain upon anyone in their path. She
was fairly certain if need be, Miss Delancy could also summon up
tears of her own.

The headmistress’ fingers
tightened on Verity’s shoulders before releasing her. “Very well
then,” she said, standing abruptly, “return to your classes. Do not
fail me, Verity Simmons. Remember, I believe in you.”

Verity was given what she
wanted. She had the headmistress’ leave, but she longed to feel the
woman’s embrace again. Instead, she gave a little curtsy and darted
from the office. Only when she was out in the corridor did she let
out a slow breath.

“Did she send
you packing?” a sweet voice asked just in front of her. “I do hope
so. Sadly, the best way to deal with a wild dog is to put it down,
so my father says.”

Verity spun around, but
managed to keep her fist by her side as Suzanne Celestene stood at
the base of Lord Delancy’s statue. It was a bit surprising to find
her there, obviously waiting for her to leave the headmistress’
office. Not so surprising was Stella Masters at Suzanne’s side, the
girl’s dark features seeming to harden the longer she stared at
her.

Verity fixed
her gaze with Suzanne. She was done with this tart. “I’m sure when
it comes to dealing with bitches, your father is incredibly
knowledgeable.” Stella let out a soft growl but Verity kept her
eyes on Suzanne. “Go on. Attack me. Just down the hall from the
headmistress. I may walk away with a black eye. Possibly a broken
nose. But you? You’ll just walk away…” She now looked to Stella,
and the other girl stepped back a pace. “All the way
back to London.”

“The
headmistress is not omnipotent,” Suzanne warned. “She can’t protect
you everywhere here.”

“No, she
can’t,” Verity returned, just as sweetly, “and when that time
comes, I will be unprotected. Just like you.”

With that she flounced
off and didn’t look back. Once she got around the corner, out of
sight, she leaned against the wall, and let out another long sigh.
Who knew the pursuits of higher learning could be so bloody
dangerous?

 


 



Chapter
Fourteen

Keeping Watch
over the Watchmen

 


The moors spread out for
miles all around them, the only outstanding detail the silver shape
of the Illuminati sniper far ahead of them. When he stopped, they
stopped. Liam would usually complain about casing a mark, and who
could blame him? Following was not exciting work. The actual job,
though? Worth the wait, to Christopher.

Still, it was getting to
the job itself which was dull as ditch water. Liam welcomed
shadowing the sniper. Life on the farm with the animals may have
been the finest of nanty narking but that didn’t mean he wasn’t
wanting a change.

The sniper stopped in his
tracks again, so he and Liam had to follow suit.

“This bloke
ever get tired?” Liam said with a groan.

“Maybe there’s
somethin’ in the Illuminati, ya’ know?” panted Christopher, “To
join, you got to run across the country before getting that fancy
pin.”

“Them
Illuminatis mus’ save a good amount of coin on hypersteam. Who
needs it when you can just hoof it, right?”

Christopher pulled
himself up on his knees, and caught sight of the sniper standing up
and resuming his trek back towards St Austell.

“Good news,”
Christopher said, pulling up Liam by his arm. “He’s moving
slower.”

“Lucky us,” he
replied before trudging into the darkness.

The sniper led
Christopher and Liam through the hillocks until they crested a low
hill. From this height, they could see the sniper running towards
St Austell tucked down the valley. The boys followed the ghostly
figure of the sniper, who had slowed himself down to a walk, as
they reached the main street of the town.

“Shouldn’t we
get closer?” Liam asked under his breath.

“Nah,
remember—he’s got Starlights too. Probably better quality than the
ones we’re wearing. We got ta’ be all careful like.”

“At least
we’re in a town,” Liam said, patting the side of the church they
were hiding alongside. “Not as crowded as London Town, but we got
places to hide.”

“Jus’ don’ get
too lofty, eh?” Christopher warned. “Remember what Agent Thorne
done told us ‘bout these Illuminati lot.”

From their corner, they
could see the sniper walking slowly down the deserted street, his
imposing form pausing to check alleyways between shops. Christopher
waited for him to take a few steps before he motioned for Liam to
follow. He could just see him checking door after door until
finally he paused at an inn or tavern of some description.
Christopher grabbed Liam by the collar to drag him into an empty
alleyway as the sniper dug into his pockets.

Christopher tried to
listen for any activity from the sniper. Unlocking a door. Closing
a door. Anything involving that bloody door, but his heart was
thrumming hard in his ears.

Then, a door shut. It did
not slam, but it did close firmly enough for both Liam and he to
hear. They both leaned their heads out from their hiding place, and
after a few moments of nothing apart from silence and darkness,
light from a second floor window shone down on the road ahead of
them.

Christopher removed his
Starlights and tucked them into his coat pocket. “Looks like our
Illuminati found the rest of his gang.”

“So how do ya’
reckon we get in there?”

“St Austell’s
ain’t no London,” Christopher said over his shoulder as he crept
towards the building. “There might be a window unlocked
somewhere.”

“Let’s hope
so.”

On reaching the door,
Christopher and Liam looked up and down the street. It must have
been late into the night as the country town they had trundled
through on their way to Mrs Summerson farm was eerily quiet,
practically dead. The patch of light against the street flickered.
People were passing in front of the window.

This was a conversation
they needed to hear.

“Check the
windows,” Christopher whispered, motioning to the far end of the
building.

Liam slipped into the
shadows, quietly looking for any sort of purchase against the panes
of glass. Christopher again glanced up and down the street, not
daring to step out into the middle of it. They had to hug the
building lest those friends of the sniper caught sight of them from
that window.

He then heard two low
whistles—Liam’s latest trick—and he reached his mate easily prying
open one of the bay windows. The opening wasn’t big enough to allow
Christopher in, but he gave Liam a boost through. The younger boy
disappeared for a moment, then the front door locks disengaged and
Christopher slipped in.

“Destined to
be quite the Snoozer there, Liam,” Christopher whispered, patting
him on the shoulder. He pointed up to the floor above them. “Be
bricky.”

Following the staircase
up, keeping their feet close to the outer edge of the steps in
order to avoid any unwanted creaking, Christopher and Liam slinked
up to the second floor. The hallway was completely shrouded in
darkness, save for a sliver of light coming from under the door. It
was interrupted occasionally, just as was the light from the
window. Hard to say how many were in there.

Thankfully,
the door wasn’t of such a sturdy build that it could keep in sound.
A man with a thick East End accent asked, “Let me get this
straight, Tiny—a gang of kids have been
holding you prisoner for the past few days?”

“Didn’t say I
was proud of them getting’ the jump on me.” Their sniper was
nicknamed ‘Tiny’ and part of the Illimunati? That was…

“Bloody
ridiculous,” another voice, this one a bit more polished, chimed
in. “I thought the Illuminati could count on your
skills.”

“These kids
were armed, I think. They had trinkets of some description, and it
would stick with their story they were with Usher.”

“That’s all we
need out here,” the first man grumbled. “Those Usher
bastards.”

“It’s not like
Usher would prevent us from taking the school, Davey,” the polished
accent returned. Christopher glanced over to Liam, and saw him
writing on his hand. Guess learning those letters from Verity
mattered after all. “It just seems rather unorthodox for Usher to
be employing children, let alone the riff-raff from the
streets.”

“Tiny, did you
manage to get in anything useful to us?” Davey asked, “How’s things
looking out there?”

“Quiet. Very
quiet. In the three days I watched the place, no activity
whatsoever. That woman has the place locked down tight.”

The man with the polished
accent threw something against a table. “We should have gotten in
before the newest crop of kids arrived.”

“You know as
well as I, Sir Mallory, the reason behind that. And it’s more than
just trying to keep things normal, not attract attention.”
Christopher glanced over to Liam writing down the third name.
“Rather clever of her to suggest what she did.”

The conversation stopped,
and for a moment, Christopher thought they had been found out. It
would have meant a hasty retreat into the night. He and Liam had to
hope Davey and Sir Mallory were not as swift-footed as Tiny. Liam
squeezed Christopher’s arm as a slow, long creak of wood cut
through the silence.

“Your business
does not call for your validation of this strategy, nor does it
call for your approval of her,” Sir Mallory stated it so clearly
Christopher felt as if he were the one receiving this pointed
warning. “Am I clear, Mr Daggermore?”

“Yessir.” A
throat cleared and Tiny stammered, “I forgot my place.”

“That you
did,” Sir Mallory returned. “You are still newly initiated, and she
still stands high above you. Do not forget that.”

So there was
Tiny Daggermore the Sniper, Davey who knew to keep his mouth shut,
and Sir Mallory of the Illuminati on the other side of this door,
and they were not paying St Austell a friendly visit of any kind.
There was no certainty if there was anyone else behind the door,
but one thing was as sure as eggs: Mallory was man in
charge. From the sound of
that lashing, he must be more dangerous than the rest,
Christopher thought to himself. The
lad attempted to lower himself even closer to the floor, just to
try and catch a peek under the door. He did not like not knowing
how many people were in the room.

“So with this
matter of Usher being present, I think we should call for
reinforcements. They will guarantee us entry into the
academy.”

There was another pause,
and then Davey spoke up. “Are we relieved then, boss?”

Christopher could see a
pair of feet stop, then quickly turn back to face where the
question came from. “Despite your incompetence, neither of you are
relieved. You will join the assault team when the airship
arrives.”

“An airship?”
Tiny spluttered. “We were supposed to be subtle. Ain’t that a
bit...well...obvious?”

“We’ve tried
being careful, haven’t we?” Sir Mallory asked. “Exactly what do
have to show for such caution? The Silver Pharaoh? No. We have eyes
on the inside who have also reported no sighting of the Pharaoh,
but assurance that it is there.”

“How does she
know?” Tiny asked.

“Two corpses
found within days of one another? The Pharaoh is there, and now
this reconnaissance has become a snatch-and-grab operation.
Whatever she has in that house should come to the ownership of the
Illuminati, before the authorities arrive to investigate. Not all
of them are in our pocket after all.”

“So we’re
calling in the shock troops?”

“Indeed we
are.”

Davey cleared his throat.
“How long, ya’ think, until they get here?”

“Two days, at
the longest.”

Christopher nodded back
to Liam, and both boys slinked back to the stairwell. They
descended back down to the quiet tavern. His brain was buzzing with
what they needed to do now.

“So we got two
days until the Illuminati are coming with an airship?” Liam
whispered.

“Seems to be
the game, doesn’t it?” Christopher licked his lips and looked out
through the windows. “Looks like we are going to pay Verity, Henry,
and Emma a wee visit at their toff academy.”

Both their heads jerked
up on hearing the floorboards above them creak softly.

Liam gently rapped
Christopher’s chest. “Come on. We got moors to cross.”

He nodded, but a glance
to the tavern’s bar gave him pause. They were not in London, and
the country folk were a very trusting lot. “We got a bit of time.
Let’s enjoy a wee nip.”

“Are
you mad, Christopher?” Liam whispered tersely.

“It’s not like
we haven’t earned it,” the boy said, slipping under the bar to look
at what was there waiting for him. He peered into the various
bottles until he finally found one holding liquid so clear, he
swore it was glinting in the dark.

His nose took in the
strong scent of juniper. His old friend…

“Christopher,”
Liam managed to snap while keeping his voice at a whisper, “this is
not a good time to take a bit of the Ol’ Tom!”

“I’m jus’
enjoyin’ a bit of a celebration,” he returned in a hushed tone of
his own. “Agent Thorne would be mighty proud of us right
now.”

“Take the
bottle with us then.”

“Oh, sure,”
Christopher huffed. “If I take a tumble on them moors, the bottle
could shatter. If I get it back to the farm, I’ve got to keep it
hidden, and if Summerson finds it she’ll turn that farm of hers
upside-down and come across Jonathan. No. Too risky.”

Liam
hissed, “Christopher!”

“Look, mate,
you can either join me, or keep watch. If you hear anything, let me
know and we’ll be on our way faster than Spring Heeled Jack
himself.”

After a moment and a few
more creaks from floorboards above them, Liam relented. “One.
Drink. And then we go.”

“Cheers,
mate,” Christopher said, lifting the bottle towards
Liam.

He took a swig
of the gin and kicked back a good sized gulp of the alcohol. The
odd thing about his love of gin was he hated the taste.
It was sweet, but the usual pleasantries of sweets were absent as
the juniper brought another taste that could only be described as
overpoweringly floral. He would have tasted the same thing if he
drank a pitcher full of tulips. His loathing of the taste always
paled in comparison to the effects of gin, which Christopher loved.
The farmhouse ale Mrs Summerson had been serving was fine enough,
but for Christopher the warmth and love gin gave him was truly
unique. Verity had a word for it: unparalleled.

He took
another drink. Those Illuminati blokes above them were busy
plotting a grand ol’ party for the Delancy Academy, not knowing the
Ministry Seven were on to them. Their plan was over before it even
properly began. He could see and hear Agent Thorne looking at him
proudly, maybe a hand on his shoulder, as he said,
“Well done, Christopher. You truly
do have a future with us at the Ministry.”

Yeah,
Christopher thought wistfully as he
took another swig of gin, I
would be one of the Ministry’s best. Better than Agent Thorne
himself, I wager.


Chapter
Fifteen

A Time for
Science

 


After Latin had finished
with her, Verity found herself ambushed by a certain
chestnut-haired scamp, who had been waiting for her in the shadows
by the doorway. Emma had quite the ability to blend into the
woodwork, a skill that served her well on the streets of London.
That skill worried Verity just a little. With deadly automatons
patrolling the halls, students walled up in corridors, corpses
appearing at the bottom of stairwells, the reality of what Agent
Thorne had asked of them was more than apparent.

“Emma,”
Verity asked after spotting the glimmer in the girl’s eyes. “What
are you up to?”

“Come on,”
Emma said tugging on Verity’s sleeve. “It won’t take
long.”

With Mickey
in her pocket, Verity thought there could be a number of
opportunities, so she followed where the girl led.
For a moment, she thought Emma was
going to dare the “Dungeon” door, one stairwell which led to the
bottom floors were supposedly out of bounds, utilized as storage,
and staff quarters, but Emma did not take her down the stairs.
Instead, the two girls slipped into the Academy’s vast library, its
intoxicating smell of leather and old books reminding Verity
viscerally of her father and his own treasured
collection.

The latch
Emma and her relentless curiosity discovered was old, far too
ancient for the Sound to locate. It was a simple counter balance
system from older times, dating back before clock and steam power
had been used. Emma looked over her shoulder to Verity, grinned,
and flipped the latch. Verity heard a soft click just
before a section of bookcase before them swung open.

“You take the
bacon on finding these sort of things, Emma,” Verity said to her as
she pulled the bookcase shut. Tiny gaslight lanterns suddenly
flared to life, lining the passage before them. They must have been
triggered by the door latch. Ingenious. “How did you figure this
little puzzle out?”

“I was
reading, or at least pretending to,” Emma said. “It was one of them
study hall things, and while I was sitting in front of that
bookcase, I caught a draft. Followed it here.”

“Henry and I
could have done with this the other night,” Verity muttered.
“Automatons with sharp knives would have been far less of a worry.
How much have you explored?”

The gaslight reflected in
the other girl’s wide eyes. “I haven’t gone far.” She pointed to
the right hand passage. “Just down here, it’s…well…it feels a bit
creepy.”

Verity could feel exactly
what she meant. The still air had a languid, dreamy atmosphere, but
it was now clear how Heather von St James had found her way inside
the walls.

Her mind wandered back to
Doctor Williams. He had to be here, somewhere. Perhaps in one of
these passages? Was he, in fact, even still alive? Though Verity
had only a glimpse of him on the night of his kidnapping, he was a
man of science—just like her father had been. She didn’t want him
to suffer as he had.

Mickey was her only
chance of finding him, but even if she did, how were they going to
be able to furnish an escape for him? Security was far greater than
Agent Thorne suspected.

Verity fished
Mickey out of her pocket, causing Emma to bounce lightly on the
balls of her feet. She did love the various gadgets in her
possession. Verity pushed the Find button on the
underside before setting the device free into the hidden workings
of the manor. With the Sound echoing in her head the signature of
her own engineering, Mickey clicked and whirred its way into the
dark.

A clankerton should not
be so attached to their creation, Verity knew that, but she
continued to reassure herself it wouldn’t be the last time she
would see Mickey. This house held secrets, and one of those was a
man of science held against his will. Thorne was counting on the
Seven to do something. Sacrifices would be made.

“You alright
there, Verity?” Emma asked.

“I’ll be
fine,” Verity said. “Nommus.”

They turned
on their heels, the Sound of Mickey growing softer and softer in
Verity’s head, as they returned to the library. Their quiet corner
remained deserted, even as she pulled Emma out of the passageway.
“Get to class you,” Verity told the pouting girl as she shut the
secret door. “You’re supposed to want to be here after
all.”

She pushed the younger
girl ahead of her and out of the library. Emma gave Verity a filthy
look before heading in the direction of Maths & Sciences.
Assured that she was on her way to class, Verity went to make her
way back to her room.

Henry caught hold of her
arm. “Got time for a little murder investigation?” he asked, his
free hand patting on a small satchel resting against his
hip.

Verity frowned and
considered. “We may as well skip a class, give it a go. Even if
Miss Delancy brought the police in on this matter, I don’t know how
effective the local constables would be with such an odd
case.”

“What are you
missing?”

“Chemistry,”
she sneered. “Apart from that one demonstration in the cricket
pitch, it’s been meticulous reading from the textbook. I swear,
it’s as if Mrs Seddon is teaching herself the class while trying to
teach us. You?”

“Literature.
I’m not always fond of books, as you know.”

“So what’s
your plan?” Verity asked.

“An
examination of the scene.” His face was so serious and stern he
could have almost been a policeman. Verity decided not to make that
observation.

“But it’s
been days, Henry. With all the commotion…”

“What we’re
looking for should still be there,” he assured her.

“Alright
then,” she nodded. “Let’s go then, while classes are in session is
the perfect time.”

The hallways were eerily
silent, the mutter of distant lessons just discernible. Where they
had found Mrs Pyke—the base of the staircase—served as a major
intersection between classes and dormitories. A crime scene, Verity
grew to understand from Agent Thorne, was much like a laboratory.
Contamination of any kind would skew results. “I know you mean
well, but I don’t think there is much to be learned here either,”
Verity said, peering up and down the staircase. “There has been too
much....”

“What we are
looking for,” he said, pulling out from his bag a pair of intricate
oculars, “may not be visible to the casual eye.”

Jewellers and clockmakers
used the finely detailed optics, Verity had seen before, but this
device fitting neatly over Henry’s eyes was something far more
elaborate, and something she would never imagine being using at a
crime scene.

“Where did
you come across those?”

“Made them
myself,” Henry stated, turning a dial above one of the lenses. “In
Miss Delancy’s Master Class.”

Wait. Henry
was attending a Master
Class? Run by Miss
Delancy? “Do tell,” she said somewhat sharply.

“Fascinating
workshops, they’ve been. When I was selected, I almost said ‘no’
because I’d rather not be bothered, but…” His voice trailed off.
Verity knew he only did that when he knew he was about to say
something rather stupid.

“But why,
Henry?”

“Not now,” he
said, getting down on his hands and knees to examine the
floorboards and the bannister, “I think I see
something.”

He looked a little
ridiculous. It would have been quite the miracle if he had seen
anything through that mishmash, but without any police in sight
what other choice did they have? Henry hummed slightly to himself
as he scanned every nook and cranny of the bottom stair.

“Some sort of
ætheric resonance,” he muttered, “but I can’t tell quite what
kind.”

What did he
say? Ætheric reso—oh for Heaven’s sake. Verity
rolled her eyes. Henry was particularly fond of Sherlock Holmes
stories and penny dreadfuls. “That’s what fortune-tellers and
spiritualists bang on about. The residue left behind from the
other-worldly plane. Try something else for goodness
sakes.”

Henry looked up at her,
and his glare through the oculars was repeated four fold. “I beg
your pardon?”

“Honestly,”
Verity said with an exasperated sigh, “we saw the poor woman for
ourselves, and she was very much in a corporeal form.”

“But the
state of that corporeal form—not necessarily normal, wouldn’t you
agree?”

“I would, but
ætheric resonance? Really?”

He pulled himself up to
one knee. “Just open your mind up a bit…”

Verity offer him a hand.
“Please. Stop. What more can you learn here?”

She was about to help him
back up to his feet when movement at the top of the steps abruptly
ceased.

Suzanne, for once, was
not surrounded by her hangers on. It was just her, seemingly as
surprised as they were in finding her outside of class. She was
carrying a book, holding in her hands as if it were a sacred tome
from St Paul’s. Verity went to let go of Henry’s hand, but his grip
tightened.

“Why,” she
said, descending the stairs towards them with the infinite care of
a predator, “what are you two up to, out of class?”

The way her look flicked
between the two of them made a ridiculous flush run across Verity’s
face. Yet what other explanation could there be? Her mind raced
about trying to find one to fling in the face of the grinning
Suzanne. “I would ask the same of you.”

“I was
fetching this for Stella,” she said, holding up the worn, leather
bound book. “Science in Government and Politics. Miss Rathbone is
discussing the delicacies of bringing innovation to ruling
entities, and Stella wanted to know more about my father’s
influence in Parliament. These are his writings.” Her eyes gleamed
with delight. “And you?”

“Nothing you
need to concern yourself with.” Henry, still on bended knee,
refused to let go of Verity’s hand. His next words, when they came
out, sounded almost adult in their brazenness. “A girl of your
nature, you wouldn’t understand.”

The sensation of Henry’s
warm hand around her own was quite distracting. She wanted to yank
it away from him, but she also wanted to squeeze it.

“Well, I need
to get back to class.” Suzanne stared at them as if they should
flee before her and her emergency of cloth. “It would be a shame to
keep Miss Rathbone waiting.”

“Then go,”
Henry said, adjusting the larger of the oculars with his right hand
while his left remained firmly locked around Verity’s. “We have
more important matters to tend to.”

For a moment no one
moved, until Suzanne let out a low groan and proceeded to pass them
in a rustle of skirts. Verity was rather stunned; Henry seldom was
able to contend with peers like Suzanne.

The pale girl stopped
only a few steps clear of the two of them and stated, “School yard
romances never last. They serve as a kind distraction from studies,
but surmount to naught. So my father says.” With that she
disappeared out of sight.

Once they were alone,
Verity pulled her hand back and rubbed it. “Was that the best you
could come up with?”

Henry shrugged as he
returned to his feet. “I didn’t see you offering anything
else.”

Verity glared at him. She
didn’t know which lens to focus on. “You want her to think we’re
indulging into some sort of romantic interlude?”

“I was on one
knee, holding your hand.”

“We’re not
courting!”

“No, we’re
not,” he insisted. “Of course we’re not.”

“Of course
not!”

“Verity,
hush,” Henry snapped, “and come look at this.”

Henry took her
hand—gently, this time—to rest against the banister near the final
step. Under her fingers she could feel indentations in the
wood.

“Now then,”
Henry said, removing the ocular and handing them to Verity with a
grin, “if you please?”

With a narrow glare,
Verity slipped the clumsy goggles over her own eyes and then looked
at the spot where she felt the indentation. She gave a gasp at the
multi-coloured mist that floated around what were, unquestionably,
indentations made by fingers.

“Ætheric
resonance,” Henry whispered in her ear.

“But what
could do that?” she muttered. “No normal person could crush solid
oak like that.”

“That’s
right,” Henry said, removing the goggles from her face. “No
normal person.”

They shared a look.
London was full of plenty murderers, but none of them were that
strong. Trying to imagine someone who might be did not conjure a
pleasant image.

They both jumped as the
doors burst open. Verity glanced at the longcase clock. It was
changeover period, and in the time it took Henry to return his
curious goggles back to his satchel, students filled the hallways,
either heading to their next class or adjourning to a common room
for additional studies.

“Is it time
for us to call in Thorne and his mates?” Henry asked, wiggling the
ring on his finger. He didn’t sound like he wanted to do it, but
for a change he was willing to hand the responsibility and final
decision over to Verity.

She shook her head. “No,
of course not.”

“But you saw
the ætheric resonance,” he insisted.

“That is
hardly what I call solid evidence. That is ridiculous
pseudo-science nonsense.”

“Well, if you
read Miss Delancy’s Through
the Looking Glass and Beyond you would know there are more things in Heaven and Earth
than are dreamt of.” He sniffed. “That’s Hamlet, that is.
Learnt that in the Master Class, I did.”

Verity could not believe
what she was hearing. From Henry? “You said you were not fond of
books.”

“No, I said
I’m not always
fond of books. There’s a
difference.”

Henry, it seemed, had
found a teacher worth his attention; it was making him act
irrationally. “Regardless of your æthereal hocus pocus, we haven’t
learned anything solid yet about the death of Mrs Pyke.”

“What you
need,” a soft voice sounded from behind and made them both jump,
“is to talk to the dead.”

Julia McTighe was
standing behind them, her expression as serious as Verity had ever
seen her. Just how long she had been standing there was impossible
to tell, but it was a credit to the eccentric girl that she could
hear the two of them over the commotion in the hallway. Her
roommate, apparently, possessed a skill at sneaking around as apt
as any of the Ministry Seven.

Verity cleared her
throat. “This isn’t what—”

Julia gave a little laugh
and shook her head. “You don’t have to make excuses. Everyone wants
to find out what happened to Mrs Pyke. As I have been sayin’ fa’
days, they should just ask the woman herself.”

Verity and Henry stared
at her for a moment, both waiting for the follow up joke which had
to be coming.

None did.

“You’re
serious?” Henry scoffed. “Talk to the dead?”

Now Julia was the annoyed
one. “Me uncle has been working on a number of devices to do this
very thing.”

Henry looked as if
something rotten had been placed under his nose. “You’re not one of
those spiritualists are you? All they do is steal money from people
who have lost loved ones. They’re worse than damn
crows.”

Julia’s stern expression
hardened as a single eyebrow arched slightly. “Watch yer tongue,
laddie. I am a scientist!” She advanced on Henry, her eyes
gleaming. “If’n ya knew the works of our headmistress, then ya’
know her papers on the aetheric-paranormal communication have
proved—”

“We’re not
much for reading science fiction, Julia,” Verity interjected. She
was in no mood to indulge her roommate, let alone her
and Henry.

Unfortunately, he was
intrigued. “Just a moment. Julia obviously respects our
headmistress’ work. I say, let her tell us more.

Verity fixed
him with a cold stare. Fine
then, she seethed,
let’s tumble down this rabbit hole
to its unsatisfying, somewhat pointless end. She turned back to Julia. “I am presuming you
think there is a way to chat to Mrs Pyke about her
death?”

“There
certainly is.” Julia glanced over her shoulder, then grabbed Verity
and Henry by their arms and dragged them away from the stairs.
Finding a quiet corner of the hallway, she pressed them into the
wall. “An æthermodulator, according to Miss Delancy’s
Crossing Over, can be modified for this very
purpose.”

“That’s an
expensive piece of kit,” Henry said, staring down at Julia who was
already alight with excitement. “True, this school has everything
but I doubt—”

“Julia
wouldn’t mention an æthermodulator unless she knew there was one on
the campus.” Verity hated fighting a losing battle like this.
“Isn’t that right, Julia?”

“Aye,” she
beamed.

“And let me
guess where this æthermodulator resides...”

“Nah, ya’
dunna have ta’ guess, you got a key to it!” Julia bounced on the
balls of her toes. “The device will need a little modification
naturally, but I remember my uncle’s diagrams very well.” She
tapped the side of her head. “Locked away in here.”

Her time in sharing a
room with Julia had taught her the girl was eccentric and harmless.
She had also learned though, once Julia got the bit between her
teeth, she was surprisingly tenacious. Whether the Seven wanted
Julia McTighe as an ally or not was not open for debate. This was
happening. Exactly why Henry and Verity were examining the
staircase, and were interested in talking to the dead Mrs Pyke,
would not matter to Julia as much as the scientific endeavour of
pursuing this mystery. Her grin was a little off centre, but
genuinely meant.

And it was absolutely
irresistible.

“So,” Henry
began, “when are we going to do this? Night time ain’t exactly
safe.”

“I still have
the music box Professor Vidmar gave me,” Verity said. “We can get
past the Guardsmen.”

Julia’s gaze flicked to
Henry so quickly, he gave a slight start. Verity smiled just a
little. She could tell her roommate fancied Henry a bit. “A séance
must happen at night, less æther interference, you see.”

Verity felt a sudden
surge of hope in ending this nonsense. “But there’s a problem.
Vidmar’s lodging is connected to the workshop. He’ll be on us for
certain if we show up to collect the æthermodulator.”

“Not if we
help ourselves to the workshop at five o’clock, tonight. Then we
meet later on where ya’ found Mrs Pyke. At eight minutes before
midnight.” Julia leaned in to the two of them and emphasised,
“Precisely eight minutes before midnight.”

Verity’s brow furrowed.
“Where are you getting all these precise times from?”

“Since your
little adventure with Henry,” and from her other pocket, she pulled
out a crumpled piece of paper and handed it to Verity, “I undertook
a wee project of me own.”

Verity looked down at the
paper in her hands, and her eyes went wide as she scanned it. Not
only had Julia written down every room and study period for every
teacher, she had even drawn a map of the school level of the house.
She had marked the locations where the bodies were found. She also
documented Delancy’s schedule. Master Classes. Daily
rounds.

The map sported its own
colour code pertaining to teachers, classes, and the Guardsmen’s
rounds.

“Why would
you do this?” Verity blurted out.

Now Julia’s
face grew very serious. “So many of me Uncle’s inventions have been
stolen. Some he thought were good folks, but all of ‘em rotten to
the core. Before sendin’ me off to the Academy, he insisted I know
everything about everyone and where they were, and ta’ know me
surroundin’s intimately. Julia, he
said, make sure to not leave
anything about for the wee devils.” She pressed her lips together. “Though I’m not sure if
he meant actual
devils or jus’ bad
people.”

Verity and Henry
exchanged another look. “So, at five o’clock?” Henry
asked.

“At five
o’clock, tonight,” Julia said, and the twinkle in the Scot’s eyes
sent a chill through Verity, “our wee mad caper begins. Tonight, we
make time for science!”


Chapter
Sixteen

A Touch of the
Grave

 


Verity was assigned by
Julia the role of carrying the bits and pieces they would need,
while the Scottish girl held tight to the ætheroscillator. It was
hard to balance all the wires, tools, a pillowcase of assorted bits
and bobbles salvaged in haste between the acquisition of the
oscillator and the ‘Lights Out’ call, and oddly a long listening
horn a deaf person might use, but for once Verity was content to be
lab assistant. With Emma helping, what would have been a lot to
manage became a bit easier.

The hallway was quiet,
and just a little more frightening than it had been in her previous
adventure. At least with the times Julia had been so insistent for
everyone to follow, they had set aside enough time to get dressed.
If they were going to be murdered, either by automatons or some
creature from the other side of the æther, then at least they’d be
properly attired.

Reaching the bottom of
the staircase leading to the dormitories, they found Henry waiting
for them, lurking in the shadows and right on time.

Henry’s gaze ran over the
collection of technology Julia and Verity had between them and his
eyebrow lifted. “I thought what we needed was the ætheroscillator.
What on earth do you plan to do with all that?”

Julia waved at him as if
he were merely a servant. “Don’t worry your pretty wee head, I have
it all under control. This way, everyone. The automatons won’t be
this way for at least two more minutes.”

The startled look on
Henry’s face was most satisfying. With a grin, Verity followed
Julia up the third hallway. This was the direction very familiar to
Verity. Miss Delancy’s school had one of the most wonderful
libraries she had ever seen, and even as they approached the door
to the top floor of it, she grew a little warmer.

The library was a full
three stories tall. The top floor was for students, the middle
floor on level with the classrooms and laboratories was accessible
during school hours, and watched over by an eagle-eyed librarian,
while the ground floor was only for teachers and the
headmistress.

Even so, the student door
was locked every night.

“Julia, I love
the library just as much as you do, but you are aware—”

Julia slipped a small
disk over the keyhole. Verity could hear a low thrumming.
Magnetism. Then came a rapid crackling in her head. Whatever this
electromagnetic creation was of Julia’s, it was working similarly
to a skeleton key.

“Reckon you
could make one of those, Verity?” Emma whispered.

The door’s lock
disengaged, and Julia ushered them both in. Securing the latches
behind them, she carefully set the ætheroscillator on a reading
desk. “You see,” she said, turning up one of the gas-lamps in a
nearby sconce, “the library is almost completely soundproof.
Apparently Lord Delancy did not like to be disturbed, so it is
perfect for a séance.”

Verity frowned at the use
of such a paranormal word. “So, you mentioned there would be
science, yes?”

“Tonight,”
Julia began gleefully as she attached hoses to the oscillator, “we
will be performing a grand experiment at the intersection of
science and supernatural. To communicate with the other side of the
veil, we will be employing the cutting edge of technology.” She
snapped her fingers and pointed to the pillowcase. “Henry, be a
dear an’ fetch me the toilet plunger.”

Considering the
complexity of whatever Julia was constructing, Verity decided not
to get in the way since her friend seemed set on a real mission.
Knowing how annoying it could be to have someone interrupt when in
the middle of fabrication, she chose instead to circle the
bookshelves which filled the walls, floor to ceiling. Her fingers
lightly touched here and there, even as Henry—ever the inquisitive
sort with not much social awareness—leaned over Julia, watching as
she worked. Verity smiled crookedly in seeing him standing there
with what looked to be a baffle of some description. Julia was most
definitely upholding her family name.

A little sigh escaped
her. Truly, the Academy Library was such a treasure, a reminder she
had missed having such easy and bountiful access to books. Her
father packed one room of their little country house with many
volumes, mostly history and archaeology, but there were also
engineering volumes for her mother, and curiously enough plays and
poetry. She could still remember being curled up at her father’s
feet in front of a roaring fire as he read to her
mother.

“Verity?” she
heard Emma whisper.

Hastily brushing away any
moistness that might have escaped her eyes, Verity turned around.
An eerie green glow lit her friend’s faces. Julia was wearing a
huge grin, while Henry looked a little more concerned than excited.
The æthergraph was hooked up to the oscillator, the baffle slowly
moving up and down, and a few lights along the outside of Julia’s
makeshift control panel twinkling on and off. The hearing horn was
now screwed into the hodge-podge apparatus. The join was haphazard,
and the entire creation not strong enough to hold if it was lifted
from the table, but the machination seemed to be built firmly
enough to remain intact.

Now would the whole
contraption work? That was another question entirely.

Julia gestured her to
take a place to the right of them, on the other side of her
creation.

“Now, the
connection,” she said, holding out her hands to either side of her.
“Go on. Let’s join hands.”

Emma glanced across at
Verity with a frown, but she gave a little shrug. At this point,
they had nothing to lose. Despite her inherent pessimism, Verity
took Emma’s hand, Emma reached over to Henry, and together the four
of them made a small circle around the communicator. The Sound
thrummed and surged in Verity’s head, keeping time behind the
formless, somewhat comforting aural tapestry the communicator wove
for her.

Verity leaned in closer
to watch the green lights flicker. “So what have you put together
here for us?”

“This, my
dear, is something like a talking board; only this talking board
actually talks to you.”

“Wait, hold
on,” Henry said, “are you sayin’ we are actually going to
talk to the dead?”

Julia blinked. “What did
you expect?”

“You said a
séance, so I was picturing one of us, namely you, letting a spirit
talk through you…”

“Ach,
you’ve really been readin’ too many
of them penny dreadfuls from tha’ streets.” Julia bobbed her head
towards the communicator. “This design would allow for one short
burst of æthercommunication. Now, theoretically allowing for a
verbal message rather than simply an alert like, say, a C.Q.D., the
surge of energy required to carry voice would burn out the device
after a few minutes.”

Emma gave a little gasp.
“That’s why you are needin’ the oscillator. It’s going to give you
more power so if you make contact with Mrs Pyke…”

“We can
actually talk to her an’ get in more than one word or two.” Julia
looked over to Henry, then to Verity. “Right then, we
ready?”

Julia let go of Henry,
and threw the final switch connected to the oscillator. The heart
of the communicator hummed a bit louder as it rocked back and
forwards. Julia’s eyes were fixed on it, but now even she looked a
little nervous.

A smell of something
burning, something foul like scorched flesh, emanated from the
cobbled-together device. The four of them struggled to breathe for
a moment, but then the contraption’s lights stopped flickering. The
lights blazed bright green as a low-pitched whine filled the room.
Verity’s grip tightened on Emma and Julia’s hands as The Sound
assaulted her. This was a technology that was not clockwork, not
steam, not electricity.

The Sound felt as if it
were taking a solid form and trying to burst out of her skull. That
coupled with the burning flesh smell threatened to wrench her
dinner from the bottom of her stomach. She was about to break the
circle, but Julia’s hand tightened like a vice.

“Do not break
the chain,” Julia hissed through clenched teeth. Her eyes went to
all of them as she said, “To contact the other side, the
communicator needs not only technology but mana.”

“Whatta?” Emma
asked, her own complexion looking slightly green.

“Mana. Life
force. The energy we as living, corporeal things generate every day
we are above ground. Without mana, we cannot break through to the
planes. Mana is needed to feed the breach and maintain its
integrity.”

“Feed?” Henry
asked. “You make it sound as if the æther is alive.”

“It is alive,
Henry, but it is not a kind of lifeform or intelligence as
conventional science classifies.” This would be where Verity would
usually rebut, but the Sound was taking on a new quality, one she
had never heard before. Something was happening, she just didn’t
know what. “Mana is a positive, powerful energy, and the more of it
that is generated and consumed, the better the connection. This is
the ‘super’ part of the supernatural.”

“So how will
we know if we’re generating enough mana for the æther to feed on
it?” Henry muttered.

Verity felt an insatiable
urge to move—to run as fast as she could to get away from both the
smell of death and strange, alien cacophony in her head. Her
curiosity kept her rooted, though, as the temperature plummeted.
The nausea began to pass, but in its place formed a hard, biting
cold she felt on and underneath her skin.

“That,” Julia
said, her breath forming in wisps of fog just beyond her lips, “is
how we will know.”

The machine still
thrummed and clattered in the centre of their circle, but suspended
several feet above them, a strange green-tinged form began to take
shape. Verity blinked a couple of times, just to be sure she wasn’t
succumbing to vapours or some such, but there was no mistaking it.
Mist and light was coalescing above Julia’s communicator. The thing
was undulating and translucent, but not yet recognisable as a
humanoid, male or female.

Verity was quite at sea.
She had been raised by scientists and engineers, and everything she
had ever done had been with things she could see, grasp, hold, and
evaluate. So her mind raced through the possibilities. Could Julia
be playing an elaborate joke with this combobulation on the table
before her? She had only known her roommate for a short time, and
thought she was prone to the occasional elaborate fancy, Julia was
not a liar.

Yet she was a McTighe,
and even Julia seemed to walk a fine line between inspiration and
insanity.

Could it be a projection?
Verity craned her neck, peering into the corners of the library
which were all cloaked in darkness. No magic lantern would be able
to remain concealed and produce such a phantasmagoria. Verity shot
a look at Henry, trying to judge if he spotted something off about
what they were seeing. His mouth hung open, his whole body leaning
towards the spectre taking form above them. She turned back to
Julia who looked as shocked as the rest of them. Obviously whatever
her uncle Hamish told her about the device had not prepared her for
such amazing results.

“Mrs Pyke?”
Julia spoke, pitching her voice in a strange tone Verity
immediately identified as the signature of spiritualists. While
séances and talking boards were all the rage of the upper classes
in parlours decorated with red and black draperies and finely
polished rosewood, the lower classes had their own version of
spiritualism. These supernatural ventures were less about piercing
the veil and more about a good old fashioned ballyhoo. Travelers
telling the future in abandoned cellars, or a blind man claiming to
see into the Great Beyond. These parasites used the very same tone
when speaking to their marks.

But this was Julia, and
what she saw floating above them was not some elaborate illusion.
She said they were going to the intersection of science and magic
and here it was.

“Mrs
Pyke?” Julia repeated, the
sing-song tone of her voice now becoming a little more
demanding.

The phantasm struggled to
find some sort of true form, undulating and shifting as it did
so.

“How’s she
going to talk without a face?” Emma asked, chewing on her
lip.

Julia’s eyes remained
fixed on the spirit, but she did reply. “The spirit world does not
comply to physical restraints... jus’ give her a
moment...”

The mist rolled and
blossomed, and its figure gradually materialised. However, the form
did not seem to resemble Mrs Pyke, or anyone remotely feminine for
that matter.

Verity’s spine tingled
and her stomach flip flopped. Any thought of this being some
incredible prank from Julia immediately was dismissed. A projection
of Mrs Pyke would have been expected, but there was no possible way
she would know to create this.

“Who the
bloody hell is that?” Julia, who had somehow up until this point
remained very proper, blurted out.

The mist became the
glowing visage of an Egyptian man, a king since he was wearing a
pharaonic crown. She could make out a fierce and proud face, lined
with old age but still strong. He was hunched over in his linen
kilt, and his brilliant, white-emerald eyes were staring directly
at her. As he held her gaze, the low hum of the ætheroscillator was
now changing pitch in the bell of the protruding horn. No, the
pitch wasn’t changing. It was, much like the spirit, taking form.
The deep drone was resolving itself into words, low and breathy
though they might be.

“The Silver
Pharaoh,” Verity whispered. “You’re here.”

“We should
stop this,” Julia said, her voice rising.

“Leave it,”
Henry replied softly.

Verity was just dimly
aware of any living presence around her. Her entire attention was
devoted to this new, ancient phantasm.

The Silver Pharaoh held
out his hand to her, flat palm out, and a voice spoke to her in her
mind. Only to her. He spoke words, words her parents would have
been in raptures to hear. A distant memory of listening to her
father talking with diggers, the best in Cairo she recalled her
mother telling her, and their tongue had been similar to what
echoed in her mind. His voice was from a civilisation long dead,
and its sounds were beautiful but unknown to her, though his tone
was kind. His hand beckoned, and she could see make out frustration
in his face. Was he telling her to hurry up?

The Sound changed
suddenly, the oscillator’s low drone wavering ever so slightly.
Something was close to failure within the device. She needed to
warn the others, and she should have spoken up, but the vision was
far more important. This echo from a time before comprehension was
trying to communicate something to her, and it looked urgent. Her
parents had been working all of their lives for this kind of
discovery. Hours bent over sandy holes, weeks sweating and burning
under foreign skies, and here she was within inches of more
understanding than they had dreamed possible.

The undulating pitch was
growing more and more pronounced, and faster in its instability.
There wasn’t much time. The face was insistent, and his hand
gestured to her again.

When she addressed the
pharaoh, Verity couldn’t tell if she was actually speaking aloud or
if it were merely her thoughts. “But I would have to break the
circle.”

The Silver Pharaoh’s face
creased as his lips formed a smile. A distant, rational part of her
screamed, insisted she tighten her hold on her friends, her family.
Though that terror was so very far away from her, even as the eyes
flared with malicious intent.

Something
spoke to her. Take my hand,
child.

Julia was next to her,
Henry on the other side, and they were saying something to her, but
their words sounded just as foreign as the ghost’s words. It
sounded as if she were underwater. The Sound consumed her, and the
world around her was muddy and formless. The pharaoh was not. He
was real, and her fingers were only an inch from meeting his. He
spoke again and the words wormed their way into her head. He was
asking for her help with something. He needed something she could
give him.

Take my hand,
child.

The scream from behind
her came closer. Closer.

Then a sharp pain erupted
up along her side, and as water bursting through a dam, the
high-pitched cry of the æthercommunicator, the angry roar of the
portal from underneath the Pharaoh, and her friends calling out her
name, all rushed into her.

Verity found herself on
the floor, surrounded by darkness. The cobbled-together
communicator and the lamps around them had all gone out, leaving
the library in near-darkness, a narrow sliver of moon providing the
only light. After a few moments of feeling around, Verity
discovered the edge of the table and got to her feet.

“Everyone all
right?” Julia called out. “Henry?”

“I’m in one
piece, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he replied as he lit a
match. Moments later, amber gaslight gradually filled the
room.

Julia’s eyes were huge,
and her hair looked as if she’d been riding in a motor car with no
scarf. The Sound was gone, but Verity’s ears were still ringing.
The oscillator was nothing more than a scorched husk. From the soot
decorating Henry’s face, its ætherexplosion must have delivered
quite the punch. Verity looked around at the chaos they caused. A
few shelves now held singed volumes. Pieces of Julia’s contraption
were strewn about the study. One chunk of the table was on fire,
but the flame was slowly dying. Julia was by the bookcase at the
door. Henry was on her left just now putting the shade back on the
gaslight.

Where was
Emma?

Spinning around, she
found the younger girl sprawled across the floor. She was
completely still.

The three of them rushed
to her at once. “The Silver Pharaoh was about to touch me when Emma
tackled me,” Verity said, her words tumbling out of her mouth. “He
must have touched her instead of me.”

She felt a stab of
unreasonable jealousy about that.

“Does she have
a pulse?” Julia asked, nervously pushing back Emma’s chestnut hair.
Well, not completely. A streak of white, the kind of hair a
grandmother might have, now ran along its entire length. “Look at
tha’. The White Forelock. A sign of æthereal contact!”

“Julia, not
now!” Verity felt at Emma’s neck. “Yes, she has a
pulse.”

“Emma?” Henry
leaned over her and peered at her face as if it were one of his
clockwork contraptions that had failed. “Emma?” His yell
got no response.

“Look at her
eyes,” Julia said in a whisper.

They
were wide open, unblinking, and
flickering with a green, æthereal glow.

The supernatural was not
Verity’s forte in any manner, and she stared up at Henry for
answers. When he shook his head, Verity’s gaze travelled to Julia.
The McTighe girl’s expression tightened, going from confused to
determined in a moment. Verity was glad of that, since she had no
need of people who fell apart in moments like this.

“Pick her up,
Henry,” Julia said, motioning to Emma. “There is one teacher here
who specialises in æthersciences, but you are not going to like
it.”

Verity’s heart sank.
“Miss Delancy? Really?”

Julia nodded
solemnly.

Despite herself, Verity
had to ask. “Couldn’t we just read a book of hers? There’s got to
be one around here, somewhere.”

Putting her hands on her
hips, Julia glared at her. “Don’t you know better than to diagnose
complex medical issues from reading books? It takes knowledge, not
information, to properly do that.”

“She hates
being wrong,” Henry warned as he scooped up Emma, “and I am pretty
sure she’s going to hate confessing to the headmistress
too.”


Chapter
Seventeen

Queen of the
Æther

 


Knocking on the
headmistress’ door in the dead of night was a different sort of
terrifying for Verity. It was a combination of pure fear tinged
with disappointment and overwhelming embarrassment. Henry cradled
Emma, and insisted with a jerk of his head she be the one to put
knuckles to oak.

“You strike me
as a strong girl, and I should nurture such strength,”
Miss Delancy said of her.
“A talented girl such as yourself?
Why would I turn you away?”

Perhaps putting a
student’s life in jeopardy coupled with dabbling in æthersciences
without proper supervision would be enough reason, Verity thought
bitterly.

Her knocking did not
bring Miss Delancy to the door, and Verity would have given up if
not for Emma’s pale face lolling against Henry’s chest. Pressing
her lips together, Verity tightened her fist and pounded more
violently on the wood. That assault earned her the sound of
movement behind it. Yet still the door did not open.

Now she didn’t care who
heard her. “Miss Delancy! Miss Delancy, please answer the
door!”

More movement, cabinets
being opened and closed, and then finally she opened the door. The
headmistress was not entirely how Verity figured she would appear
in the dead of night, roused unexpectedly from her sleep. In her
mind’s eye she imagined a tousled head and a dowdy cotton
nightgown. Instead, Miss Lobelia Delancy wore a thin white, short
satin robe over a black lace bodysuit that defined what a woman of
her class certainly did not want defined. Verity knew, despite her
age, the headmistress had a very fine figure.

Henry’s eyes widened, and
a faint smile crept over his lips.

With the gaslight behind
her, the headmistress’ eyes were pools of shadow. “What on earth is
going on?” she asked, and there was a definite snap in her voice.
Her outrage melted once her eyes fell on the comatose Emma in
Henry’s grasp. “Come in. Quickly.”

“There has
been an accident,” Verity ventured, hoping the headmistress heard
her running to the hearth where the fire was alight just as it had
been when she had met with her. “Something to do with an
ætheroscillator. Since Mrs Pyke is dead, we don’t know where to
take...”

“Just tell us
what happened.” That voice made Verity stand a little straighter.
Professor Vidmar stepped out of the shadows and took Emma out of
Henry’s grasp. “From the beginning. Miss McTighe, and turn up the
lights.”

Julia stumbled to the
wall sconces, cradling the scorched oscillator in one arm while she
turned the dial on the gaslight with the other.

“We were
performing an experiment,” Verity said as Vidmar and Henry gently
laid Emma in the space Miss Delancy cleared in front of the hearth.
She focused her words to her headmistress, doing all she could to
ignore her automaton professor. “We were attempting to reach…” It
sounded so ridiculous, but she could not deny her own experience or
the tragic physical evidence. “…to reach the other side. We were
holding a séance using an æthercommunicator…”

“Wouldn’t you
need an ætheroscillator for that?” Vidmar asked.

“Yes, ya’
would,” Julia said, then handed him the useless component. “My
sympathies, Professah.”

“I was
intending this,” he said, turning the device in his hands, “to
assist Miss Simmons here with the stealth capabilities of her class
project.”

“Aye, well,
if’n it weren’t fah Verity here, we would have nevah gotten our
hands on it.”

Verity could have slapped
the back of her head. Julia was terribly bright, but not very smart
sometimes. “Our intention was to contact Mrs Pyke and ask who
killed her. Julia constructed the communicator and our séance was a
success. We made contact.”

Miss Delancy’s eyes shot
up from the prone form of Emma to Verity. “You made contact with
the other side?”

“Yes.”

“With Mrs
Pyke?”

“No.” Verity
bit her bottom lip, and said, “It was something else.
Something…evil.”

“Aye, an’old!”
Julia added. “We heard Verity call it the Silver
Pharaoh.”

Vidmar and Delancy shared
a momentary look. Verity stepped between them. “You know about the
Silver Pharaoh?”

“Just legend,”
Vidmar said dismissively, joining Delancy by Emma’s side. “Isn’t
that right, Lobelia?”

“My interest
in the æthersciences stem from my family’s connection with
archaeology.” She took in a deep breath and went to the bookcase.
“It was the Delancys who funded the original expedition to find the
Silver Pharaoh.” Julia let out a gasp as Delancy’s fingers glided
along the spines. “Since its discovery, my family has been plagued
with tragedy and disgrace. The only reason my reputation remains
immune is that I was the one who orchestrated the deception at the
British Museum.”

“At the
British Museum?” Henry asked. “What do you mean?”

Verity looked
to Henry. He shot her a wink. Well played, Henry.

“Without
delving into details, the Silver Pharaoh has been a thorn in my
family’s side,” Delancy said, pulling a single volume free of the
bookcase. “I have used much of my family’s resources to not only
keep my family name intact, but to keep this school running.” She
frantically flipped through pages. “I know I have seen this
before.”

“Lobelia?”
Vidmar asked, his face tense. A muscle twitched in his
jaw.

“You can help
her, can’t you?” Verity asked, feeling once more the strangeness of
the little tableaux. Naturally there would have to be plenty of
reasons for Professor Vidmar to be in their headmistress’ rooms in
the middle of the night, and whatever the teachers did among
themselves was of no concern to her. However, Miss Delancy’s
curiously odd attire and Vidmar’s presence set Verity’s teeth on
edge.

“Professor
Vidmar, return the students to their rooms,” Miss Delancy said,
waving her arms in their general direction as if they were
chickens. “Assure their safety, if you please.”

Henry shot
Verity a look that the Seven often shared. He didn’t want to leave
Emma behind. Do we dare to
reveal our hand?

Verity gave a
tiny shake of her head, while her fingers flat against her dress
signed, I’m in
charge.

Hopefully he
wouldn’t fight her
tonight.

Vidmar gestured to the
door, his face blank. Henry and Julia obeyed but Verity remained
next to Delancy. She was not going to concede to the headmistress
just yet.

Taking hold of Emma’s
hand, she tilted her chin up. “I’m staying, Miss. I’m the closest
thing she has to family with her parents dead and all. I should be
with her.”

Something about the way
Miss Delancy adjusted her posture gave Verity chills; it reminded
her of one particularly nasty guard dog chained up down by the
docks. That beast didn’t bark. It just bit.

As quickly as the
threatening glimmer appeared, it was gone. “Very well,” she replied
warmly.

The door closing behind
the other three sounded like a tomb being sealed, but the
headmistress paid it little mind as she began reading the passage
from her book. With a curt nod, she went to a cupboard suspended
over a tea setting and began laying out items from within
it.

“Quite
stubborn aren’t you, Miss Simmons.” It was a compliment, even
though her interruption of amorous adventures between the two
adults should have warranted more scorn than anything.

“I have my
moments, Miss,” she replied, pushing Emma’s hair out of her face
and hoping she wouldn’t notice the new grey lock. “Just please make
her well again.” It was time to bring out the full arsenal. Provide
just a hint of truth, keep her sympathetic. “We were together in
the orphanage see.”

With most adults, at
least the middle or upper class ones, the orphan stories tended to
do well—all thanks to Mr Dickens. The crooked eyebrow and slight
twist of Miss Delancy’s lips suggested Verity might be laying it on
a bit thick. “Enough of that now. Let us concentrate on the matter
at hand, shall we?” Miss Delancy laid out a strange series of
objects in front of Emma: a black feather, a pyramid-shaped pink
gemstone, and a small brass dial. None of these made any sense, but
Verity kept her face as still as a china mask. “Now, hold your
friend still...”

Resting her hands against
Emma’s shoulders, Verity felt the cold coming off the younger girl,
the muttering under her breath just discernible over the crackle
from the fireplace.

“Not a
language I am familiar with,” Delancy admitted, returning her
attention to her book.

Verity leaned
into Emma and listened intently. A tightness formed in her
throat. That was the voice I
heard. That is the voice the Silver Pharaoh.

After a moment of
listening to Emma’s faint murmurings, the headmistress picked up
the feather in one hand and the crystal and dial together in the
other. Verity watched her carefully. Miss Delancy began waving the
feather over Emma’s prone form, scooping the air as if she was
guiding unseen smoke towards the contents of her other hand. Æther
was a strange substance to be sure, but Delancy’s rituals had no
relation to any sort of science. It was more like the parlour
tricks she saw confidence people play on widows and grieving
mothers. At least Julia’s device had some scientific
basis.

Delancy paused and looked
back at the open book before her. Shaking her head slightly, she
began the ritual once more, but this time the emphasis of her words
changed.

“You said you
have seen this before, yes?” Verity snapped.

“Young lady, I
would suggest you choose a more delicate tone. Now, silence
please.”

When Miss Delancy finally
put down the three odd objects, she took Verity’s hand and placed
it against Emma’s heart. She could feel the poor girl’s heart
threatening to pound through her rib cage, but the Egyptian the
headmistress whispered seemed to have some sort of effect on her.
The longer Miss Delancy spoke the incantation, the more Emma’s
heartbeat calmed.

Verity was
about to open her mouth and ask “What now?” when Emma
lurched upright, her deep, desperate gasp for air causing her
entire body to shudder. Both Verity and Miss Delancy jumped back a
little, uncertain if the young girl would collapse back like some
dreadful marionette with its strings cut.

But then Emma coughed,
leaning over in a painful spasm, and the gaslight dimly illuminated
green vapour expelling from her mouth. Verity put her arm around
her while Miss Delancy closed the book that had been her guide and
released a breath that, from the sounds of it, she had been holding
for quite some time. When Emma’s fit finally calmed, her eyes were
watering and her skin was as pale as parchment.

She looked at Verity,
rather than through her. “Where am I?” she whispered and her throat
sounded raw.

“Miss
Delancy’s rooms,” Verity said in a mad scramble, lest her
friend—not quite in her senses yet—reveal something she
shouldn’t.

Emma glanced around and
spotted the headmistress. “Miss Delancy?”

“You gave us
quite a fright, dear. Perhaps a spot of tea would be in order, now
wouldn’t it?” Miss Delancy asked gently. Her magnificent dark
eyebrows drew together as she studied the two of them. “I’ll put
the kettle on.”

“That’s quite
alright, Miss Delancy.” Emma fought to keep her balance, but Verity
still urged her towards the door. She glanced at the headmistress
out of the corner of her eye. “Perhaps it would be best if I get
Emma back to her room?”

“Of course,
girls.”

“And
Miss…”

“No need, my
dear. No need whatsoever.” The milk of human kindness served by the
headmistress stunned her to the core. What followed she had
expected much sooner. “Tomorrow, though, I will want some answers
on exactly what you lot were up to in the wee hours of the
morning.” With a final stroke of Emma’s hair, her fingertips
lingering in the lock of shock white, she gave a nod and opened the
door for the girls. “Get some rest.”

The corridor was
thankfully clear of automatons. Perhaps that was another grace
bestowed from Miss Delancy. The halls were quiet, save for the
occasional rapid scratching of feline claws against the floor. Some
of the academy’s residents were in need of a grooming. Verity and
Emma had just reached the girls’ dormitory, without incident, when
Professor Vidmar emerged from the darkness. She almost dropped her
friend in trying to reach reflexively for a non-existent
weapon.

He raised his hands as if
in surrender. “I’m sorry, Verity, I didn’t mean to frighten you.
Miss Delancy wanted to make sure you both got back here
alright.”

“We did, thank
you. No Guardsmen about.” she said quickly. “Was that
you?”

“Yes, as I
said, Miss Delancy wanted you to get back to your rooms safely.
Quite a miracle you lot slipped by them. I deactivated the
automatons for the night.”

“Much
appreciated,” Verity said with a slight curtsy. While that did
explain the absence of hallway monitors, what she could not explain
was the leap in the pit of her stomach when he said her name. She
assured herself it was the product of a very distressing
night.

Glancing across at Emma,
she gave him what she hoped was a curt nod. “I’m just going to put
her to bed, sir.” Trying her very best to be subtle, even with the
exhausted Emma leaning against her, Verity forced a tight smile.
She wanted to ask the professor so many questions, but Verity knew
if even one of them got past her lips there would be all sorts of
probing questions for her in return. “Then I’m going to get to
sleep myself.”

As she walked Emma past
him Vidmar touched Verity’s shoulder, and when she looked up to him
he smiled warmly. “Try not to be too hard on Miss Delancy. She’s
under incredible strain protecting this school and its
students.”

With Vidmar standing
there, her mind conjured his dark, brooding face mere inches from
the headmistress’ face, her bosom heaving as he drew closer. The
scent of his skin. The beauty of his smile. This smile. The one he
currently wore with her. Was this what she had
interrupted?

“I’m certain,”
Verity began, her restraint very poor indeed, but she didn’t care,
“Miss Delancy has plenty of outlets for her unwanted
tension.”

“She said you
were clever,” Vidmar said, his smile widening. “Lobelia was
right.”

Clenching her jaw tight,
Verity nodded at Vidmar, pushed open the door to the dormitory, and
half-carried Emma in. The relief of the door shutting behind them
was surprisingly satisfying.

“Wha—?” came a
groggy voice from the other bed. “Emma?”

“Yes, Rose,”
Verity said to Emma’s roommate, “it’s Emma and Verity. Just come
back from the Infirmary.”

“S’alright?”

“A touch of a
tummy ache, never you mind,” Verity said, gradually guiding her
friend to her bed. “Goodnight, Rose.”

Rose mumbled
something Verity could only assume to be “Good night” before she rolled over in her bed, giving her back to
them.

The night’s
revelations unveiled far more important things to think about than
the professor who made her stomach leap about. Just his good looks and skill with automatons
that held my attention, she
assured herself. She was not likely to die of her odd fascination,
unlike whatever evil lurked within the academy.

“I think I am
going to chuck,” Emma whispered, clutching at her stomach as she
came to a complete stop in the centre of the room. Verity guided
her to the vanity and Emma leant against the drawers, her face
hovering over basin. She couldn’t remember when she took a deep
breath, but Verity felt a bit of relief. A little vomit on the posh
interior was small price to pay for Emma to come back to
herself.

After a few moments, Emma
pulled herself erect and grinned. “No, I’m alright.” Even in the
faint moonlight coming in through her room’s far window, Verity
could make out that Emma looked awfully pale.

Also a faint gleam of
green remained in her eyes.

Verity’s knees suddenly
gave out from under her, and she managed to grab hold of a chair.
The séance, what they had seen in the library, and what only she
heard all came flooding back to her. It had been a real ghost. A
real, true Egyptian ghost. It was the Silver Pharaoh, and something
told her—without question—that it was here. She saw it, and almost
touched the other side. Quite an adjustment for Verity to make in
her world view.

Would there be any
lingering effects? “Are you really?”

Emma furrowed her brow.
“Am I what?”

“Are you
alright?” Verity asked, sliding her arm under Emma’s as she helped
her to bed. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

A shudder ran through her
friend, and she hung her head. “I... I don’t know,
Verity.”

The urge to shake Emma
was strong, but Verity was fairly certain that would frighten the
younger girl for little reward. “Try hard, Emma.” She glanced over
to Rose and whispered, “You know who that was we saw
tonight.”

Emma took a deep breath,
and closed her eyes as she settled back into her pillow.
“Psusennes,” she whispered. “The Silver Pharaoh, it
was.”

“Yes, and you
may be the only one who might have an idea where to find
him.”

“What d’ya
mean, Verity?”

“Emma, he
touched you,” Verity said, touching the streak of white in her
hair. “That sort of contact, so I’ve heard, sometimes establishes a
connection. Did you feel anything like that?”

“I heard a
whispering in my head, but I couldn’t understand him. Well, one
word. Empire.”

“Empire? Do
you think he was asking you about the British Empire?”

“Damfino. The
rest that Pharaoh was spouting was all in some foreign
language.”

“Did he show
you anything? Maybe a pyramid, or his sarcophagus?”

Emma’s brow furrowed.
“No, nothing like that. I remember…” She opened her eyes and sat up
in the bed. “Anger. Oh, Verity, he was so angry. I’m sorry I can’t
remember any more than that. It’s sort of like one of those muddled
dreams without words to explain it.”

Verity hugged her tight
before easing her back into bed. “Well, you know...sometimes dreams
come back to us.” She pulled the sheets up around her neck. “Maybe
you just need some real sleep and your brain will figure it
out.”

“Do you have
to go?” Emma asked in a small voice Verity had never heard from her
before. It was not the sound of a survivor from the slums of
London, but a child who had seen far too much of the inexplicable
in one evening.

“No, not at
all,” she said, sitting on the floor and taking Emma’s hand. “I’m
going to stay right here while you sleep.”

The younger girl squeezed
her hand, and seeming comforted, closed her eyes. “Good,” she
whispered over a yawn. “I know you will keep me safe.”

Verity felt her smile
tighten ever so slightly. After what she witnessed tonight, she
could no longer be certain of anything.

 



Chapter
Eighteen

A Right
Pickle

 


 


It was not the first time
Ol’ Tom had given Christopher a swift kick to the head. Gin could
be a fickle bitch. He swam back towards the light knowing it was
going to hurt. The dry mouth, the horrid taste on his tongue, and
the aches all awaited. It was always a hard start to the morning
feeling that way.

When he found he could
not move either his hands or his feet, though, he surmised this
morning’s due to Ol’ Tom would be particularly bad. As he cracked
his eyes open, it was to see Liam’s unimpressed face staring back
at him, as well as finding himself tied up quite
soundly.

“You rotter,”
the younger lad grumbled with a frown communicating his darkest
thoughts. “You go arfarfan’arf, and I got no one watching me
back.”

“He’s got a
point.” A boot inserted into his side told Christopher they were
not alone.

Tiny loomed over them,
and his smile was not reassuring. “You look right fishy around the
gills there, lad. No puking on my nice rug.”

While Christopher worked
his mouth, Tiny perched his huge form on a chair and leaned back.
Judging from the crates and barrels all around them and the raucous
sound of laughter, they were still in the pub, just a quiet
backroom where underhand business could be conducted.

“Now then,
boys,” Tiny said, cracking his knuckles slowly as he looked each of
them over. “Why don’t I show you how to run an
interrogation?”

“No mates
then?” Christopher fired off his first round.

Tiny chuckled. “Unlike
you, I don’t need no mates. They left me here to deal with you lot,
seeing as you…”

“Made you look
like a soft git?” Liam broke in.

Christopher shot him a
look. Liam’s dander was up and he was ready for a good scrap. It
was just hard to figure out if he wanted to deal with Tiny, or have
a row with him. Regardless of who would be on the receiving end of
Liam’s ire, Christopher had to make it clear what Agent Thorne
would always say: Let cooler heads prevail. They had to remain
alive long enough to figure a way out of this scrape.

Wriggling to a seated
position, he tried his best to look as defenceless as possible.
“Nah, Liam, Tiny here, he ain’t daft, or they wouldn’t have left
him alone like this.” Tiny rubbed his beard, giving both boys a
sideways glare. Christopher ventured to add a little more sauce to
the goose. “In Usher that’s how we do it. Bet our friend here knows
everything that toff Sir Mallory does.”

Tiny’s eyebrows drew
together, his smile turning quite wry. “I know plenty. For one
thing, you lot are not Usher.”

Christopher kept his face
as if it were a mill pond in the morning. “What are you on
about?”

“This,” Tiny
said, lifting up the ring Christopher should have been wearing but
evidently was not. Rubbing his thumb against the inside of his own
fingers confirmed his fear. “This ring is not up to Usher
technology unless the clankertons there have made some amazing
progress. I wager you kids are working with Her Majesty’s
government. Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences, eh wot?”

“Now come
along, Tiny, you really think some posh—”

“Just stop,
Chrissy,” Liam said, his temper near its end from the crack in his
voice. “He figured it out. Figured it out before Mallory, he
did.”

“So, lad, you
are correct. I am not some plonker stuck in the cogs, as our Usher
counterparts employ. As part of the Brotherhood, as part of the
all-seeing eye, I know quite a bit. Such as our person on the
inside. I know her name.”

Christopher nodded.
“You’re right about that. He wouldn’t.” His tongue was still dry
and sticky from the gin, but he could not afford to fumble again.
It was time to spin a yarn. Despite the dangers of this man and
what he knew of him and Liam, Christopher had to get him on the
line. “I know plenty too.”

“Like you did
back at the farmhouse?” he asked, unsheathing a knife.

His throat burned. This
was the problem with Ol’ Tom. He was such a fine gentleman when in
his company, but the following day he was a right bastard in making
you wish he would have never left you.

“I told you I
was going to show you how to run an interrogation,” he said,
flipping the knife around his hand.

Christopher recognised
this intimidation game, usually played between the other street
urchins. Granted, this bloke was the size of three children, but
this was hardly the first time Christopher had been threatened with
a blade. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

“No,” Tiny
uttered just before dragging the knife across Liam’s
arm.

Christopher thought Liam
was going to scream the roof off the inn, but Tiny stuffed a large
wad of cloth into his mouth. He set the knife aside and slipped on
a single leather glove. Across the outside of the fingers and
knuckles, Christopher could just make out a texture. His hand
shifted into the afternoon light streaming in from the window and
the gleam caught his eye. Tiny tightened his gloved hand into a
fist, and that was when Christopher made out the jagged texture of
rocks and shards of glass.

“Not yet,”
Tiny said to Christopher, tightening his fist just enough to make
the leather glove creak softly.

His punch to Liam’s open
wound made the young boy’s entire body jerk so hard, he nearly
knocked Christopher over. On the second punch to his arm, Liam sent
trails of snot out of his nose which splattered across the
floorboards. The boy was struggling for breath as he tried to draw
air, but with the gag filling his mouth and his nose as it was, he
was turning slightly red.

“Now, you
should be afraid.” He waved a finger at him as he said in barely a
whisper, “See, you look like a tough lad. Been in a few scrapes, I
bet. But this nipper here? Bet you’ve spent some time protectin’
him from bad people in the streets. People worse than you and him,
I mean.”

Tiny stepped away and
then punched Liam in the wound again. Liam screamed into his gag.
Christopher could still see in the corner of his eye the boy’s body
trembling as Tiny got in close again. Christopher dared to glance
down at the single gloved hand, and he could see Liam’s blood
slowly dripping from the glass and rock there.

“Christopher,
mate,” and Tiny lightly slapped him with his other hand, forcing
his eyes up to his own. “Need your attention, because this is
important.” He leaned his head towards Liam and nodded on hearing
the child’s gagged whimpers. “This — is how — you interrogate
someone. You find their weakness, and exploit it. Ya
follow?”

Christopher
nodded.

“Good lad.
Now, see, I am very good at this. You agree with that,
yes?”

Christopher nodded,
trying to ignore Liam’s moaning—at least he tried.

“So, I’m going
to start askin’ you questions. You don’t have to answer them, but
for little Liam’s sake, I think you should.”

“Yes, sir,”
Christopher stammered.

Tiny leaned forward,
making the floorboards underfoot creak. “You got friends in the
school. How about you tell me about them?”

Christopher had to tread
careful like. He didn’t have to tell the truth, but he couldn’t
lead him too far off the path. He had to give him just enough to
keep his interest, and in turn keep him off Liam.

“So, we got
friends in the Academy, we do. They are smart, too. That’s why they
are at the school an’ not us...”

“Christopher,”
Tiny said, his tone unmistaken for anything other than a warning,
“after what you just saw, are you really going to try and toy with
me?”

He blinked.
“Wot?”

“That really
is disappointing,” he sighed as he stepped away from
Christopher.

“No, Tiny,
please, don’t…”

Tiny cocked back and gave
another swift punch to Liam’s wound. Then another. Christopher felt
a few choice insults on the tip of his tongue for this Illuminati
bastard, but he ground his teeth together.

“In all my
years of hurting people, whether it was like this or through a
sniper scope, I learned a few things.” He turned away from them
both and picked up the knife. “One thing is you can feel so much
pain in one part of your body that eventually you lose feelin’
there.” He drove the point of his knife into one of the wooden
floor planks next to Christopher. “This just means I find another
part of little Liam, and I start working on that.” He tipped his
head a fraction lower to look into Christopher’s eyes. “Do you want
to try this again?”

Christopher nodded
quickly.

“Tell me about
your mates at the Delancy Academy.”

Her name was on his lips
when the rock came sailing through the window, shattering the
glass. Tiny rolled towards the window before springing back up to
his feet and peering through the shattered panes. The smooth stone
rapped against the door, then bounced and rattled across the
floor.

When it came to a stop by
Christopher’s leg, he saw the writing across the tagger’s stone
surface:

 


GET DOWN

 


Christopher shoved
himself into Liam and both of them toppled to the floor. He heard
Liam scream into his gag, but it was only for a moment. Tiny turned
towards them just as the door exploded. The Illuminati sniper
stumbled just as the remnants of the door were kicked open and
their room lit up with white-blue light. For a moment all was
confusing shadow, even after the spots stopped dancing in
Christopher’s eyes. When he finally got his vision back, the sniper
was falling as if he were a great tree being cut down. Tiny died
with his knife in his hand and a foot-wide smouldering hole burned
in chest.

Colin and Jeremy emerged
from the hallway outside, followed by the plump, pleasant farmhouse
lady, Agatha Summerson. Her weapon was an oscillator as long as she
was tall and firmly strapped across her back. All the working in
the fields really gave the old bird some strength.

She smiled at him once
they untied him and Liam. “A simple thanks will suffice,” she said,
embracing him. “Pretty easy to track you down to a gin house after
what Colin told me.”

Christopher was not about
to get upset or distracted by his mates talking out of
turn.

Her smile melted on
seeing the other two gingerly handling Liam. “Oh my poor boy, let’s
look at that…”

Jeremy whispered to
Colin. “Liam isn’t one for surgeons or doctors, miss,” Colin
stated.

“Then Jeremy,
fetch me some alcohol from the pub. Be quick…and creative…in
getting it.” Jeremy disappeared from where he came as Summerson
said to Colin, “Look around here for anything we can use as rags. I
may have to stitch him up when we return to the farm.”

“Bugger me,”
Christopher snapped. “I almost forgot…”

“Language,
young man,” scolded Summerson.

“Pardon the
colourful expression,” he returned, “but there’s a bleedin’ attack
ship headed for the Delancy Academy.”

“Bloody hell!”
Summerson said, then clapped a hand to her mouth.

Christopher chuckled.
Maybe this old bird had a bit of spirit in her after all. “No truer
word spoken, luv.”

“We need to
call in Agent Thorne straight away,” she said just as Jeremy
appeared with something that looked like gin. Christopher felt no
loss whatsoever on seeing it spill on the floor as Summerson soaked
a rag in the drink.

“Colin,” he
asked, “you care to have the honours?”

“Right-o,
chuckaboo!” he said cheerily, raising his ring in the air and then
driving his fist into the floorboards. After about three strikes,
the stone was crushed into nothing but smaller shards.

“Now we better
leg it quick smart back to your farmhouse,” Christopher said as
Summerson gently wrapped Liam’s ravaged arm in rags. “We can let
Thorne hear about all this while you stitch him up.”

As they lifted Liam to
his feet and girded themselves for what would be quite a wild ride
back to the farmhouse, Christopher hoped they would be able to tag
along with the Ministry reinforcements. It had been a long time
since he’d seen fireworks, after all, and Agent Thorne and his
Ministry lot certainly did know how to put on a show.


Chapter
Nineteen

A Visit
without an Appointment

 


“Right,
class,” Mrs Seddon began, “today, we are going to focus on the
various qualities of fire. This is an element we take for granted
as it is everywhere, particularly at night, unless your homes are
already outfitted with electricity.”

“Electricity
is the future,” Suzanne piped in. “Any home that has not switched
from gaslight to electricity is hopelessly stuck in the past, so my
father says.”

Verity rolled
her eyes, and waited for the fireworks to begin. She knew from
experience Seddon didn’t like being interrupted. Seated next to
Verity, Julia for once did
not make a face at her nemesis’ antics, instead her gaze was fixed
firmly on Verity. While their teacher rounded on Suzanne, Julia
leaned over and hissed in her friend’s ear. “Wha’ the hell was that
all about las’ night? A mummy—in Cornwall?”

This
was the problem of making friends
with a clever girl, and Verity might have expected this to happen.
She had only a couple of choices now; lie outright, tell her
everything, or tell a half-truth. She opted for the latter since it
might help keep Julia out of any further danger.

“I don’t
know,” she whispered back, “but Delancy had a love of Egypt. Maybe
he brought back a cursed vase or something?”

Julia’s brow
furrowed as she processed
that, but after a moment she gave a little nod. “Tha’ must be it,”
she said, “dunnae make any sense otherwise.”

Sense was something which
was not usually important to Julia, but she did enjoy watching
Suzanne be taken down a peg or two—which was what Seddon was doing.
Verity was relieved when Julia focused on the battle, and didn’t
probe any further.

A muscle in
Seddon’s jaw was twitching.
“Electricity might be the future, but fire can truly take a
dangerous compound and transform its qualities to one of the
essential building blocks of life.” Mrs Seddon then motioned to the
candle in front of her. “Now…who can tell me what this
is?”

Was she
serious? Verity followed the
class, but did not bother to hide the disdain in her face. What an
absurd question.

“Miss
Danvers?”

Alice perked up in her
seat and stated proudly, “That is a candle.”

“Very
good…”

Oh for
heaven’s sake, Verity seethed
as a pinching pain nagged at her temples. She shared a glance with
Julia who merely shrugged. With the exception of the incredible
display on the cricket pitch, progress in that class was redefining
tedious.

“Now there is
a name for what this candle is comprised of…” and as if following
the choreography of a ballet, Mrs Seddon turned to her book and
started flipping through its pages.

Several hands shot
up.

“Hands
down,” she barked.

The hands quickly and
quietly returned to their desk.

The term you
are searching for, Verity
thought, is
hydrocarbon.

Her finger came to rest
somewhere on the open page in front of her as she nodded her head
curtly. “There you are. Hydrocarbon. That is what this candle is
known as, a hydrocarbon. The wax is pulled through the porous wick
in its centre, travels up its length…”

The wax melts,
changes to a gas, and produces a yellow flame…

“The wax
melts, changes to a gas, and produces a yellow flame.”

Verity
chocked back a groan. And
this process is called—what, class?

“And this
process is called—what, class?”

“Vaporisation,” the class droned.

“Yes,” Mrs
Seddon responded, clapping her hands together. “Well
done.”

Verity could
not stop herself. She let her head drop to her desk, the
thunk echoing in the classroom.

When she opened her eyes,
Verity noted the silence. Perhaps her momentary lapse in judgement
had not gone unnoticed. “Miss Simmons,” Mrs Seddon
called.

A deep breath, and then
Verity sat up slowly with a bright smile on her face. “Yes,
ma’am?”

“Are we
feeling ill? Did you need to visit the Infirmary?”

It was tempting, as it
would release her from this fresh hell, but the fact of the matter
was it would bring unwarranted attention. Then again, what she had
just done accomplished the same. The lack of sleep on account of
last night’s shenanigans most certainly didn’t help her
disposition. Neither did hearing Suzanne and Stella snicker.
Forcing her smile wider, Verity said, “No, ma’am. I just needed a
moment to gather my wits.”

“Front and
centre, Miss Simmons,” Mrs Seddon said, beckoning her
forward.

Lovely, Verity
thought, wiggling her fingers in preparation for an hour of filling
in the Periodic Table. She was expecting Mrs Seddon to erase the
elements, and present the blank canvas as she had in the previous
six classes. At least that would have been consistent. Instead, the
Chemistry teacher poured out a bright orange powder in the centre
of the demonstration table. It reminded her of sherbet in its
colour.

“Miss
Simmons,” Seddon began, motioning to the powder in front of them.
“This is ammonium dichromate. It also goes by the rather
provocative name Vesuvian
Fire. It is an accelerant, a poison, and a corrosive. Rather nasty,
wouldn’t you say?”

Verity nodded. Where was
she going with this? And why was she standing so close to such
dangerous material?

Mrs Seddon nodded, then
drew a long match from the workbench, lit it, and passed the flame
to Verity. “Please. Light it.”

The class
gasped, save for Julia. “Excellent,” she cooed. “Some
real danger!”

“Have no
fear, Miss Simmons,” Seddon urged, walking over to the other side
of the room and dimming the lights. “Go on.”

Verity bit
her bottom lip and gingerly placed the flame into the small pile of
orange powder. She, and her classmates, all leaned in for a closer
look as the powder began to pop and sizzle, sending red and gold
sparks from its core. The orange colour was turning grey as the
fire leapt higher. It was clear to everyone why this chemical was
called Vesuvian
Fire.

“Miss
Simmons,” Seddon spoke gently, “you realize you are breathing the
gas coming from this poisonous, corrosive substance.” That was when
Verity realised she and Mrs Seddon were both bent over the modest
display of fire. “We all are.”

“Thermal
decomposition?” Verity asked.

“Excellent,
Miss Simmons. Thermal decomposition takes a normally dangerous
compound and produces nitrogen, one of the key elements which makes
life possible.” Mrs Seddon smiled at her warmly. “Those long hours
you log in the library late at night are paying off, but they can
wear a person down, so have a care.”

A bolt of alarm went
through Verity’s gut. Her eyes immediately went to Julia, who also
looked a bit pale. It could not have been just some random
observation.

“Fire,” Mrs
Seddon said to the class, as she turned the lights back up to full,
“can not only kill but it can also save lives. It is known in some
cultures to possess purifying qualities. The important thing to
understand and respect about fire is it can only benefit mankind if
kept in a controlled environment. Much like this experiment here.
In small, controlled quantities, ammonium dichromate can be used in
pyrotechnics, photography, leather tanning, and other industries.
It also produces pure nitrogen which is essential in some
laboratory settings. Larger quantities in an uncontrolled
environment, and the results can be…”

The entire building shook
as the dull impact reverberated through their classroom. Bits of
the ornate ceiling above them cracked, raining chunks of plaster on
students and their desks.

“All right
then,” Mrs Seddon said with trepidation in her voice, “that
wasn’t me.”

Klaxons suddenly blared
through the school, and were joined soon by the murmur of concerned
students. Verity ran to the window and looked outside just as
another impact shuddered the school. A thick veil of smoke rose
from the other end of the building, but only the moors stretched
for miles around them under a cloudy twilight sky.

The small communication
device on Seddon’s desk buzzed suddenly. “Emergency Convention
Alpha. Repeat, Emergency Convention Alpha. This is not a drill.
Secure the students and then report to your designated
areas.”

“Students,”
Seddon’s voice sounded over the ensuing chaos both inside and
outside the classroom like a gun firing overhead an angry mob,
“come with me.” The students began to gather up their books and
belongings, but Seddon clapped her hands. “Leave everything—” and
she stopped abruptly as something slammed into the school hard
enough to dislodge a light fixture overhead, showering them all
with sparks. The students screamed, but Seddon refused to go
unheard. “Children,
remain calm, silent, and follow
me!”

Seddon tapped
the communicator on her shoulder three times, and then led the
class down the corridor, now teeming with students all walking
quickly towards the boys’ and girls’ dormitory. The grand staircase
was just at the end of the corridor, but it seemed miles in the
distance when the sound of an explosion roared behind them. Verity
was one of those students who dared to glance back. The East Wing
was shrouded in smoke and the overhead chandeliers swung wildly.
The students around her quickened their pace on hearing the
rapid pop-pop-pop
of gunfire.

The crush of students
slowed a bit, then doubled in its pace forward on reaching the
massive skylight in the corridor. Once Verity and Julia reached the
long, glass awning overhead, they immediately saw the cause for the
moment’s hesitation. A grand airship, its guns pointing downward
and firing on the East Wing, hung in the darkening sky, its dark,
grey body looming over the school and slowly making its
descent.

“We’re under
attack?” Verity asked incredulously.

“I have heard
this was a possibility,” Julia replied.

“What?”

“Yes, a
dreadful business this academy can attract,” Julia said, pulling
Verity a fraction closer to her. “Come along, did ya not think the
Delancy Academy, an elite school honing some of the finest minds of
the future, would attract the attention of nefarious organisations?
Take it from a Scottish lassie, sheep like us would fetch a pretty
penny!”

A flutter of dismay ran
through Verity. She had not considered such a thing outside the
city. In London there were plenty of people who wanted to make the
most of children, though not necessarily for their intellects. It
was not a strange a notion to think there was such darkness in the
country and upper classes, as well.

Cries and screams ahead
of them drew their attention forward. The lower half of the grand
staircase was now slowly folding up, revealing a hidden chamber
much like the one Emma had shown her, complete with gaslight
fixtures illuminating the path ahead. From the angle and distance
of the lights, though, this passage was wide enough to accommodate
the current flow of students, and it descended underneath the
remaining staircase. Flanking the entrance were two teachers,
ushering them all to this apparent safe area.

“Julia, are
you thinking—”

“Aye!” she
said, her smile most satisfied. “Tha’ has to be how Mrs Pyke ended
up at the bottom of the staircase.” Then her smile faltered. “Does
this mean we’re being led to that terrible pharaoh like animals to
the slaughter?”

“Not
necessarily,” Verity said, an instinct flaring up in the back of
her brain. “This is a big school, and we saw the pharaoh in the
library. That is on the other end of the grounds.”

“I hope you
are right, Verity,” Julia said with a twist of her lips.

In truth, the safe place
everyone was being managed towards did appear like some wide open
mouth, devouring students happily.

Then, over
the sounds of gunfire, screams, and distant explosions, Verity
heard it. Tickety-tickety-tick-tick-tick. Tickety-tickety-tick-tick-tick.

Verity grabbed Julia and
worked her way into an empty classroom. She slammed the door shut
behind them and immediately started looking between the
desks.

“Excuse me,
girl,” Julia said, “but have ya’ lost ya’ mind?”

“Just indulge
me,” Verity insisted. Tickety-tickety-tick-tick-tick.

“Verity, the
world is comin’ to an end outside if ya’ haven’t
noticed?”

At the end of the fifth
row of desks, she spotted him. “Mickey!”

Julia ran up to her side
just as Verity picked up the little clockwork mouse, its robotic
nose twitching back and forth in time with the Sound in her
head.

“This is why
we are here?” Julia insisted. “For your toy?”

Verity looked
at her creation, a light film of dust and cobwebs still clinging to
his metallic body. Julia didn’t know about the Sound, so how would
she understand the significance of what Verity now heard so clearly
in her ears. Tickety-tickety-tick-tick-tick, Mickey repeated.

“I know there
is no time to explain, but Mickey found me. He’s found
something he wants me to see.”

“How—” Julia
looked back to the door of the classroom, then back to Verity.
“Mickey here is telling you to follow him?”

“Yes!”

The girl’s shoulders
dropped, and she gave a little huff from her bottom lip, blowing a
few locks of hair out of her face. “If’n this little contraption
you’ve made here is as clever as you, then I am more than willin’
to follow it than the Delancy flock outside.”

Verity stared into the
glowing green eyes of Mickey. Unlike what she had seen in the
Silver Pharaoh’s, this glow felt friendlier, benevolent. The
ticking in her head changed, its rhythm and pace altering ever so
slightly. Verity somehow recognised this as its language. What she
created was not alive, but it did possess a series of commands and
routines she knew to be there. She put Mickey together, after all.
The Sound, though, was bestowing on her a deeper understanding of
her mechanical wonder.

Once Mickey
returned to the floor, he turned about and headed for the far wall
of the class. The automaton paused at a blank wall, and then spun
around to face both Verity and Julia. The girls followed him to the
bare patch of wall and felt around for a latch of any kind. Verity
ran a finger along the moulding in the corner and felt a break in
the wood. She leaned in closer and pressed. The moulding sunk an
inch into the wall, and with a soft click the panel
before them slid aside. Gas lanterns in the wall slowly came up,
illuminating the way forward.

“Now how did
you get through this door, little fellah?” Julia asked, peering
into the secret passage.

In the film of dust
covering the hidden corridor were a set of thin lines that had to
be Mickey’s tracks, but around the tracks were two sets of
footprints leading out to the classroom. “Mickey went invisible.
Whomever these tracks belong to, they must have not seen him on
account of the stealth screen I gave him.”

“You clever
thing,” Julia cooed.

Mickey’s ears wiggled in
reply.

“Julia, find
Emma and Henry, if you can. Let them know where I have gone,”
Verity said, stepping into the dingy passage.

“What are ya’
on about, girl?” Julia chided. “Ya’ canna jus’ go in there alone!
We are under siege!”

“No time to
explain,” Verity shouted, “Just find Emma and Henry. Let them know where I’ve gone”. Once inside
the passage, she waited until Mickey scuttled over to where she
stood before placing her fingers on the inside latch.

“Verity…”—but
the rest of Julia’s protestations went unheard as Verity threw the
latch, and closed the passageway.

“Alright
then, Mickey,” she said wistfully to the metal mouse at her feet,
“lead the way.”


Chapter
Twenty

Within the
Walls of Dead Royalty

 


The dust was thick,
choking the secret passage and almost Verity herself. She would
have imagined thick spider webs blocking her way, but as she and
Mickey followed footprints back inside the walls of the academy,
the way was clear. She kept her gaze on Mickey, leading the way.
The longer she followed the clockwork rodent, the better her eyes
adjusted to the dim amber glow of the light coming from the
surrounding sconces.

“Mickey,”
Verity spoke softly, “stop.”

She never gave her
invention the ability to understand voice commands. She knew that.
However, the little device paused and turned around to face her.
She stared at Mickey for a moment. How did she do that? Or did she
actually do that? Could this be the Sound helping her connect with
technology? She had to make certain to read the book Vidmar gave
her.

Her eyes returned to the
floor. She could see the two sets of footprints in the dust. One
male, one female, from the cut of the boots. She also saw Mickey’s
tracks. That was not what caught her attention. It was what was
notably absent.

The
ubiquitous cats of the manor apparently never came here, which was odd considering they went
everywhere else. A thought struck her suddenly; in ancient Egypt
cats were considered guardians against evil spirits, so could there
be something back here even they could not stand? It was a
superstition, but after all she had seen recently Verity couldn’t
discount it.

And a cat would have made
a better companion than the Sound and the occasional pounding from
the airship above. Miss Delancy, must have been prepared for
nefarious attacks, fortifying her school. It was quite impressive
really.

Verity wiped her palms on
her skirts and swallowed hard. Perhaps she should have gone back
for Julia, Emma—or even Henry. She glanced at her ring. What about
smashing it and calling for help? Wasn’t this their mission, after
all, and now they were under attack would they not need the
Ministry’s help?

But that would end the
mission. Completely.

Her parents had been
careful people, note-takers. They were dead. She had apparently
inherited none of their practical traits.

Pushing her hair out of
her eyes, Verity muttered to herself, “Just a little
further…”

There came sounds of
gunfire, distant screaming. Not the screaming of children, but the
sounds of adults. On the other side of the wall, a battle was
unfolding. These teachers, evidently, were skilled in more than
just letters. With the faint aural glimmers of what was happening
on the other side of the walls, Verity considered that did not
concern her as much as the silence ahead of her. She didn’t know
why, but she was certain something waited for her. Something dark.
Evil. But she couldn’t understand how—

Then, in the back of her
brain, she noticed it. The ticking. It changed. Where it was once
comforting, she now found it worrying. The Sound had somehow become
slower and menacing.

Mickey was clicking and
whirring madly, running in a circle before her. No, not just a
circle. Her mechanical companion was moving back and forth, up and
back, and then running in a circle. There was a pattern Mickey was
making in the dust in front of a broad door before them.

Bending down for a closer
look, Verity inspected the pattern Mickey was making in the dust.
It looked like a “T” with a loop attached to its top. She
recognised it as an Egyptian hieroglyph she had seen in her trips
to the British Museum. Ankh. The Key of Life.

Verity inclined her head
to one side and then looked up at the door rising above her. This
close, she could tell the door was not made of a dark wood or iron.
It was silver, shrouded in darkness until she took one more step
closer. Sconces of green and blue flame leapt to life, giving the
door a menacing semblance in the dim corridor.

The door was nothing that
should have been in an English school. It was far older, gleaming
under the chemical lights. When she pressed her hand against it, it
was cool to the touch. Pure silver, but with more hieroglyphics
picked out in gold. She remembered what they called these kind of
hieroglyphics when found inside of a long circle.
Car-something…

“A
cartouche,” she whispered.

She leaned forward, the
ticking in her head growing more and more frantic, more disjointed.
It wasn’t the Sound though that was helping her understand the
mystery in front of her. She had seen these hieroglyphs before.
These exact hieroglyphs.

“Psusennes.
This is the door to his burial chamber,” she murmured to herself.
“But this should be in a museum....”

“As part of a
goodwill outreach to the Empire, the British Museum sponsored a
tour with the Silver Pharaoh. The plan was to begin here in
England, move up to Scotland, then work their way around the
world…and somewhere between Ireland and Scotland, the Silver
Pharaoh up and disappeared.”

This had to be part of
the exhibit Thorne told them about. Gone missing three years
ago—and here it was installed in an old manor house on the moors of
Cornwall. Lord Delancy had gone to real trouble to have the spoils
of this dig stolen and brought here. But why?

“It was the
Delancys who funded the original expedition to find the Silver
Pharaoh. Since its discovery, my family has been plagued with
tragedy and disgrace. The only reason my reputation remains immune
is that I was the one who orchestrated the deception at the British
Museum. The Silver Pharaoh has been a thorn in my family’s side. I
have used much of my
inheritance to keep my family’s name
intact, and keep this school running.”

“So if it is
such a curse on your family, Miss Delancy, why is this here?” Or
did she even know if it was here.

The door was slightly
proud of the wall, and as Verity felt along it, she discovered
there were three round dials on the right hand side. She suddenly
had the eerie feeling if she turned her head, she would see the
sickly green phantom of the pharaoh again. Fear clenched her gut,
for a second overwhelming the noise of the ominous ticking in her
head.

She wouldn’t
allow herself to fall at this hurdle. I can do this, she thought as she closed her eyes and gave into the Sound,
as she has done with Mickey and with the ætherequus. The mechanics
of the door were ancient, but not beyond responding to her power.
The dials began to turn, the rattle of their combination chiming in
her head like a series of bells. Certain directions
seemed…wrong…discordant somehow. Others sang sweetly in her mind,
until she was caught up in their dance. The dials continued to move
back and forward seemingly of their own accord, seeking out the
perfect melody. Once the right rhythm and melody slipped into
place, the three dials clicked together, and the ticking stopped
abruptly. A warm glow of success and relief washed over Verity as
she opened her eyes to watch the door swing open smoothly as if it
was greased.

Verity looked back over
the tracks in the dust. “Come find me, Julia,” she whispered, more
as encouragement to herself than a wish.

All about was
ancient silence as she looked around in wonder at a proper burial
chamber. This was no reproduction. The room was reconstructed from
actual artefacts, built within this secret room of an old manor
house. Bathed in warm gaslight, the paintings surrounding her were
bright and clear, as if created only a day before. Verity frowned
as she moved closer to examine them. Not created the day before,
but perhaps discovered
the day before.

The scenes etched and
painted in stone were unlike any she’d ever seen or heard of in the
British Museum or even in the travels with her parents. In them a
pharaoh, his arms spread wide, worked wonders using
machines—glorious, complex machines—to carry blocks of stone for
building a pyramid or erect incredible temples worshiping Set or
Ra. Another scene depicted this pharaoh in another mechanical
device redirecting the Nile itself in order to reach outlying
villages. Another had the pharaoh operating a creation that carried
him aloft to survey all of Egypt. In each of these, the pharaoh was
always painted in silver.

Such revolutionary images
would have been the talk of the scientific world, but somewhere
between the archaeological dig and the British Museum, these stones
ended up here. Under the Delancy Academy for Exceptionality. In
Cornwall.

The ground shuddered
underneath her. From the sound of things, Miss Delancy and the
faculty were still fighting the good fight. Verity wanted to read
the entire story of Psusennes, but time pressed down her. Finding
out all she could—hopefully, including what happened to the
linguist—while Miss Delancy was occupied was vital. Hopefully,
Agent Thorne would grant her time to examine these wonderful scenes
and demand answers once this case was solved.

She paused on seeing
another depiction of the Silver Pharaoh at the border of what would
have been Germany. This was Thorne’s quirky little story. She went
for a closer look when her foot caught on something.

Lucky for Verity, a
corpse broke her fall.

Being eye to eye with a
desiccated body, she only just managed to jam back a scream. Just
like Heather von St James, it really shouldn’t have been much of a
surprise to find another corpse in a similar state. The drapery of
the clothes suggested something that might have been a pretty
lavender dress once.

So a
woman, Verity thought, trying
to remain as clinical as possible. This academy is rather hard on women, isn’t it?

Crouching down closer,
Verity delicately pulled at the clothing. The cut of it suggested
something her own mother might have worn, and the lapel pin she
wore displaying the school’s coat of arms did not seem dusty. She
couldn’t have been down here very long.

Her brow furrowed as her
eye ran over cropped blonde hair. It was impossible to tell what
age she had been when the Silver Pharaoh claimed her, but there was
one major difference this woman had over the other victims. Her
right hand, along with being desiccated like the rest of the body,
was twisted, warped. The bones and skin bore the scars of a
terrible accident.

Her eyes went back to
where she had tripped, and this time she could not help but
yelp.

This corpse left behind
by the Silver Pharaoh had been a man; a very well dressed
gentleman, by the looks of things. He had been down here
considerably longer, but there was no mistaking he had come from a
family of exceptional wealth.

A dust covered
protuberance in the man’s lapel caught her attention. As she did
with the other corpse, Verity gently reached over to the man’s
lapel and wiped away the layer of grime.

“The Delancy
Academy crest?” she whispered. She looked back at the older woman
and then back to the man. “Were you teachers?”

“Hello? Who
is there?” a voice whispered from the adjoining chamber. It was
terse, desperate. “Oh please, help me! Help me!”

Verity pulled herself up
to her feet and scuttled to the open doorway. Slowly, she peered
into the next room, doing all she could to remain unseen. When her
eyes fell on the frail old man, she stepped into the doorway,
alight with joy and relief. It was the person she had last seen
being bundled into an automobile, Doctor Xavier Williams. Tied to a
chair, his face battered and bruised, he looked considerably worse
for wear; but he was alive. Racing to his side, she took his hand
and gave it a squeeze. She would never have dared such a thing when
he was a venerated scientist at the British museum, and she a
street urchin; however, in these circumstances all social barriers
were down.

“My name’s
Verity Fitzroy,” she said, working at his bonds. “The Ministry of
Peculiar Occurrences sent me here to find you. I’m so sorry it took
so long.”

Williams coughed a
little. “But you’re just a child. Why on earth didn’t they send
someone older?”

Verity gave a little
shrug. “Not sure if you were aware of this Doctor Williams, but you
are being held in a school.”

His eyebrows lifted. “A
school?” Then he gave a slight nod. “That would explain the
occasional drone of noise reminding me of my Oxford
days.”

“Sending
adults to the Delancy Academy would have attracted attention.”
Verity scrunched her nose as the knot on his left wrist was rather
tight. “Besides, they weren’t positive you were here.”

“Did you say
the Delancy Academy?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see
them?”

Verity paused in freeing
the Egyptologist. “See who?”

“The
Delancys. In the other room!”

Her heart seized for a
moment. The corpse’s mangled hand, irreparable damaged after a
tragic lab accident. Reading her own book to help Emma. Her
revulsion of cats. “I don’t understand,” which was a terrible lie,
even for her. She wanted to be sure. “Whatever do you
mean?”

Williams went to say
something, but his eyes fell to the floor, and he let out a
strangled sob. Verity could feel the old man tremble. “Oh dear God,
you foolish child. You broke the circle.”

Glancing down, Verity
realised in her haste to get to Doctor Williams, she had disturbed
a strange ring of sand around his chair. Before she could ask what
he was on about, the bizarre, formless sound she had heard at the
séance began to form in her head. A low groan echoed softly from an
adjoining passageway on the far end of this antechamber. Williams’
gaze fixed on the far doorway as he tugged frantically at the
bonds. He was quickly losing any resemblance of a man of
culture.

“Get me out,”
he begged in a whisper. When the moan came a second time, he
screamed at Verity, “Get me
out!”

“Please,
Doctor, you’re only tightening these knots!”

The groan echoed from the
distant passageway once more, and Verity tried hard not to think of
what drew closer. Williams let out a choked gasp, and tried to get
to his feet. That was not going to happen since the chair was solid
and pinned to the stone floor.

“Bloody
hell,” Verity snapped, nearly freeing the doctor from his final
bond, “what have they been doing to you?”

“Not
they,” Williams stammered, jerking his head in the direction of
the groaning, “him!”

As if it had been only
waiting for its cue, a cold wind blasted from the far doorway. The
æthereal ticking in Verity’s head was now consuming her senses,
just as it consumed her in the library. Doctor Williams did not
have to tell her who or what was coming. She knew his
signature.

Psusennes. The Silver
Pharaoh.

The turning point in this
final knot was all that stood between freedom and death for
Williams. She had to concentrate on that, and not think about the
phantasm—which was difficult as she could hear footsteps coming up
the passageway behind her. Poor, deluded Doctor Williams was not
helping with his frantic thrashing about. Slapping was often
considered the cure for such hysterics, but Verity did not have a
spare moment to do that. Instead, she set her shoulder against his
side in an attempt to keep him still, and concentrated on the final
few inches of rope.

“They wanted
to know, they wanted to understand what he was saying! That’s why
they kept me down here!” Williams sounded exactly like a lunatic
ready to be carted off to Quinne Asylum, but knowing what Verity
did, she took careful note. “What I know is based on
theory, nothing more! To know exactly what the language sounded
like, one would have to live in the time! It could have been
similar to Arabic or Coptic, I suppose, but what about the vowels…”
The man broke into ragged, gasping breathing which quickly turned
into frightened tears. “He just kept coming...trying to touch me…oh
God, I didn’t know what he was saying.” Williams’ voice trailed off
as if he were about to faint.

“Come along,”
Verity pressed, “there had to be something.”

“There were
some words I could recognise. Return. Kingdom. Science.
Maybe?”

Verity slipped the last
knot free just as Williams let out a scream of the damned and
jerked with all his strength upright as if he’d been electrocuted.
In his terror, he knocked Verity to one side and ran for the
chamber containing the hieroglyphics.

Taking a deep breath,
Verity scrambled to her feet to see in the far passageway the
Silver Pharaoh, his body encased in tattered ceremonial wrappings
of royalty, his eyes alight with the brilliant green flame she had
seen in the library. His gaze was locked on her.


Chapter
Twenty-One

The Key to a
Pharaoh’s Heart

 


Verity scrambled to her
feet to follow the frantic Doctor Williams back into the first
chamber. A howl tore through the air, and from behind her, a green
light flared so bright it cast her shadow ahead of her. She dodged
to her right, knowing there wasn’t a straight path to the door,
unlike the mad Egyptologist who had forgotten about the two corpses
stretched across the floor. He gave a shrill cry as he fell, and
then a moment later came the wail of a man teetering on the edge of
sanity who comes face to face with the dead.

The Silver Pharaoh, far
more vivid than he appeared in the library, did not chase Verity
even though she was in plain sight. He stopped where the Delancys
and completely hysterical Williams lay and gave what could only be
described as a wild roar. The tatters hanging from his wrappings
were flapping seemingly of their own accord. Either that, or the
Pharaoh himself was conjuring some form of æther around
him.

Lobelia Delancy would
have been able to tell—were she still alive.

She could hear Williams
whimpering like a child frantic after a nightmare. Psusennes raised
a hand to his face and clawed into the wrappings there, tearing
them free to reveal his face twisted in incandescent anger. The
emerald light from his eye sockets gleamed brighter—and from the
sudden wave of heat, hotter—than any sun than that hung over
England. Whatever happened between the two of them in the
reconstructed tomb, it was not pleasant, that much was
obvious.

Psusennes was yelling
now, his unknown words guttural and grating, sounding as if they
were pronouncements of Thoth himself.

“I don’t
know! I don’t understand!” Williams howled. “Oh God, I can’t
understand it—I told you!”

The Pharaoh stood to his
full height and shook his head. The fury across his aged, stretched
face yielded to disappointment. He muttered something before
reaching for Williams with outstretched hands.

“Psusennes…”
Verity whispered.

The monster stopped, and
both he and the frantic old man looked over to her. She whispered
his name again, lifting her hands up to the ancient ruler, and
bowed down before him. Again, she whispered his name, and bowed
before him again.

“Yes, girl,
that’s it!” Williams whispered, “Seven times.” On the fourth bow,
he asked, “How do you know of the Amarna letters?”

“My father,”
she said as she bowed. That was number five. “He was an
archaeologist. That and what I read about at the
Museum.”

“I should be
so blessed to have more patrons of your ilk,” he
muttered.

Verity choked
back the urge to tell him it was during one of his lectures he
paused to have her escorted out of the museum. She distinctly
remembered him glancing at her and using the term
raffish. Would it shock this man of learning that she knew
seeing a pharaoh was the equivalent of seeing a god to the ancient
Egyptians? What she did now was a gesture of total subservience, as
well as survival.

A hot breeze ran over her
skin as she finished the seventh bow. She did not dare look him in
the eye, but she strained her gaze upward to try and steal a
glimpse at the ruler from many millennia ago.

Psusennes was looking
down at her, utterly ignoring the scientist, his ancient eyes once
again examining her closely. The Pharaoh spoke, but his words—still
deep and ominous—were of a much softer tone. He gave a gesture for
her to rise, and Verity dared to straighten up and sit back on her
heels. If Williams just kept his wits about him, there might be a
chance of them both getting out alive.

Granted, the Egyptologist
was not the only one struggling at present to hold onto reason and
sanity. Verity wanted to believe this was some kind of incredible
construct of technology—what stood before her, what she smelled,
what she heard—but it was all rooted in reality. Agent Thorne told
them enough tales of the supernatural, and Verity realized she
should have taken more notice of them. Ghosts, spectres, and
apparitions had been of no interest to her before, but she had to
quickly learn.

The entire chamber shook,
knocking a pair of jars off a stone shelf. Psusennes looked around
him and then muttered something as he heard another distant
explosion.

“What’s going
on out there?” Williams asked.

“The school
is under siege,” Verity said, “and it sounds like we may be in
danger.”

“Now don’t
worry, Charity Verity,” a voice spoke from behind her, “we are
quite safe in this quaint little hiding place of yours.”

Verity spun on her heels
to see Suzanne and Stella standing by the massive silver door. Both
girls were slightly dirty—a shock in itself alone—but accomplished
in what they had discovered. Stella, much to Verity’s surprise, was
armed.

“Suzanne,
Stella, what the hell are you doing?” Verity spluttered.

“We’re taking
advantage of an opportunity,” Stella said. “Aren’t we,
Suzanne?”

“Never lose
an opportunity of seeing anything beautiful, for beauty is God’s
handwriting,” Suzanne returned, her pistol trained on Verity and
not the Pharaoh. “So my father says.”

Pistol or not, Verity
could not let that pass. “That’s Ralph Waldo Emmerson, you
insufferable bint!”

The Pharaoh snarled,
ripping her attention away from the two girls. He stepped towards
them with wide strides, but neither girl flinched. Verity was
stunned at how composed they were, especially Suzanne.

Stella lifted
up a small iron rod in her hand that ticked and clicked, unfolding
itself into the symbol Mickey had drawn in the dust. On seeing the
ankh, the Pharaoh stopped, transfixed by the ancient symbol.
The Key of Life, Verity thought quickly. Of course the Pharaoh would need that if he wanted to
return to the mortal plane. In her head, the ticking sequence she heard at the door
resumed. Where had Stella picked up such ancient
technology?

“The talisman
was also believed to stand for strength and health,” Verity heard
an unsteady voice whisper into her ear. She flinched to find
Williams at her side. He was still terrified, but somehow more in
possession of himself.

“All right
then, Stella,” Verity said, trying to ignore the high-pitched
ticking coming from the ankh, “you have the Silver Pharaoh’s
attention.”

“Yes, I do,”
she sighed with delight. “Isn’t he magnificent?”

No, he was bloody
terrifying. “Stella—”

“Oh, do be
quiet, Charity Verity,” Suzanne sneered, “lest we grow tired of you
and let King Psusennes here finish what he evidently intended with
the two of you.”

Her brow furrowed. “You
know about the Silver Pharaoh?”

“Stella told
me about quite the scandal at the British Museum,” Suzanne stated
proudly, “about how her father has been charged with finding the
Silver Pharaoh’s stolen artefacts. With my father’s influence, I
assured her we would bring to light this horrible turn of
events.”

“What are you
blathering on about, girl?” Williams insisted.

“Lord
Delancy, the original sponsor of the Silver Pharaoh’s
archaeological dig discovered this chamber of achievements after
the initial party returned to the British Museum with their spoils.
He then arranged for all of this”—and Suzanne motioned to all the
tablets around them— “to be brought here to his manor,
reconstructed as it had been found.” The little brat was rocking
back and forth on her feet, quite pleased with herself. “When
Stella’s and my father expose this, it will make them both quite
the talk of London. My father might even receive a
knighthood.”

“But first,”
Stella said, raising the ankh higher, “we need to reach an accord
with His Majesty here.”

The girl’s dark eyes
narrowed on the Silver Pharaoh who was changing his attention
between the ankh and its wielder. He gave a slow nod, and then
began stepping backwards, beckoning them with a single
hand.

“He wants us
to follow,” Williams whispered to Verity.

Verity looked at him
incredulously. “Are you certain of that, Doctor?”

Suzanne waved her gun in
the direction of the pharaoh now leading them back to where Verity
had found Williams. “Come along, Charity Verity. Bring your learned
friend, too.”

“You don’t
need us,” Verity said, pulling Williams closer to her. It would not
come as a shock to her if the old man had soiled himself. “I need
to get Doctor Williams here to the Infirmary.”

“You’ll never
reach it.” Suzanne motioned with her eyes to the gun. “Where did
you think I got this? Dead teacher in the corridor. It’s Bedlam out
there.”

There were no options
remaining, especially with Suzanne holding them as she was. It was
impossible to gauge if her upbringing included shooting lessons.
She could be a crack shot, or simply preening like a peacock. A
well-armed peacock, but armed nonetheless. Verity looked at
Williams who was pleading with his eyes.

“I’m sorry,”
Verity whispered. She watched him glare at Suzanne. “Doctor, even
if you take the gun from Suzanne, you heard her. How far will you
get?”

His gaze went
to the gun, and then to the doorway as the chamber trembled again.
“And I thought Odysseus and his men
faced a terrible fate with Scylla and
Charybdis.”

“Come along,
Doctor Williams,” Suzanne urged.

They turned to follow
Stella and the pharaoh, leading the way deeper into the network of
secret passages.

“Julia
mentioned the school was fortified against attacks like this. I
wonder if it was also fortified to keep something in, as well,” she
said, her eyes fixed on the pharaoh.

“If what your
friend says is true,” Doctor Williams began, his voice less frail
than before, “Delancy was following a far more diabolical notion
than merely hoarding a pharaoh’s treasure.”

“Charity
Verity is not a friend,” Suzanna chimed in from behind
them.

“What do you
mean by that?”

“Did you not
see the machines?” he asked. “The paintings Delancy had in the
first chamber?”

This would be the second
time in only a few minutes she gave an incredulous look to the mad
doctor at her side. “You noticed those? In your state?”

“Tosh, my
child, if I am overcome with anything, be it fear, sorrow, or
anger, a touch of history tends to calm the nerves. While you and
your…schoolmate…were enjoying your tête-à-tête, I was noting the
hieroglyphics. Quite an astounding find. A shame Delancy concealed
it from the rest of the party.”

“So, Suzanne
and Stella are correct. This was all some mad hare scheme cooked up
by Lord Delancy.”

“And
apparently, the Delancy family.” He watched the Silver Pharaoh
intently as he continued. “According to the hieroglyphics, this
grand machine was His Majesty’s crowning achievement. It would have
to be an important creation to find representation in the carvings
on the tomb.”

“But why not
have his accomplishment on the walls around him? Suzanne and Stella
mentioned it had been discovered after you and your party returned
to London.”

“That, my
girl, is a mystery in itself. Perhaps Psusennes himself knew the
dangers of this technology. Perhaps he felt guilty of the
destruction he caused from such science. Who knows?”

A sharp scent of cedar
suddenly filled her nostrils. One of many ingredients used to
mummify a pharaoh. The smell almost choked her, but served as a
marker for them all in these gas-lit catacombs.

The tomb was
close.


Chapter
Twenty-Two

The Touch of
Silver

 


“Look,”
whispered Suzanne from behind Verity and Doctor Williams.
“Beautiful things.”

As it was in the
academy’s network of passages, amber lanterns illuminated what was
a remarkable near-reproduction of King Psusennes’ burial chamber.
There were inconsistencies, such as the inner wall of the academy
and the gaslight, but there was no mistaking what this was to
represent. Even down to the variety of aromas in the air, the
chamber did not smell like anything from England. Lord Delancy had
obviously taken great care with recreating this part of the
Pharaoh’s tomb.

For once, begrudgingly,
Verity agreed with Suzanne. There were indeed beautiful things
scattered about the floor. Lapis Lazuli bracelets. Statues of gods
carved from alabaster. Gold cups for the Pharaoh to drink from in
the afterlife. It all looked normal for an ancient Egyptian tomb.
It must have cost him and his family a great deal to steal
it.

Her brow furrowed
slightly. Something was off. “Doctor Williams,” she began, “do
you…”

“The Coptic
jars which should contain Psusennes’ organs. We never found them,”
he whispered to her. “From what we found in parchments and other
records, they never existed.”

“When he and
his finest warriors returned that night, the story goes that the
Egyptian forces all turned on their leader and his guard.
Forty against four hundred
thousand...” Thorne had told
her. “Of the records we have
in the Archives, we know only this: King Psusennes was taken alive,
and the Egyptian Empire lost half of their men that night And you
ask why their buried him in a silver coffin?”

King Psusennes was taken
alive. That would mean…

“The
Egyptians set the hieroglyphics of his grand machine away from the
other chambers to hide it,” Verity said.

“To hide such
advancements and accomplishments?” asked Williams. “From
whom?”

Verity’s throat went dry.
“From him.”

Williams scrunched his
face as he glanced at Verity. “Whatever do you mean,
child?”

“Such
treasures!” Suzanne gasped, stepping over to one silver chest the
size of a large valise. Throwing back its cover, gold coins and
gems of all varieties caught the light of the lanterns around them.
“Stella, did you ever imagine…?”

“In a moment,
my dear Suzanne,” she replied, keeping the ankh between her and the
Silver Pharaoh. Just then, the whole tomb wobbled. Stella glanced
around her “Your Majesty, whatever you are going to do, you might
want to get on with it.”

The girls shared glances
with each other for a moment, as the Silver Pharaoh continued
towards an open sarcophagus. His sarcophagus. He reached into what
had served as his resting place and pulled out from inside it a box
no longer in length than Verity’s forearm and no wider than her
waist. The entire crate was cast in purest silver. He placed it on
the edge of a stone table which stood opposite of his coffin, and
then stepped back.

Verity felt something
tickle in the back of her brain all of a sudden. A strange pressure
started to form in her head.

When Stella took a step
towards the box, Psusennes held up a single hand to her. Another
rumble rippled through the tomb, but everyone remained stock still
as the ancient king motioned with the outstretched arm to
Verity.

“Right then,
Verity,” Stella said, “open it.”

Verity paused. Why would
she need…

The voice
suddenly filled her head as it had in the library.
Open the box, my child.

Her breath was taken away
at hearing the words, and through the sudden pain in her temples,
she heard it. The syncopated ticking pattern she heard during the
séance. Whatever the phantasm had brought with him that night, the
source was in the silver box.

Verity tried to clear her
mind as she crossed to the gift of the sarcophagus, but it wasn’t
easy. A warmth reminiscent of the desert sun was growing on her
skin, and she smelt things too. Wine, honey, and the piny odour of
frankincense. All these things were used to make a mummy, but any
smell should have long disappeared.

Do as I
wish, the whisper came
again.

He was a king. He ruled
over a great nation. He could have commanded her, but he was asking
her to do this simple thing for him. Behind the plea, Verity could
just make out the whisper of words ancient and forgotten. She took
in a breath, nearly succumbing to vapours as she found herself lost
in olfactory echoes of another time, and looked up to Psusennes.
His eyes were alight with desire and want.

The longer she stared at
the box, the more insistent the ticking grew in her head. Her
fingertips ran along the cool, smooth surface of the container, and
the ticking became more than just a sound in her head. She could
feel the rhythm through all of her body. The sensation was an odd
combination of magic and mechanics. In opposing sides of the box
she found a set of indents which her fingers could easily slide
inside. She glanced at the pharaoh’s own hands. His Majesty’s
fingers would have never been able to slip inside of these tiny
openings so easily. Where her fingertips rested revealed themselves
to her as dials. She stared at the engravings of Thoth and Seshat,
both deities of wisdom and building, across the lid. From here, the
Sound worked through her. Cogs caught. Gears slowly turned. Latches
disengaged.

With a sudden hiss, Thoth
and Seshat drew apart from one another, revealing nestled in a
small cushion a golden cylinder with fantastic ivory and onyx rings
lining it from end to end. The ticking resounding in Verity’s head
threatened to deafen her. She had to take control lest she lose
herself forever in this madness. She closed her eyes and took in
one breath, then another. Gradually the Sound responded to her, and
the wild rhythm of this ancient science began to
subside.

Well done, my
child, the Pharaoh said to
Verity.

Something pulled her away
from the box, and she stumbled back into Doctor Williams. Verity
blinked and Stella came into focus. She had cast her aside, and was
now lifting the ornate cylinder out of its crate.

“The Sconce
of Ra,” Stella whispered aloud holding it up with one hand while
the ankh was in the other. “Da’ was right. It’s so beautiful. Such
a beautiful start.”

“Beautiful
start?” Suzanne’s shrill voice cut through the tension. “The
beautiful start to what?”

“The World
Engine. The Alpha and the Omega. The Beginning and End of All
Things.”

Suzanne took a step away
from Verity and Williams and asked again, “Whatever are you on
about?”

Stella took in a quick
breath and looked back to Suzanne. Verity caught in the girl’s
smile a strange tightness. Had she forgotten Suzanne was there,
holding a gun? “I’ll explain once we escape the
academy.”

Verity’s gaze
jumped back to the Psusennes. He had dipped his head slightly while
staring at her, a sly grin on his face. How long had he been
looking at her like that? You
have done well, Verity Fitzroy. She felt her skin prickle at hearing him speak her real
name. Your loyalty will be
rewarded.

His face suddenly twisted
into a savage snarl as his eyes flared angrily.

That was when Verity
realized Stella had turned her back on Psusennes.

“Stella!”
Verity managed to scream just as he placed his fingers on either
side of the girl’s head and spun her around to face him.

With a wild roar and a
flash of sickly green light, Psusennes leaned in with mouth agape.
He looked as if he would kiss the terrified Stella Masters, her
face frozen in a wild scream, but he stopped just short of her
lips. He took in a great, deep breath, and Stella shook wildly as
green mist caressed her body. In the space between their mouths, a
pearlescent fog rushed out of Stella’s body and into his own. The
more he drew, the paler Stella became. Even after her eyes rolled
back into her head, her body wracked violently as Psusennes
continue to feed.

Agent
Thorne’s story came rushing back to Verity. “The following morning, King Psusennes and his
men had disappeared once again, but their servants and seconds were
discovered. According to the hieroglyphics, their bodies had been
completely drained of all life. Their beloved pharaoh, it appeared,
had become something quite terrible.”

As Verity heard Agent
Thorne tell the story of Psusennes to her once again, Stella’s skin
began to draw tight against her bones and muscle, and her already
pale skin was now turning a sickening grey.

The Silver Pharaoh was
not a vampire. He was something much, much worse.

The glowing white fog
thinned between their mouths, and then finally dissipated.
Psusennes was still taking in a breath, even as he tipped his head
back up to the ceiling. He then let out a mighty roar as he cast
aside the husk that was once Stella Masters, and raised his arms up
to the ceiling. Verity could see the feeding had, in fact, added
girth to the Silver Pharaoh. He looked less spindly under his
wrappings. Muscles bulged while his eyes grew brighter.

A scream tore
through the second of silence, and with a puff of black and emerald mist, a small
hole appeared in the centre of his chest.

Psusennes looked up and
began to advance on Suzanne as she fired again, and again, and
again. The Silver Pharaoh’s arm reached out for her, as Suzanne
stumbled back, the gun now dry firing as the space between them
diminished.

“Psusennes!” a voice
bellowed.

The words that came out
of Doctor Xavier Williams were not completely alien to Verity. She
recognised some of them as being used by the workers on her
father’s digs, but the dialect was strange. He gestured with his
free hand while the other clutched on to the Sconce of Ra. Spittle
flew from his mouth as he beat his chest and ended this strange
tirade with thrusting two fingers upward.

Psusennes stood
statuesque for perhaps one of the longest, strangest moments in
Verity’s life.

“Run,” Doctor
Williams said just as the Pharaoh’s face darkened.

Verity, with Suzanne and
Doctor William, on her heels were halfway down the corridor between
the tomb and William’s broken sand circle be the time Psusennes had
finished his furious cry. The sounds of stone breaking and
crumbling came from behind them. What was that monster doing to
what was supposed to be his eternal resting place?

“Doctor,”
Verity shouted over her shoulder, “what did you say to
him?”

“As I told
you,” he huffed as they entered the first chamber once again, “the
language of his time is completely different from what we
understand as Egyptian although some words are intelligible. So I
said something about his family’s lineage, his mother, his sister,
and a pack of hunting dogs. I simply gambled what I was saying was
an insult.”

On reaching the massive
silver door, another growl echoed from the
inner-chamber.

“I believe
you have succeeded, Doctor. Well done,” Verity said.

She turned around and
held her breath. With the battle raging both inside and outside the
school, the secret corridors were covered with a heavy film of
dust. There would be no way to follow her original pathway out of
the passageways.

There was another
problem. Smoke. The school was on fire.

“We’re going
to die. We’re going to die. We’re going to die,” blathered Suzanne, shaking her hands wildly. “We don’t know
where to go, and we are under attack, and there’s a great mummy out
to kill us!”

“Keep your
wits about you, for goodness sake,” Verity snapped. The corridor
ahead was filling with smoke, but the junction to her right was
clear. “This way.”

The three of them
sprinted down the narrow corridor, despite the heat rising all
around. Thankfully, the air was still relatively clear of smoke.
Verity had taken so many twists and turns in these corridors, there
was no way to tell where they were.

Their path reached its
end, right and left both showing signs of the growing fire. Wisps
of thick white smoke remained suspended like cobwebs attached to
air.

“Left or
right?” Suzanne pressed. “Left or right?”

A wall behind them
exploded, and Psusennes in all his wrapped glory stepped through
the opening. The pharaonic crown was jammed on his head, while he
brandished the crook and flail in his hands. The snake protruding
from the crown was the only part that was gold instead of silver.
Swirls of sand angrily dancing around him only illuminated his
horror. His flail crackled with the kind of white lightning Mr
Tesla himself would have been in awe of. It was a weapon Verity was
in no hurry to examine closely.

“Go left!”
Verity said, leading the way.

“Why left?”
asked Suzanne.

“Call it a
feeling.”

They could hear the
electric crack of the flail behind them as they followed the
passage. The smoke was thick at some points, stinging Verity’s
eyes, while it thinned out at other points. As curious as she was
about what was happening to the school, she was terrified to find
out exactly what.

Another path ending.
“Right. Go right!”

Verity turned the corner
and Doctor Williams and Suzanne collided into her. Only a few feet
ahead, the corridor ended. There was no visible latch. No
exit.

Behind them, the Silver
Pharaoh emerged.

The dead end disappeared
in a wild rush of fire, wind, and sound. Verity squinted at the
sudden kick up of dust, and from the other side of the debris veil,
she saw a dimly lit face surrounded by a halo of red
hair.

“Ach!
Wonderful stuff that
Vesuvian Fire!” Julia called.

Verity nearly ran down
Julia as she emerged from the smouldering hole she created. “You
found us!”

“Nah, I
didn’t find ya’ but he did!” Julia said pointing behind her on the
floor.

Scooting about in a wide
circle was Mickey, his green eyes blinking madly while his
mechanical nose and ears twitched.

“Verity!”
Emma squeaked.

“You found
Emma and Henry!” Verity asked, scooping up Mickey and shoving him
into her pocket.

“I found
Emma. Couldna’ find Henry, but I’m guessin’ he’s outside.” Julia
said, not paying any notice to Williams or Suzanne running up to
join Verity. “But good news, I found—BLOODY HELL WHA’ IS THA’?!?”

They all
turned to see the Silver
Pharaoh, his eyes so bright and hot they were almost
white.

“Excuse me,”
a voice said from behind them. They all turned to see the bell-shaped barrel of a
Lee-Metford Mark III. “Please move.”

The small group of people
parted as the Red Sea to this Moses. The barrel flared to life as a
concentrated sphere of light erupted from it and punched the Silver
Pharaoh square in the chest, knocking him several hundred yards
down the secret passageway.

“Oh, I like
this model,” the saviour said with delight. “This one will be hard
to top.”

Verity looked up and
wondered for a moment if she were not having some sort of odd
hallucination. “Mrs Seddon?”

“Questions
and answers later, Fitzroy,” Seddon said, scooping up Emma as if
she weighed nothing.

The odd
sensation washed over Verity once again. Did Mrs Seddon just call
her Fitzroy?

“Come along,
everyone. The shelter is no longer safe, we have to get out.”
Seddon said, pushing them towards the main exit. They were not the
only ones.

Julia and Verity joined
the rush for the front door, a collection of both students and
teachers, as fire was now spreading through the wing. There were
bodies everywhere, most of them of men and women wearing what
looked like ancient robes. Persian, perhaps? They had just rounded
the corner when a wall in front of them exploded outward, and
Psusennes burst into the school. There was no question on his
desiccated face. Pharaohs were not used to being treated in such an
insolent fashion.

Then he looked about. All
around were children with enough life to restore him to the monster
he was in ancient times. Perhaps stronger.

That was a terrifying
thought.

“Mrs Seddon,”
Verity said, yanking the Sconce of Ra out of Williams’ grasp. “Get
everyone to safety.”

“Are you mad,
girl?” Seddon said, removing the rifle from her shoulder. “We can
put him down—”

“He’s after
this,” Verity said, waving the sconce in her hand, “and if I do not
lure him away, other students are going to die.” She shuffled away
from the rest of her party, running towards the pharaoh. “Get out
of here! Now!”

The Silver Pharaoh
stopped advancing on seeing Verity with the Sconce. “You want
this?” she cried over the drone of growing fire around
them.

He snarled once, then
launched into a dead run for her. Feeding off of Stella Masters
made him quite agile for a monarch of Ancient Egypt.

“You must
want this rather badly then,” she said, ducking into a nearly staff
stairwell.

Her ascent was relatively
flame free. That was until the flail struck her at the top of the
staircase. She felt the arc of lightning scorch her arm and strike
a far window, engulfing it in flames.

“Just avoid
the fire and the pharaoh,” she muttered to herself as she ran down
the smoke-filled corridor, searching for another way up. “Oh yes,
and try not to think about how Mum and Dad died while you do it,
Verity.”

 



Chapter
Twenty-Three

From the
Frying Pan

 


Verity pounded up the
stairs, even as they began to clog with smoke. Coughing and
hacking, she struggled to keep her lead on the rejuvenated Silver
Pharaoh. Psusennes, being undead as he was, did not have to bother
about silly things like breathing or smoke—which was monumentally
unfair. Even the blast from Mrs Seddon’s rifle only impeded him
briefly. It was the pockets of fresh air provided by blown-out
windows which helped her stay out of reach of the Silver Pharaoh’s
deadly flail.

With her sleeve over her
mouth, her eyes stinging like mad, she kept running for the
Astronomy classroom. Verity had to believe Henry’s ornithopter was
still up there, safely tucked away and untouched by the flames.
This hope was all that kept her baser instincts to escape the
school with Mrs Seddon and the others at bay. If Henry were to have
fetched his prize possession earlier that day, this mad dash would
be for nothing.

Well, not true. How many
other students would she have saved in luring the pharaoh up here?
Agent Thorne would be proud, for certain.

Clearing the final
stairwell, Verity could see the clouds of smoke billowing around
her gleaming with a greenish hue. The Silver Pharaoh was close
behind, and the fire was raging ahead of her. What she had snatched
from his tomb was worth pursuing her to the bitter end. For a
moment, just giving into the smoke and the Ancient Egyptian was
tempting. She was tired, frightened, woozy, and the heat was
overwhelming. Surely she would pass out before the flames reached
her.

Another rafter fell from
above. Verity ducked and pushed herself against the side of the
building as it tumbled past her. This was what her parents had
endured. They died in flames, but perhaps this was her fate
too.

Then she thought of her
uncle, Octavius the liar. Verity knew if she gave up now he would
win, victorious while her parents would still be dead.

That could not nor would
not be allowed.

Pushing herself away from
the wall, Verity stretched out and caught hold of the final ladder.
The rungs were giving off a fair amount of heat, but thankfully it
was a short ladder. When she reached the top, she felt for the
hatch leading to the roof. The handle was hot, hotter than the
rungs, and would not give.

On her third attempt, the
Silver Pharaoh emerged from the grey clouds of smoke, his emerald
fire eyes focused on her as he gave the flail a crack. The Sound
was reaching to the weapon in his hand, to the æther he conjured,
and she could feel the anger coalescing in her head. There was no
pattern or rhythm with this flail. It had lost its elegance and
became nothing more than a hammer to her skull.

Verity heaved once more
and the hatch flew open. The fresh air was delightful, and it
tasted all the sweeter as she hoisted herself on to the rooftop.
She threw the metal latch tight, securing the access door for what
she hoped would be a precious few minutes. It would be all she
would need for a grand escape off the rooftop.

Verity scrambled for the
corner of the roof where she’d last seen Henry stash his beloved
ornithopter. She moved aside the façade of wood crates and found
the hidey hole…

The ornithopter was not
there.

Her heart racing, her
breath coming in gasps, she looked around desperately, but there
was nothing up here to help her. She would die alone, either
consumed by fire or by the hand of the Silver Pharaoh.

She could just make out
in the darkness, from the glow of the Delancy Academy, the remains
of an airship strewn across the cricket pitch. There were no
soldiers making a final stand. There were no students running for
safety. She dared to run across the roof to see the front of the
school, plumes of smoke licking out and up along the manor. Verity
saw small clusters of people. Students arranged by year? Hopefully,
everyone was accounted for. What of the cats? Would they have also
made it to safety?

A sudden crack snapped
her back to the present. Behind her she heard the snapping of the
flail against the access hatch. Sparks flew from it. Her merry
little chase to the rooftop had not improved his mood one jot.
Verity had no more roof remaining, and what was left shifted under
her feet.

Verity pushed the Sound
back, the flail and Psuseunnes’ dark æther so loud it felt as if
her body would be torn apart. She would not give him the
satisfaction being connected to her in such a fashion.

The loud snap
under her feet suggested the winner might be the fire. The door
flew off its hinges, and Psusennes emerged. He stood on the warping
rooftop for a moment, his gaze locked with hers, wild and
demanding. You petulant
child, a voice hissed in her
head as he gave the flail a quick crack.

“Time to find
out which afterlife is real,” Verity spat, holding up the Sconce,
“Mine, or yours.”

Her feet were suddenly
jerked from her spot. With all the breath suddenly knocked out of
her, she was carried aloft, getting a glimpse of the roof of the
academy caving in from the West Wing, gradually making its way in a
long, fiery wave to the Silver Pharaoh.

She felt herself dip, and
with Psusennes coming to her quickly, Verity kicked. She felt her
heels connect with his head. The Silver Pharaoh reached for her as
he fell into the fire’s maw, but she was ascending once
again.

“Sorry,”
Henry yelled down to her, “I nearly missed you.” He had one hand on
the tiller of his ornithopter and the other wrapped around her
waist. Amazing coordination, this lad possessed.

Verity would have gasped
out some kind of thanks, but she was immediately aware stability
and altitude were a challenge. While he maintained control and lift
in his approach, Henry’s ornithopter had never been designed for
two. Add unseasonal currents of hot air coming off the Academy, and
aerodynamics were about as sound as a house of cards on a windy
day. Verity had to clutch onto him as they pivoted around the
burning manor house. The herky-jerky flight provided her rather a
grand view of the building’s destruction, which she would have
appreciated more if their rather frail craft had not suddenly
lurched downwards.

“Hold on,” he
bellowed as the ornithopter dipped and glided like a wounded bird
towards the lawn. Verity squeezed her eyes shut as the
dimly-illuminated moors of Cornwall leapt up to grab hold of
them.

Around the two of them
the ornithopter’s frame cracked and snapped, sending them on a
teeth-rattling slide thanks to a final pitch backward that levelled
out the two aeronauts somewhat. Their slide came to an abrupt end
when a wingtip caught the ground, sending them both into a hideous
tumble and a final jarring end.

Verity finally remembered
to breathe again as she slowly pulled herself up. “Henry? Henry?”
she finally gasped out.

His groan to her left at
least sounded better than a dying scream. He and the majority of
his craft were wedged under a tree. She tossed a broken wing aside,
and went to pull him free of the remaining wreckage. That was when
he let out a holler of pain.

“My arm,” he
winced. “I’m pretty sure it’s broken. Maybe other things, too.” She
caught a glimpse of his face, rather scratched up, peering out at
her, and her heart gave a leap. “But we made it,” he said with a
slightly strained laugh.

“If a broken
arm is all you walk away with, you’ll be jolly lucky,” Verity
replied, and almost instantly regretted sounding so sharp. Aircraft
of any kind were finely balanced creations, and there was just too
much weight. This ornithoper had been Henry’s passion, and it was
done and dusted, for her sake. She gave him a kiss on the cheek.
“Just stay still. You don’t know what else could be wrong. I’ll go
find someone to help me get you out.”

Verity took only a few
steps away from their crash when she realised the Sconce of Ra was
no longer on her person. Nor was it anywhere around the wreckage.
“Oh no.”

The trail they tore into
the grass was longer than she realised, but no matter. The object
was cylindrical and could have rolled away from them on their
initial impact. However, the sconce was heavy; not to mention gold
with bits of white and black decorating it. The bloody thing should
be easy enough to find against rich, green grass, yes?

Whomever it was walking
away from where they landed did not appear in too much of a hurry.
It couldn’t be a teacher as all the other teachers would have
remained with the students, wouldn’t they?

“Hello?”
Verity called out. “Excuse me, my friend is hurt.”

The figure stopped, and
slowly turned. Miss Delancy smiled, and hefted the Sconce of Ra in
her right hand.

“Stop!”
Verity screamed, despite her own bumps and bruises. The imposter
also ran at a brisk pace, far brisker than would be normal for a
woman the age the headmistress claimed to be. She darted around an
edge of trees, the path leading to the manor on the other side.
What was this impostor planning to do? Run to St
Austell?

The business end of a gun
brought Verity skidding to a halt. Professor Vidmar pulled back the
hammer as he opened the door to a fine mechanical carriage. It
would seem her suspicions of Vidmar and the headmistress were
correct, just less lascivious and more nefarious.

“Professor,”
she said, raising her hands slightly, “you don’t want to do this.
That device is—”

“What we have
been looking for this whole time,” the imposter headmistress broke
in, her accent no longer a refined British lilt, but a more exotic
one from Florence or Rome, “so thank you for fetching it for us.
Now, we must be away before your associates arrive.” She patted
Vidmar on the shoulder. “Say your goodbyes, fratello,
but do not take long.”

Fratello?
What does that mean? Verity
started forward, but he waved the gun at her, his eyes
hard.

“My family
does not kill children,” he said, and she suddenly realised his
voice was tinged with the same exotic texture as the headmistress.
“But do not test our vows to His Holiness, Verity.”

The fake headmistress let
out a throaty laugh, and stepped into the carriage. As she did so,
she slipped off the short blonde wig, and shook out dark lustrous
waves.

Verity tried to get a
better look at the imposter, perhaps to give Agent Thorne a
description, but she had already tucked herself into the shadowy
recesses of the carriage to allow Vidmar entry. Once he settled in,
a third passenger leaned in to secure the door.

It was just a glimpse, a
profile more than anything, of the other in the carriage. A
broad-shouldered man with an eagle-nosed profile she knew as well
as she would have known her father’s. And seeing it was almost as
shocking.

“Uncle
Octavius?” Verity whispered.

The door sealed shut, and
as the autocarriage began its journey into the night, his eyes fell
on her. Perhaps he recognized her, perhaps not. Maybe he would have
welcomed her, maybe he would have killed her. The gaze they held
was only for a moment.

As the academy burned
behind her, Verity stood dry-eyed and heart pounding as the
carriage disappeared. She had not felt so empty and hollowed out in
a very long time. Not since another night, another manor house
burning behind her.

This time, she didn’t
run.

 



Chapter
Twenty-Four

Final
Lesson

 


“You might
find this hard to believe, Little Verity, but I would call this
operation a rousing success.”

Harrison Thorne held out
his hand, and she took it. It felt very grown up to be shaking
hands like this, but it did not take away the frustration. Not that
she could tell him why she wanted to kick herself.

Before them the local
brigade in conjunction with fire control teams from the Ministry
successfully gained control over the blaze. Dark, sooty smoke
poured from the windows where laboratories had once been, but the
East Wing remained for the most part unscathed. Verity felt a
profound twinge at the loss of such a fine teaching facility, yet
she was grateful to hear all of the students, amidst minor burns
and injuries, had made it out alive. Even the cats, with their fine
sense of self-preservation, escaped into the moors to be the bane
of mice and rabbits there.

Just behind Agent
Thorne’s shoulder, she caught a glimpse of Henry being attended by
two medics who were wrapping his arm in a sling. While he believed
other parts of him to be broken, the arm was indeed the only injury
he had sustained. When he glanced up, she quickly looked away
though.

Thorne shot her a grin.
“He’ll be alright I am sure. We’ll get him the very best care, and
he’s got all that wonderful youth on his side. He should be right
as rain before too long, and you can pick up whatever argument you
have left unresolved.”

Pressing her lips
together, Verity nodded. “I trust you on that.” She looked up to
where the ruins of the manor house still smouldered. “You know,
despite everything, it was a very good school.”

“Yes,
shame about Delancy though. If we
can say one nice thing about him, he seemed to have quite a lot of
personal ambition.”

“Speaking of
ambition, who was it that attacked us…you know with the
airship?”

“Oh yes, the
Illuminati,” Thorne said, motioning to the wagon where the
remainder of the Seven were settled. Verity could just make out,
thanks to the temporary arc lights set up in the front yard of the
Delancy Academy, a stark white bandage covering Liam’s arm and
shoulder. “The boys managed to discover that they were looking for
the Silver Pharaoh as well. They even went so far as to have a
contact on the inside.”

Verity swallowed.
“Another teacher.”

“No,
actually, the Illuminati were using this raid as a means for
extraction. They were going to pose as hostiles laying siege to the
Academy but they grossly underestimated the Academy’s defensive
protocols.” He chuckled as he pulled out his pipe and began
stuffing it with tobacco. “When the Ministry arrived, the
Illuminati’s Field Commander surrendered without hesitation. The
fires had gotten out of control by then.”

“Who was the
Field Commander?”

“Sir Mallory
Masters, quite influential in the British ship—”

“His daughter
is dead.” Thorne paused in the act of lighting his pipe. He flicked
the lighter off as Verity took in a deep breath, and stated,
“Stella Masters. She was the inside contact for the
Illuminati.”

“Really?”
Harry shook his head sadly before lighting his pipe. “Any
accomplices?”

“You there!”
A shrill voice snapped from behind them. “I wish to lodge a formal
complaint.”

“Just one,”
Verity shot back, even though she actually felt sorry for
Suzanne.

Agent Thorne took a drag
from his pipe. “And who might that be?”

“Suzanne
Celestene,” Verity replied. “Before you begin, you have my
condolences.”

Both turned to face the
soot-decorated, blonde bint Verity could not believe had so quickly
reverted to her boorish, bombastic ways. “I am to understand this
has been some sort of clandestine government operation.”

“Yes, ma’am,”
Agent Thorne replied. “We were searching for the whereabouts of
Doctor Xavi—”

Suzanne lifted her chin
slightly as she boldly interrupted Thorne. “Your department
again?”

“The Ministry
of Peculiar Occurrences, ma’am,” Agent Thorne said, slipping a card
from his inside pocket and presenting it to the little tart. “Field
Agent Harrison Thorne, at your service.”

“Oh you most
certainly will be at my service, sir,” Suzanne snapped, pointing at
Thorne with his own card. “Destruction of one of England’s finest
learning institutions. Endangering the lives of children.
Recruitment of common trash such as Charity Verity
here!”

Thorne looked at Verity
for a moment, then turned back to Suzanne. “That…doesn’t
quite…rhyme, you know that, yes?”

“Jest now,
sir,” Suzanne warned. “Public servants should remember they answer
to the public. So my fath—”

The girl spun on her
heels and turned right into a punch which knocked her off her feet.
Thorne winced on hearing her thud dully against the
ground.

“Worth it,”
Julia sighed as she shook her hand. Reaching down, she took
Thorne’s card, glanced at it, and then added, “Definitely worth it,
Agent Harrison Thorne.”

“Agent
Thorne,” and Verity motioned to the Scot, “my roommate, Julia
McTighe.”

“Miss
McTighe, a pleasure,” he said. “I’ll just drop Miss Celestene with
the medics,” then with a tip of his hat, he scooped her up, and he
went to where doctors were finishing up with Henry.

Guilt washed over Verity
now she found herself alone with her roommate, her confidante for
these many days and night at Delancy’s. “Julia, I’m
sor—”

The girl’s arms enveloped
her in a tight hug. “I was so worried about you, luv,” she said, a
slight tremble in her voice.

“I’m sorry,
Julia,” Verity said. “I should have told you about the
ornithopter.”

Julia nodded, then added.
“I guess there were a lot of things you didn’t tell me.”

She didn’t usually make
apologies for her way of life, but Verity found she did feel bad
about lying to Julia all this time. She scuffed her toe in the
earth. “I couldn’t. It wasn’t my secret to tell.” She glanced up.
“But Delancy is not the only academy worthy of you. You’re quite
talented…but I guess you knew that already.”

Julia shrugged. “Well I
dunnae know. I might just stick to learning from my uncle. Aye,
there’s a high chance of injury, but at least he’s never burnt down
the castle.” She held out a slip of paper to Verity. “In case I
dunnae see you tomorrow.”

“What’s
this?”

“It’s our
address, if you want to write…or I don’t know, come visit.” Julia’s
voice trailed off as if afraid she had gone too far. “Not many
people are brave enough to risk a friendship with me.”

Verity smiled warmly. “A
great engineer I once know said to me this: Worth it. Definitely
worth it.”

“Ach!
That’s inspirational, tha’ is! Who
said it?”

I am going to
miss you, Julia. Staring down
at the paper in her hand, Verity felt the guilt return.
I have so much to tell you.
“I would love to write. Not sure I
will be able to tell you much but…”

Julia pressed her fingers
closed around the address. “No need to worry about tha’, I’ll just
keep you informed what my uncle is up to. He’s been known to be
quite entertaining.” With that she gave a cheery wave, and
disappeared back into the crowd of students being taken care of by
the local authorities.

Verity felt a pit of
loneliness twist inside her, but it wasn’t her first brush with
such a feeling. These secrets had to be solved if she was ever to
be a stranger to it.

A kind hand pressed down
on her shoulder. “This is always the hard part of this job, Little
Verity,” Agent Thorne said, “Attachments.”

“She was kind
and a good friend.”

“Perhaps,” he
said, nodding, “but you have gotten a taste of what we do here, a
much grander taste than I was ever intending to offer to you
lot.”

“We knew the
risk, Agent Thorne.”

“When you
develop attachments, you bring those people—kind people, good
people—into this world and its dangers.” He took a long drag from
the pipe, and sent a pair of smoke rings into the air before him.
“It is just an aspect of what we do which can sometimes be
difficult to accept.”

“You know
what else is difficult to accept, Thorne?” came a short, squat
figure from the shadows. “How some agents describe an assignment to
other field agents.”

Thorne held his hands up
in a mock surrender. “Did I not say this would play to your
strengths?”

“Chemistry?”
Mrs Seddon said with a snort, and when she stepping into the light,
Verity gasped. Her face was smeared with dust and soot, but it was
also sagging, as if her face were melting. “What made
you think I was gifted in the Chemical Sciences?”

“Now, go on.
I heard tell of a few lessons you gave to your students that made
quite an impression.”

Verity was
trying not to stare, but she was certain of it. Mrs Seddon
was melting. “I actually quite enjoyed myself on this one,
Harry. Bless.”

And her accent. Where was
that from?

Agent Thorne gave a
slightly apologetic shrug. “I couldn’t leave you in there all by
yourselves.”

Mrs Seddon
worked her fingers underneath her neck and then pulled. Verity
watched in strange fascination at this grotesque moulting happening
before her. Wrinkles, fat, and loose skin stretched and ripped
free. Along with her face, her hair and glasses also slipped free
to reveal a much younger woman with red-brown hair and brilliant
blue eyes. Verity felt herself overcome with shock and incredible
frustration. Was anyone at
this school who they claimed to be?

“Verity
Fitzroy, may I introduce Eliza D Braun, Field Agent, your
not-so-fabulous chemistry teacher, and my new partner.” Thorne
said, his smile suggesting just a bit of amusement at her stunned
silence.

Agent Braun
sketched a bow. “Kia
ora. Sorry for the deception
Verity. I was only there to ensure your safety.”

“Our safety?”
Verity asked. Much as she did in Chemistry, she couldn’t stop
herself. “Not a very well done job then.”

The two adults shot each
other a look at Verity’s sharp reply. “Well,” Thorne said,
motioning to the smoking husk of the Delancy Academy, “these things
do tend to happen around Agent Braun.”

“And you did
save Doctor Williams,” Agent Braun said, pointing over to where the
Egyptologist pulled a blanket closer to him as he continued to chat
with a woman dressed in a fine blouse offset by an evening jacket,
leather trousers, and high boots. From the look on Williams’ face,
she was quite the distraction. Definitely a Ministry
agent.

“Yes, we were
busy doing your work while you were getting familiar with Lobelia
Delancy, who had been dead for quite some time from the looks of
it.”

Eliza straightened up to
her full height, which it turned out was still shorter than Verity.
“Is that so, Miss Fitzroy?”

“Ladies, it’s
been a somewhat eventful night,” Agent Thorne said, stepping
between them. “Perhaps we can review some of the particulars of
this case during the debrief?”

“I look
forward to it,” Eliza said coolly before turning back to a
transport Verity recognised as Ministry issue.

“I don’t like
her,” stated Verity.

“You have
known Agent Braun for nigh on ten minutes, and you know nothing of
her story or her skills.”

“She’ll be
the death of you, Harry Thorne.”

His eyes turned a touch
colder as he drew from his pipe. He blew no smoke rings or made any
pleasant quips. He merely stared at her. “I will see you at the
truck, Verity. We will debrief in full back at the safe
house.”

Verity watched Harrison
Thorne walk towards the transport, his hands in his pockets, to
join this new partner of his. Just because she worked for the
Ministry, just because she was Harry’s new partner, just because
she was a woman, didn’t mean she had to like her. Not at all. No,
this Eliza D Braun was off. She wasn’t sure how or why, but she
didn’t like her one jot. Also her chemistry was rubbish.

Her silent stewing was
interrupted by the arrival of the rest of her family, the Ministry
Seven. Henry was patched up, walking up to her with his arm around
Emma. The boys from the farmhouse all had wind-blown hair, and wide
grins on their faces. It wasn’t everyday they got to see such an
incredible ballyhoo such as this.

Grabbing hold of
Christopher, she gave him a hard squeeze. “You saved the day,
Christopher. What a bloody hero, getting Thorne to come to the
rescue.”

He wriggled free of her
embrace, and turned bright red. “Nah, I just made the call once I
got free of those blokes with the airship. I ain’t no
hero.”

Verity chuckled. “Come
along, Christoph—”

“I said I
ain’t,” he insisted. His eyes looked over to Liam.

“S’alright,
mate,” Liam said. “I’ll be just fine. Got some nice scars to show
off to tha’ lads. An’ I’m above ground. Ready for the next
job.”

Verity smiled at Liam’s
resilience, and happened to look to Jeremy who gave a quick nod.
She looked around and leaned in. “Jonathan?”

Jeremy whispered to
Colin. Colin said, “He’s already in the truck, hiding under the
tarps with some of those R&D gadgets.”

“Tell him to
be careful,” Verity said to Jeremy with a wink.

“Ministry
Seven, your chariot awaits!” Agent Braun called, motioning them
towards the hulk of a machine puffing away at the edge of the
garden. “Next stop: St Austell’s, and then to London by
airship!”

“This was
jolly good fun,” Christopher said, earning a mutterings of
agreement from the Seven.

They all trouped in that
direction, but Verity stopped on feeling Henry touch her arm. “When
Julia told us where you had scampered off to, I made my way back to
your room. Thought you would really want this. We need to know as
much as we can about this Sound gift of yours, right?”

Verity gasped
at the copy of The Mind and
Delights of the Clankerton.
Perhaps Professor Vidmar had been an imposter, but this rare
advanced copy was indeed a blessing.

“Thank you,”
she whispered.

“Come on,
Verity. Let’s go home.”

The Seven were all
competing with one another, telling tales of just how much danger
they had been in, or how much boredom they suffered from. Verity
was about to climb into the back of the transport until she spotted
Julia standing apart from the students. She gave an enthusiastic
wave to her, to which Verity returned with equal
delight.

“It’s our
address, if you want to write…or I don’t know, come visit. Not many
people are brave enough to risk a friendship with me.”

For just a moment Verity
contemplated it. The McTighe’s were known for being equally mad and
talented clankertons. She knew for certain she could learn a lot
from them, but the spectre of her Uncle Octavius hung over her. He
was building something, and now he had a part, just like Verity
did. She wasn’t foolish enough to think this ended with the burning
of Miss Delancy’s school and the destruction of the Silver Pharaoh.
Julia had suffered quite enough already. She was a creature of the
upper classes, and these events had stretched her further than she
would ever admit to.

“And off we
go, Ministry Seven!” Agent Thorne called from the driver’s seat,
blaring the horn twice before setting off. “Tallyho!”

The Silver Pharaoh was a
part of something bigger—something that had taken her parents from
her—and if her Uncle Octavius was thinking he won, then Verity
would be more than delighted to show him the error of his ways—but
it would have to wait for another day.


 




cover.jpg
PIR TEE

BALLANTIN E MORRIS

CURSE

SILVER PHARAOH

~'VERITY FITZROY AND THE MINISTRY SEVEN





