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Sin hated the house of a thousand deaths. It was his least favourite lesson, even worse than double Latin. The traps and tricks didn’t bother him; with his ability to slow time he always managed to avoid them. No, what bothered him was his friends dying. He understood the need for the house. As students at the Covert Operations Group, they had to train hard to ensure they were ready for the spy missions they would be sent on. But Sin doubted he’d ever get used to the death of a friend.

Once finely decorated, the mansion’s upper landing was now worn and shabby. The oak panels cladding the walls bore the scars of years of abuse, as did the pitted and stained floorboards. A musty smell hung in the damp, chill air. Sin adjusted his goggles and flexed his shoulders against the protective leather suit he wore. Keeping his back pressed against the wall, he reached for the brass doorhandle, fashioned in the shape of a dragon’s head. “You ready?”

Opposite waited his mission partner and best friend, Zonda Chubb. Straggles of blonde hair escaped from beneath her padded leather helmet. “Absolutamon,” she said, brushing a stray strand clear of her ironglass goggles.

Sin shoved the door open and noted the room’s details in an instant. There were no other doors, but two long windows opposite offered a possible means of escape. A large bookcase occupied one wall, while a soot-stained painting of a horse adorned the other. Ahead, Staff MacKigh relaxed in a tattered armchair, his luminous ginger hair glowing like a beacon. His plaid blazer pulled tight across his barrel chest, the Scottish weapon instructor’s stocky build better suited to military fatigues than formal dress. Across his tartan-trousered knees rested a briefcase.

Behind MacKigh towered the metallic black form of a clockwork soldier, one of the feared watchmek. They weren’t too smart, but they were tough, and recent upgrades by the eccentric inventor Nimrod Barm had made them faster than a whip crack.

Zonda rushed alongside Sin, framed in the doorway. The sharp tick of spinning clockwork cut the air, and quick as a piston the watchmek’s steamrifle was at its shoulder.

Time slowed. Except, as Nimrod had explained, time wasn’t slowing, Sin was speeding up, super-adrenaline flooding his system, tripling his heart rate and accelerating his brain activity.

A white cloud mushroomed from the watchmek’s steamrifle, a nail punching through the vapour. His arms outstretched, Sin cannoned into Zonda, knocking her across the doorway. They crashed onto the landing’s floorboards and time snapped back. Loud as bellows, Zonda’s strained breathing pained Sin’s ears, his senses always more acute after the super-adrenaline rush.

“That wasn’t the planerooney,” said Zonda, pinned beneath Sin in the relative safety of the corridor.

“Plan changed. We weren’t getting in the room without dying.”

Opposite the open doorway, two nails protruded from the landing wall. Plaster motes drifted in the air around them. The practice nails were deliberately blunted, and fired at a lower pressure, the intention being to hurt rather than kill. It still wasn’t good to take a direct hit; the bruises lasted for weeks. No one really died in training – not intentionally, anyway – but every simulated fatality reminded them that on an actual mission, there were no second chances.

Sin pushed himself off Zonda and helped her to her feet. She dusted off her suit and said, “We need a Plan B.”

“No way through that door without getting nailed, and we aren’t allowed back outside to try the windows.”

“If only we had a gorgiferous slice of angel cake.” Zonda patted the pockets on her snug suit. “I ate my last bit in the axe attack room.”

“Cake won’t get us through the door.”

“At least I’d die happy.”

From a pouch on his belt, Sin removed a circular mirror attached to a telescopic rod. With the quiet tick of clockwork, the rod extended. Sin eased the mirror into the open doorway and inspected the room’s reflection. The watchmek stood on aim, its steamrifle trained on the doorway. The machine could remain like that indefinitely; it wouldn’t get tired or bored or hungry, and it certainly couldn’t be bribed with cake.

“You have ten minutes left,” shouted Staff MacKigh, his tiny reflected image replacing a pocket watch in his blazer.

“Fantaberooney! You’ve given me an idea.” Zonda shuffled along the corridor to where a large gilt-framed mirror hung on the wall. “We can use this as a shield.”

Sin examined a crack in the mirror. “This ain’t ironglass. It wouldn’t stop a sneeze; it’ll never stop a nail.”

“It doesn’t have to. It’s cover from view, not cover from fire.”

Sin lifted the mirror from the wall. They’d learned about cover from view the hard way. A few weeks earlier, MacKigh had told them they were playing hide and seek in the ornamental flower gardens. Once all the candidates were hidden, he’d proceed to unload on them with a belt-fed steamrifle. The training nails had ripped through the flowers and thudded into the students, hammering home the lesson. Cover from view didn’t mean cover from effective enemy fire.

“So, what’s the plan?” asked Sin.

“We advance into the room, hiding behind the mirror.”

“No danger.” The corners of Sin’s mouth turned down. “The mirror’s antique. What happens when the watchmek lets rip?”

Zonda’s green eyes sparkled. “It won’t. Trust me.”

Having grown up living rough on the streets of Coxford, Sin was slow to trust, but Zonda was one of the few people who had won his confidence. Crouching low, he manoeuvred the mirror into the doorway. Although cumbersome, it wasn’t heavy. Zonda tucked in behind him, the strawberry scent of her hair filling Sin’s nostrils. She rested a gloved hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Adopting an awkward shuffle to ensure they both stayed hidden, Sin slid the mirror across the parquet floor. His throat tightened and a dryness parched his mouth. With no view of the watchmek he’d have no forewarning should the machine decide to shoot. Expecting an explosion of steam at any moment, followed by the intense pain of impacting nails, he moved further into the room.

With Zonda directing them, they circled sideways until they were to the rear of the clockwork soldier. She removed a large neodymium magnet from the field toolkit strapped to her leg and pressed it to the back of the watchmek’s head. With a thunk, the tick of turning cogs ceased and the mekanika slumped.

Sin lowered the mirror and drew alongside Staff MacKigh. “Professor Haber, I’m from COG and I’m here to rescue you,” he said, delivering the message he’d memorised from their briefing earlier that afternoon.

MacKigh opened his briefcase and slid a hand inside. “Danke schön,” he responded in perfect Teutonian. He stood, letting the briefcase drop to the floor. Clutched in his hand was a stubby four-barrelled steampistol, pointed straight at Sin.

Dodging sideways, Sin slapped the back of MacKigh’s hand, just like they’d been taught. Steam jetted from the barrels and the pistol flew from the Sergeant’s grip.

Zonda screamed, a quartet of nails protruding from her torso.

Shouldering the inert watchmek aside, Sin grabbed its steamrifle and sighted down the barrel at MacKigh.

The Sergeant raised his hands in surrender. “End-Ex,” he shouted, all hints of Teutonian replaced by his thick Scottish intonation. “COG Chubb, you are dead. Rule Two of any rescue mission, ne’er trust the person you are rescuing.”

“Ow.” Zonda plucked a nail from her suit and tossed it on the ground. “What’s Rule One?”

“Dinnae get killed,” said MacKigh. “COG Sin, well done. You have removed Professor Haber from his Teutonian masters and prevented their use of necrotic gases on the battlefields of Europe.”

Sin rubbed a gloved hand over his forearm. He hadn’t stopped anything. It was only an exercise. Perhaps at some point COG would mount a mission to rescue or remove the real professor. After all, that’s what COG did: sabotage the military machines of Europe in an attempt to stop the next Great War. For now, Professor Haber was still developing his chemical weapons.

Staff MacKigh clasped Sin on the shoulder. “If you dinnae mind me asking, how the hoots did you know the mirror would work?”

“Beats me,” said Sin. “Zon?”

Zonda winced, tugging the final nail free. “Last term, when I fitted the camera-nocturna to the watchmek for the Major, I discovered their bio-chemical retinas really are jolly primitive. I suspected the mirror’s reflection would confuse its clockwork.”

“You suspected?” Sin kicked the mirror’s frame. “You made us come in here protected by a quarter inch of glass and a hunch?”

“It was more of an educated guess than a hunch. Advanced as the watchmeks’ clockwork gearing is, they’ll never be able to do what we do,” said Zonda, tapping a finger against her temple. “So, we’ll always be able to beat them.”

“Yeah. Until the military figures out how to wire a human brain into a machine,” said Sin. “Then we’re doomed.”
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Surrounded by fine ornamental gardens, Lenheim Palace sat in two thousand acres of private parkland on the outskirts of the city of Coxford. Once the home of the Duke of Marlborough, it had been gifted to COG by eccentric billionaire inventor Nimrod Barm. As the threat of war in Europe loomed ever nearer, it now formed the organisation’s main training establishment. The palace had been Sin’s home for a little over three months, and every day he lived a lie to keep from being thrown out.

On his last mission, he’d been captured by scientists working for the King’s Knights, a shadowy organisation committed to expanding Britannia’s military might. They’d transfused him with a prototype blue blood that made him immune to poison and increased his strength and stamina. Their intention was to make him into a super soldier, but there was always a price for such advances, and Sin was paying it.

Feeling a combination of anticipation and shame, Sin depressed the syringe’s brassanium plunger, shooting sapphire liquid into his forearm. The fluid snaked up his veins, a darkening network of guilt beneath his swarthy skin. He shivered as the life-giving chemicals rushed through his body. Lying back on the bed in his palatial room, he stared at the four-poster’s canopy before letting his eyelids drift closed. Released from his worries, he savoured the moment of bliss. Free from the world. Free from the pain. Free from the past. Thoughts of his murdered mother melted away. The secret he’d sworn to keep, that Nimrod Barm was his father, evaporated like morning dew. The terrible deeds he’d done for his old gang boss, the Fixer, dissolved into mist. He floated, unconcerned and uncaring.

A knock at the door shattered his tranquillity.

“Lessons in five,” shouted Zonda.

Sin’s eyes flickered open. Five minutes before he had to face the world and pretend that everything was normal, that he was normal. But if what Nimrod had told him was true, he’d never be normal, and now with the injections, that was doubly so.

He slid the needle from his arm. “I’m nearly sorted. I’ll meet you in the common room.”

“Get a wiggle on. I don’t want to go on my own, I look like a banana.”

The canary-yellow flight suit hanging in his wardrobe was designed for purpose rather than style. Sin smiled despite himself. “I’ll be there in a minute. Just don’t split without me.”

“If that was a fruit-related joke it wasn’t funny.” Zonda harrumphed and her footsteps echoed along the corridor.

Sin placed the empty syringe back into a velvet-lined case, where it nestled alongside four full counterparts. The solution glimmered within the ironglass like a magic potion from a fairytale. But unless Nimrod synthesised an antidote soon, Sin couldn’t see this story ending happily ever after.

He pulled the winding crown from the medicament-chronograph inset in the case and reset the hands to zero. The device looked like a pocket watch, although, unlike Phineas Pines’ Technological Timepieces, the chronograph counted not in seconds, hours and minutes, but in heartbeats, tracking the time until his next injection was due. Sin clicked the ribbed metal button back into position and watched the scarlet hands tick in a double beat, slicing away time. Five hundred thousand beats before his next fix. He tried to think of it as only four and a half days. Already, it felt too long.

He fastened the lid shut and hid the case beneath a sheaf of papers in a desk drawer. Another secret to be kept.
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A giant lozenge-shaped training balloon filled the cavernous gymnasium hall. Significantly smaller than a real airship, its highest point was still a good ninety feet above the candidates.

Sergeant Stoneheart prowled along the rank of nine East Wing students. Sin stood smartly to attention at one end of the line, Zonda next to him. At the other end, waiting nervously for the Sergeant’s steely glare to pass over him, was Sin’s arch rival, Jasper Jenkins. His mop of curly white hair contrasted starkly with Stoneheart’s jet black skin as she leaned in to inspect the polished metal “E” on the collar of his flight suit.

Before Stoneheart’s recruitment as COG’s physical training instructor, she’d been a ruthless Zulu champion. Feared by the students, she was as harsh with them as she’d been with the impi of warriors she’d commanded on the plains of Afrikania.

“That needs repositioning by a quarter of an inch, COG Jenkins,” commanded Stoneheart.

“Yes, Staff,” answered Jasper, his voice trembling.

Progressing to the rank of eight West Wingers in the second row, Stoneheart addressed the candidates as she continued to inspect them. “Just because you have completed the first stage of training, don’t think that makes you special. Don’t think it means you’ve made it.” Pacing past the blonde-bobbed Trixie Asp and the thickset bruiser Skinner Grundy, she came to a halt in front of Claude Maggot, a pink-cheeked candidate who looked too young to be in COG. With fingers strong as steel, she tugged at the metal “W” on Maggot’s collar, checking it was secure. “The real hard work is about to begin. Eyes up and pay attention to Captain Hawk while I fetch the safety equipment.” Hardly giving the remainder of the West Wing students a glance, Stoneheart marched from the hall, the metal claws of her chunky rigair boots clacking against the gymnasium floor.

The candidates’ heads tilted. Captain Felicity Hawk stood atop the curved balloon, her boots locked onto the web of litanium ratlines that criss-crossed the structure. Unlike the near-luminous hue of the students’ pristine flight suits, years in the air had faded her leathers to a warm bronze that complemented her sky-tanned skin and short copper hair.

“Airships are an excellent means to infiltrate foreign countries, gather intelligence and extricate compromised operatives.” Hawk clapped her hands together, ensuring she had the candidates’ full attention. “They also boast a variety of new and interesting ways in which to die. This is why we must teach you every detail of air stewardship, starting with the correct terminology. What I am standing on is not the balloon or the skin – it is the envelope.” She unclamped one boot from a ratline and prodded the silver material with her toe. “What is it?”

“THE ENVELOPE, STAFF,” shouted the students.

“Excellent.” Hawk realigned the furrow in the rubber sole of her rigair boot with one of the ratlines. She pressed it down and the boot’s clockwork-powered jaws clamped around the cable. Lifting her other boot free, she re-clamped it further along. Step by step she methodically walked down the curve of the envelope. “In two weeks’ time, you will be crewing the Swordfish, the finest airship in the Empire and, more importantly, my airship.”

Sin felt an elbow in his ribs and he turned to see Stanley Nobbs grinning at him. Stanley was a beanpole of a boy with cropped dark hair and a face for whom the term “cheeky monkey” was surely invented. “I am definitely marrying that woman,” said Stanley.

“She’s old enough to be your mother,” said Sin.

Velvet Von Darque, a beguilingly beautiful West Winger and Zonda’s nemesis since long before they’d joined COG, shoved Sin. “She’s far too striking to be related to him. Nobbs’s mother was probably a bag lady, or possibly even Simian.”

Stanley’s cheeks flushed. “Just ’cos my mum weren’t a Baroness don’t mean she weren’t beautiful.”

“I think Darwin would disagree.” Velvet’s eyebrows raised.

“Stanley’s solid. It’s what’s on the inside that counts,” said Sin.

Velvet pointedly turned her gaze to Zonda. “Well, your girlfriend certainly has plenty on the inside.”

Bulldog-like, Sin squared his shoulders. Zonda placed a restraining hand on his arm. “Don’t rise to her. It’s what she wants. She knows I don’t care.”

Stepping back into line, Velvet smirked and flicked her inky black hair.

Heat prickled Sin’s cheeks. Velvet knew exactly how to rile him up. Since working with her on his last mission Sin thought she’d mellowed slightly, her jibes more irksome than cruel, but there was still a definite tension between him, Velvet and Zonda. And ever since Velvet’s mother, COG agent Baroness Lilith Von Darque, had been sent on a dangerous assignment into deepest Ruskovia, Velvet’s attitude had worsened.

Hawk stopped some seventy feet above them, her muscles straining to support her at the nearly forty-five degree angle her body was slanted to. “Although we will be on a training mission, make no bones about it, mistakes in the air will be fatal.” She disengaged one boot, balancing on a single leg. “If you do not pass training here, you will not be allowed aboard the Swordfish.”

The litanium cable supporting Hawk twanged and she spilled forwards, her other boot relinquishing its grip on the metal. A collective gasp issued from the candidates as the doomed aviator tumbled downwards. Her face showed no terror or fear, just a wild smile. She thumped her chest and with a cacophony of hissing gas, two giant balloons exploded from pouches on her flight suit, slowing her fall.

The smack of Hawk’s rigair boots hitting the gymnasium floor rang loud, like the cracking of bones. With only a slight bend of her knees, the aviator regained her posture. “You will be issued with buoyancy aids like mine when you board the Swordfish. However, if you go over the side, we may never find you. This is why you must pay close attention to Staff Stoneheart, who will instruct you in the physical skills required to crew my airship.”

Stoneheart strode back into the gymnasium carrying a canvas stretcher and a tiny first-aid kit, which to Sin looked wholly inadequate. They had already undertaken many risky activities during training, none of which had required such precautionary measures, and so this seemed to mark a new level of danger.

The Sergeant deposited the stretcher, dropping the first-aid kit on top of it. “Two things will keep you alive on the airship’s envelope: your wits, and your equipment. Always double-check your gear. That means you check it and your buddy checks it.” Stoneheart held her arms out to her sides. “East Wing to my left, West Wing to my right. Check your equipment now.”

“Yes, Staff,” chorused the candidates, splitting into their respective Wings.

Stepping behind Zonda, Sin grabbed the litanium D-ring sewn onto the suit’s leather harness and gave it a tug.

Zonda staggered backwards. “No need to be so ruffarooney.”

Thanks to his injections, Sin’s already stocky physique had bulked up, his muscles growing stronger and more defined. Nimrod thought it was because of the blue blood’s super-efficient oxygen carrying properties, but Sin sensed there was more to it than that. The blood was somehow enhancing the effects of the Super-Pangenes he’d been given as a baby, genetic coding that made him special in ways that even the great Nimrod Barm didn’t fully understand.

“Sorry, Zon. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.”

Zonda raised a booted foot and Sin grabbed the heel so he could see the deep groove cut in the sole.

“Switch check,” said Zonda. Clockwork turned on the side of the boot and with a mekanikal clunk, powered jaws snapped together along the length of the channel.

“Clamp good,” said Sin. He twisted the boot sideways and examined the winding gauge on the brassanium mekaniks riveted to the black leather. Beneath the ironglass lens, the dial showed green, indicating that the boot was fully wound and good for two thousand steps. “Gauge green,” Sin said, and lowered the boot.

“Have you ever flown?” Zonda raised her other foot.

“You kidding? Course not.” Having lived rough on the streets of Coxford before being recruited to COG, Sin couldn’t afford the price of a steambus ticket, let alone a berth on an aerostat.

“Me neither,” said Zonda. “Truth be told, I’m a tiny bit terrified.”

“It’s just a training mission. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Zonda’s eyes narrowed. “You do realise that every time you say that, something stupendously bad occurs?”
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“I’m afraid something stupendously bad has occurred,” said Major Churchill Chubb. Reflections from the study’s chemlights glinted from the Major’s brassanium arm and half-helmet. He strode from behind the mahogany desk, his piston-powered leg hissing steam. With a whirr and a clunk, he came to a halt in front of the two candidates.

Sin kept his gaze fixed to the front and his face impassive. A vein throbbed in his temple, pulsing with the rapid beat of his heart. He had to breathe normally, show no sign of the panic gripping him. Major C couldn’t possibly know about the injections. How could he? It was Sin and Nimrod’s secret. Besides, Sin wasn’t breaking any rules, not technically. They couldn’t kick him out of COG unless he was declared medically unfit, and while he kept taking the injections, he was fine – better than fine.

So why had the Major summoned him? And why was Zonda required too? Unless of course, she’d been spying on him. She was his best friend, and he trusted her more than anyone, but she was also the Major’s daughter, and blood was thicker than water. She’d kept secrets from Sin before. Perhaps her first loyalties were to the Major and to COG.

Major C looked from Sin to Zonda, his head turning in a series of mekanikal clicks. “It pains me to tell you this. Earlier today, Eldritch Moons escaped from our custody.”

Zonda gasped. Her hand going to her lips.

“How?” asked Sin. “I thought he was guarded?” He rubbed his shoulder, feeling the scar from where Eldritch had skewered him with a poisoned sword and left him for dead.

“He was.” The Major retrieved a document from his desk and a tinted monocle slid from his half-helmet, covering one eye. “The guards were drugged. It appears Eldritch may not have been the only traitor inside COG.”

Noir, it had to be him. Sin had never trusted the magician, with his painted white face and rasping voice. He’d always given Sin the shivers, and even after Eldritch had been revealed as the traitor, Sin still had his suspicions about the COG instructor.

Zonda tentatively raised a hand. “I’m sure Sin appreciates being informed, but why are you telling us?”

Gears meshed, and the Major lowered the paper. “The intelligence leaks stopped when Eldritch was taken into custody, but we always suspected he had an accomplice. Someone further down the food chain doing the dirty work.”

“You should have let us know.” Sin gestured to Zonda. “We could have been hunting for the accomplice, like before, couldn’t we Zon?”

Zonda refused to meet his gaze. Wrinkles furrowed Sin’s brow. “You already knew?”

His friend didn’t answer. Instead she stared at her feet and fiddled with a zip on her flight suit.

A sickening weight filled Sin’s stomach. “You thought it was me?”

“I never thought it was you.” Zonda looked at him imploringly, a watery sheen glazing her eyes.

Steam spurted from the Major’s mekaniks. “Eldritch recruited you and Nimrod found a sheath of Eldritch’s papers in your keeper. We had to be sure.”

Sin’s fingers bunched into fists. To help stop the war, he’d been prepared to die for COG. Perhaps he already had. The experimental blue blood infecting his veins appeared to be flawed. He didn’t understand the science, but the nuts and bolts of his predicament were clear: his organs were failing. The injections staved off the worst of the side effects, for now, but Nimrod didn’t know when they’d stop working. How could the Major think Sin was the traitor, after all he’d done? After all he’d given? “Eldritch tried to kill me. He would have killed me if it weren’t for the Fixer.”

“Eldritch doesn’t like leaving loose ends. We thought maybe he was ensuring you couldn’t betray the King’s Knights.”

“That’s why I’m here. You still don’t trust me?” Sin scowled, determined not to melt under the Major’s furnace-like stare.

The monocle slid back into Major C’s half-helmet and his eyes narrowed. “You’re here because I want you to recapture Eldritch. The news of his escape must remain our secret.”

Still indignant, Sin clicked his fingers. “So I’ve gone from traitor to trustworthy in a snap.”

The Major slammed his mekanika hand onto the desk, splintering the woodwork. “COG Sin, you will modify your attitude. I have over two hundred operatives under my command, many of them in constant danger, enduring suffering, pain and peril to try and stop the war to end all wars. Worrying about whether I’ve hurt your feelings is not high on my priorities.”

Sin looked down. He’d overstepped the mark and he knew it. If he’d talked to the Fixer like that, he’d have been on the wrong end of a beating for sure. He straightened, pulling himself smartly to attention. “Sorry, sir.”

“I haven’t forgotten what you did for us. Nevertheless, that is the crux of being a COG agent. Without thanks or glory, we risk our lives to stop the outbreak of war.” Minuscule clouds of steam puffed from the Major’s neck. “You, Zonda and Nimrod are the only ones I can trust. If there’s another leak in COG, we can’t risk alerting Eldritch to our plans to recapture him.”

The furtive look the Major gave Zonda was not lost on Sin. Something else was going on. Something they still weren’t telling him. “Trust goes both ways. You owe me the whole truth, sir.”

“Yes. I do.” The Major nodded mekanikally. “Eldritch was one of the finest soldiers I ever served with. When we were in the King’s Steam Cavalry together, he never, ever failed in a mission. We don’t think he’ll run from the city. We think he’ll go to ground until he can finish what he started.”

“He’s going to kill Nimrod,” guessed Sin.

“Eldritch always denied any involvement in the assassination attempt.” The Major’s gaze tracked back to Sin. A stony intensity filled his cool grey eyes. “It’s not Nimrod he wants to kill. It’s you.”
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The excited chatter of Sin’s classmates washed over him. The first State Room had always been out of bounds; it was a Cast-Iron Rule. Today that rule had been relaxed. Their admittance to the finely decorated section of the palace clearly heralded an announcement of some import.

Sin shuffled onto a gilt chair next to an intricately woven tapestry that covered the whole of one wall. It depicted the Battle of Malplaquet. From a hillside vantage point three commanders on horseback oversaw the massed armies below. Thirty-three thousand soldiers died that day – more than the entire population of the city of Coxford, wiped from existence in just a few hours. Despite two thirds of the losses being from the allied armies, it was still commemorated as a victory. Nimrod had once used it as an example of the pointlessness of war. He’d called it a Pyrrhic victory, and now Sin wondered if his triumph over Eldritch was equally flawed. The assassin had escaped to finish the job, and if Eldritch didn’t kill him, the blue blood would.

A figure in a tattered black cloak and top hat stalked between the chairs, and silence fell over the students like a spell.

Sin swallowed, his mouth dry. Magus Noir was their tutor in the magical arts of sleight of hand and misdirection. He radiated malevolence like sorrow at a funeral, and Sin trusted him like he’d trust the Fixer in a room full of gold.

Noir took station behind an exquisite walnut desk at the front of the State Room and surveyed the class. His mean black eyes glared from the band of red stage makeup that decorated his white painted face. With the theatrics of a showman he raised one hand and clicked his fingers.

Shutters slid across the room’s full-length windows, and a white canvas screen lowered in front of the Malplaquet tapestry. The chemchandelier dimmed and a lumograph projector flickered to life, throwing a fantastical image of a glittering palace onto the screen.

An air of wonder filled the room. The palace floated among the clouds, constructed around the circumference of a gigantic golden balloon, a quarter of a mile in diameter. High Moorish windows of brightly coloured ironglass fronted the palace’s litanium walls, while spectacular arched doorways offered entrance. A quartet of turquoise domed minarets towered around the perimeter. Tethered with litanium chains to the spiked tip of each minaret were four more massive golden balloons.

“Behold the Sky Palace,” rasped Noir. “Home of Sultan Khan.”

The lumograph image faded from view, replaced by a new picture showing a cluster of zeppelins, dirigibles and aerostats anchored to the broad disc that extended fifty yards from the palace. Aircrew in a variety of uniforms strolled among the ornamental gardens that bedecked the disc.

“The Sultan is an advocate for peace. COG endeavours to strengthen the bonds of goodwill between us by taking all candidates to visit the Sky Palace. Operating as a welcome host to airships of all nations, the Sultan provides a true example of amity.”

The Candidates chattered enthusiastically.

“Silence,” snapped Noir.

In an instant, a hush fell over the room. Of all their tutors, Noir was the most feared, holding more sway over the students than even the formidable Stoneheart.

“Alas, due to worsening diplomatic relations around Europe, hostile air incursions, and an increase in air-piracy, it has been decided that this year it is too dangerous to take you to the Sky Palace.”

The candidates deflated like punctured balloons.

Noir held out his white-gloved hands and flicked his fingers. In a flash of flame an envelope appeared. He broke the wax seal and removed a black invitation embossed with silver writing. “In light of that news, the Sultan has very kindly offered to come to us. We will therefore be holding this year’s Heroes Ball here, aboard the Sky Palace.”

Gasps and a smattering of applause erupted from the candidates. The Heroes Ball was legendary among COG. A yearly gathering attended by all agents not on a mission, it commemorated those who had died in the service of COG. For many older agents, it also provided an opportunity to catch up with seldom-seen comrades and swap stories. For the candidates, it was a chance to witness the heroes they so often heard about in lessons.

“The Heroes Ball aboard the Sky Palace. How fabuloso.” Zonda clapped her hands together in delight.

Sin glanced at Stanley. The look of bemused disinterest on his face mirrored Sin’s own sentiments.

Jasper Jenkins turned to face Zonda and ran his fingers through his curly white hair. “I just love a good Schottische, don’t you?”

“You like Staff MacKigh?” said Sin, confused.

“He’s Scottish, rust for brains,” sneered Jasper. “A Schottische is a Bohemian folk dance.”

“A dance?” Sin’s nose wrinkled. “Think I’d prefer Staff MacKigh.”

Zonda shuffled in her seat, nudging Sin. “Don’t be ridiculous. Dancing is fun. Especially when one has a good partner to take the lead.”
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Sin danced around Zonda and their sabres clashed; the metallic clang echoed through the otherwise deserted arena. The hexagonal building was where the candidates trained in hand-to-hand combat. Racks of swords, spears and all manner of other weapons lined the walls, and that was one reason it was out of bounds to students at this time of night. The Major had given Sin and Zonda special dispensation to break the Cast-Iron Rule so they could meet Nimrod. The scientist was supposed to be demonstrating some experimental equipment to aid in their mission to recapture Eldritch. As usual, he was late.

Bored of waiting, Sin had begun to rib Zonda, and their argument had quickly escalated from a war of words into a full-blown duel.

Zonda twirled her blade and stepped sideways, her leather boots scraping across the white sand. Sin circled, cat-like, his sabre held en-garde. “I suppose it’s too late to apologise?”

Batting Sin’s blade aside, Zonda thrust with her cutlass. Sin twisted and the blade slipped harmlessly past his shoulder. His eyes shone with the thrill of the fight. “I’ll take that as a no.”

Perspiration trickled down Zonda’s cheeks and her chest heaved. She recovered her sword to a defensive stance and brushed a strand of matted blonde hair from her face. “You think you’ve got me bested because you’re stronger, faster and more skilled than me?”

Sin’s bottom lip stuck out. It didn’t pay to underestimate Zonda; by anybody’s reckoning she was a genius. However, he couldn’t see how her smarts could get the better of his streetwise cunning in the arena. “Yep. Pretty much.”

“Nevertheless, I’ve got something you haven’t got.”

She was bluffing. She had to be. Sin tilted his head. In the past, Zonda had hidden all manner of gadgets and gizmos beneath the petticoats of her dresses. He tried to imagine what her taffeta tea gown might now conceal that would help her in a swordfight.

“What have you got?” he said, probing her defence with a flick of his blade.

Zonda took several large steps backwards. “I’ve got a Nimrod.”

An explosion of steam erupted behind Sin, then something slammed into his back and he stumbled. A sturdy net enveloped his body, the weighted corners lassoing him so the ropes pinned his arms. Unable to balance, he toppled over and faceplanted into the sand.

Zonda rolled Sin onto his side with her boot and rested the tip of her sword beneath his chin. “Surrender.”

Sin strained to lift his head. “I yield.”

Zonda withdrew the blade. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

Sin shifted his gaze to Nimrod, feeling somewhat betrayed by his father. The balding scientist limped across the arena. He wore a fine tweed suit and a beige cravat. Half supported in his arms and half resting on his portly belly was a strange contraption that looked like a cross between a steamrifle and the brass section of an orchestra.

Seeming unconcerned for his son’s plight, Nimrod took a spotted handkerchief from the pocket of his tweed jacket and polished a speck of grime from one of the weapon’s four trumpet-shaped barrels. “This is the mark one Nimrod Barm Entangler,” he said proudly. “It’s still in development, but I believe using it to capture Eldritch will provide a most excellent field test.”

Sin flexed his shoulders, trying to shrug free of the net. The rope constricted, the rough cord digging into his skin.

“You can’t break free?” challenged Nimrod.

The more Sin struggled, the tighter the net grew, until even breathing became difficult. The rope cut into his skin, crushing his ribs.

“Interesting,” said Nimrod, peering closer.

Sin felt more like the scientist’s experiment than his son. In many ways, he was. He understood why he had to keep his parentage secret – not even Zonda knew. However, occasionally he’d like Nimrod to act more like a father and less like a Super-Pangene donor.

“The net’s another invention of mine,” said Nimrod. “It’s made from friction hemp. The more you struggle, the tighter it becomes.”

“I got that,” croaked Sin. “Can’t actually breathe.”

Nimrod placed the Entangler on the ground and took a brass pressure sprayer from his belt. Depressing the handle, he sent a fine mist of peppermint-smelling droplets wafting over Sin. Creaking like the rigging on a ship, the net slackened.

Worming his way free of the hemp cords, Sin took a deep breath, the lingering scent pleasantly invigorating. He rubbed at the criss-cross of marks left on his skin and glared at Zonda. “You set me up.”

“I assure you it was nothing but happy coincidence, and indeed no more than you deserve,” said Zonda, smiling cherubically.

“The young lady speaketh the truth, and such fortune has demonstrated the efficacy of the weapon.” Nimrod returned the pressure spray to his belt. “Zonda is no match for you in direct combat, much as you are no match for Eldritch, especially when we need him alive. The Entangler will allow you to capture him unscathed.”

Sin rolled his shoulder, feeling the scar pull tight. There was no way Eldritch was coming out of the net unscathed. Alive maybe, but the man had nearly killed him. He wasn’t going to let that slide. Sin hadn’t been allowed to visit Eldritch in custody, and he was adamant that a considerable degree of payback was due.

Nimrod folded the net and loaded a weighted corner into each of the four barrels before handing the Entangler to Zonda. “I hear you’re quite the markswoman.”

With the stock pulled tightly into her shoulder, Zonda lowered her eye to the telescopic sight. She twisted, training the weapon on Sin.

“No way,” said Sin, stepping sideways. “I’ve had enough of being used for target practice. It may not be lethal, but it bally well knocks the stuffing out of you.”

“Maybe you should practise on the Battler Boy.” Nimrod walked to the edge of the arena and fiddled with a robot that looked like a punching bag on wheels. The battler slammed its six boxing-gloved hands together and chugged across the sand.

Zonda slowed her breathing and tracked the battler’s progress, leading with the weapon.

Enthralled, Sin watched the change in his friend. Put a firearm in Zonda’s hands and she became a different person: hardened, focused, deadly. She squeezed the trigger and steam erupted from the barrels. The net flew across the arena and slammed into the battler, ensnaring it. The robot gave a mournful hiss and toppled over.

“Oh, good shot!” exclaimed Nimrod.

“Shooting Eldritch isn’t going to be the problem.” Zonda lowered the Entangler. “Finding him is.”

“There’s another happy coincidence,” said Nimrod. “Next Tuesday, an overnight visit to Coxford is timetabled for the candidates. We need to get everyone fitted with their outfits for the Heroes Ball. You two will slip away and Sin can use his underworld contacts to track down Eldritch.”

Sin’s thoughts immediately went to the Fixer. The nefarious gang leader had overseen Sin’s life of crime on the streets of Coxford. If anyone could find Eldritch in the city it would be the Fixer. Hell, he probably already knew the traitor’s whereabouts, and was just waiting for the right financial incentive to share the information.

The plan was taking shape. With Sin’s connections, Nimrod’s technology and Zonda’s shooting skills, the mission certainly had legs. But a sense of unease still nagged at Sin. A surprise attack had floored him in the arena; if he let Eldritch get the drop on him, the results would be fatal.
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Nimrod’s private laboratory was situated at the top of a baroque tower towards the rear of the palace. The inventor had once told Sin he’d annexed the tower for his residence only because it had originally been constructed as an observatory. Cunningly hidden on the roof behind the sculpted stone facade, Nimrod had built a fantastically advanced telescope beneath a rotating dome. He’d promised to take Sin on a tour of the observatory one day, but this hadn’t happened yet.

The laboratory itself was a cluttered mess of experiments, tools and equipment. Its chaotic nature was a reflection of the eccentric inventor’s personality. One wall was taken up with a vast bookcase housing journals, scientific papers and books crammed higgledy-piggledy onto the shelves in no discernible order. Specimen jars and domed cloches lined another wall, providing homes for everything from plants to stuffed animals to unidentifiable body parts. On a bench, amid a plethora of tools, rested three yellow rubber ducks.

In the centre of the laboratory, Sin reclined in a padded leather surgeon’s chair. Two tubes trailed from needles in his left arm to a machine with a pair of brassanium pistons pumping up and down. Drawn from his body, blood passed through one of the tubes to be pushed beneath a thin ironglass slide. A high-powered microscope linked to a lumograph projector shone the output onto a large hanging screen, before the blood was returned to Sin’s arm via the second tube.

“That weren’t fair, shooting me with the net,” said Sin.

One eye to the microscope’s eyepiece, Nimrod fiddled with the focus ring. “And you duelling with Zonda was fair?”

“One on one. It don’t get any more even.”

“Except that, thanks to your mother’s genius, your body is designed to be that of the perfect warrior, crammed with Super-Pangenes that make you fitter, stronger and more robust in almost every imaginable way.”

Sin shrugged. “It’s not my fault I’m better.”

“Great responsibility follows inseparably from great power. I think that somebody important said that.” Nimrod ran a hand through his wild hair. “And if they didn’t, they probably will. Eve gave you these gifts; it’s up to you to use them wisely.”

The microscope’s image came sharply into focus on the screen, a pulsing flow of red blood cells, biconcave discs carrying oxygen. Blue spirals jostled among them, as though someone had taken the red blood cells and given them several twists – which, in a way, they had.

“It don’t feel like a gift,” said Sin. On the screen, a third type of cell drifted past, ugly, misshapen, its flaccid edges ragged and torn. “It feels like a death sentence.”

“Your mother’s science was exceptional. Don’t confuse it with the half-rate efforts of the King’s Knights. She would never have done this to you.”

Maybe not. But she’d still created him as a scientific experiment. He was a child born out of a quest for knowledge, not out of love. “I’ve no doubt she was a genius scientist, you keep telling me that.” It was everything else about his mother that Nimrod was less forthcoming with. Sin had given up asking direct questions; they simply made Nimrod glaze over and then change the subject. However, the Fixer had taught him that there was more than one way to elicit information from someone, and that sometimes what was left unsaid was the real value of the answer.

“Do you think my mother would have been able to cure me?”

With a clunk, the machine stopped. Nimrod took his hand from the piston brake and walked closer to the screen. He pushed his glasses further onto the bridge of his nose and stared at the image of a defective blue blood cell that drifted in the centre of the projection. “If anyone could, it would have been her. When it came to biology, she made me look like a dunce. And without wanting to sound immodest, that doesn’t often happen.”

“What made her so special at biology?”

Absentmindedly running a finger over the projection on the screen, Nimrod said, “She loved the magnificence of life. She always said to me that machines had no soul, chemistry had no soul, but a cell – that had life. Although I don’t think she fully comprehended its miraculous nature until you were born. That changed everything.” Nimrod pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. Making a noise that an elephant would have been proud of, he blew his nose. “And I’m not going to let the King’s Knights destroy that. If I increase the percentage of hemocyanins in your next batch, I’m sure that will help.” Nimrod took an ironglass clockwork pipette from a rack. The gears on the device’s mekanikal pump clicked around and sucked up a precise amount of deep blue liquid from a conical flask. The scientist lowered the pipette’s nozzle over a vial of Sin’s medicine and added the contents to the solution.

“Do you think we should tell the Major about the injections? It don’t feel right keeping it a secret,” said Sin.

Nimrod slotted the vial into an aperture on the side of the machine and adjusted several dials. “You have nothing to feel guilty about. This is all on me.” He released the piston brake, and the machine began pumping again. “I can use my influence in COG, but it’s important that I have the confidence of the Committee, which I’ll lose if I force my will upon them. You’ll have to trust me on this, son. It really is better if we keep it our secret for now.”

Laced with the latest evolution of the sapphire medicine, the blood being pumped back into Sin’s veins spread euphoria throughout his body. Nimrod had called him son. Or at least, Sin thought he had; it was hard to focus. Sin, Son, they were so similar. And yet that one tiny letter made all the difference in the world.
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A wary unease hung over the candidates. Their boots clanged on the metal steps as they ascended the steel staircase spiralling through the centre of the giant lozenge-shaped balloon that filled the gymnasium. They’d spent the morning practising cable-walking on a ground-based simulation rig that mimicked the gentle curve of the balloon’s envelope. Surrounded by padded mats, the rig was an easy introduction to the use of their boots. Now, stepping from the top of the stairs onto the balloon proper, the candidates carefully clamped their rigair boots onto the ratlines, the luxury of a soft landing no longer available. Their training had ratcheted up another notch in intensity.

Sin leaned out towards the balloon’s edge, his whole body slanted, supported by the flight suit’s bracing. Seventy feet below, the first-aid kit and stretchers that had been laid out as a precaution seemed tiny and redundant. If the candidates fell from this height, a mop and bucket would be of more use.

A flutter stirred Sin’s stomach. He wasn’t unused to heights – his criminal exploits as a street urchin had often required climbing. But this was different. Standing on the envelope, he was dependent on the boot’s technology to keep him secure. As reliable as modern manufacturing was, the mekaniks could still fail.

Opposite Sin, Stanley swayed nonchalantly, a Cheshire Cat grin on his face. Also from the streets, Stanley had been a “monkey-man” before joining COG, a criminal specialising in climbing, and he was clearly enjoying the other candidates’ discomfort. He nodded to where Jasper squatted, clinging to the cables. “Jenkins is showing his true colours again.”

“Aye, as yellow as his flight suit.”

Zonda stepped alongside Sin, teetering unsteadily in her boots. “Not everyone is as brave, or maybe as foolish, as you.”

“I ain’t exactly bang up the castle with this.” Sin’s mouth turned down. “I make a choice to control my fear. Jasper chooses to give in to the panic, and that’s not going to end well.”

Her hands on her hips, Zonda scowled. “Maybe every day that Jasper chooses to stay in COG he shows more courage than you ever will. Have you thought about that?”

Sin frowned. What was she on about? Life at COG was cushdie. A roof over your head, three meals a day and a comfortable bed. There was nothing difficult about choosing to stay in COG. Not getting kicked out was the hard part.

The shrill peep of a whistle sounded and the candidates turned their attention to Sergeant Stoneheart, who stood at the balloon’s stern hatch, steady as an iron pile. “The rigidity of the envelope will vary depending on atmospheric pressure and whether the airship is ascending or descending. You must be able to walk on it whatever the conditions.” She strode across the balloon to where Jasper crouched. “On your feet, COG Jenkins.” She released one of her rigair boots from the cables and prodded the quivering candidate with a steel-capped toe.

“I can’t, Staff,” said Jenkins, his voice high-pitched and reedy. “We should have buoyancy aids.”

“Negative. This is a controlled environment. If you can’t operate here without falling, you’ll never manage on an airship that’s being buffeted by the elements or attacked by pirates.”

“It’s not safe, Staff.” White-knuckled, Jasper gripped the cables tighter.

“COG Jenkins, you have five seconds to decide whether you’re more scared of falling off or being thrown off.” Stoneheart replaced her boot on the cable and began counting down on the fingers of one hand.

His body shaking, Jenkins let go of the ratlines and tentatively rose into a half squat.

Hoicking the D-ring on the back of his flight suit, Stoneheart heaved him upright. “A wise choice. Consider that your only warning.” She turned to the remainder of the candidates. “One circuit’s walk, stern-hatch to bow-hatch and back. The first three to complete don’t go again. The last to finish earns punishment duties for their wing. MOVE!”

Sin tapped Zonda on the shoulder. “Come on. Top three. Let’s go.” He lifted his toes off the switch plate in his right boot, disengaging the clamp. Raising his foot, he aligned the boot’s groove with the cable and eased it into place. He depressed the switch plate with his toes and the boot’s clockwork jaws locked back onto the cable.

“The altitude’s softened your brain.” Zonda took a tottering step. “I’ve got no chance of coming in the top three.”

Sin shook his head. “No. You can do this. It’s not about strength or speed, it’s about precision and control. Think of it like your shooting. Breathe out, toe switch up. Breathe in, toe switch down. You’ve just got to get in a rhythm.”

“Toe switch up,” whispered Zonda. She breathed in deeply and detached a boot.

“Winner coming through.” Velvet shouldered past.

Unbalanced, Zonda drove her foot down. The boot’s groove misaligned with the cable and the rubber sole slipped from the litanium line. Her foot slammed into the gas-filled envelope and rebounded. Distracted, she relaxed the pressure on her toe switches. With a metallic ping her other boot sprang free and she toppled sideways.

Sin’s hand shot out, reaching for the harness-ring on the back of Zonda’s flight suit. His fingers tightened around the cool metal and the muscles in his arm pulled taut, bulging against his sleeves. He jerked Zonda towards him, his grip firm as a steamvice.

The ratlines beneath Sin’s feet groaned. He forced his toes against the boot’s switches, keeping the clockwork-powered clamps locked fast while he wrapped his free arm around Zonda, hugging her to his chest.

“Not complaining about me being too ruffarooney now,” he said.

“No.” Zonda gulped and reattached her boots to the lines. “Consider it a new unwritten rule. You can be as ruffarooney as you like when I’m about to fall to a horrible death.”

Sin softened his grip and let Zonda take her own weight again. “You good?”

“I will be in a minute.” She shuddered and pumped her hands open and closed. “Just another near-death experience to add to the list.”

“Take it slow and you’ll be fine.”

“Slow and steady wins the race.” Zonda took a step. “Or if it doesn’t win the race, it also doesn’t result in an untimely demise, which I think is a most excellent outcome for the moment.”

“Stay safe. I’ve got words to have,” Sin said, and strode off in pursuit of Velvet.

Sin weaved past the other candidates, who shuffled across the top of the balloon with varying degrees of confidence. Only Stanley and Velvet were making any real headway, and they had opened up a considerable lead. Stanley was a gangly mess of arms and legs, but his complete lack of fear coupled with an unconventional style meant he was eating up the distance to the bow. Ahead of him, Velvet glided gracefully, her long-legged movements precise and measured.

Concentrating on the correct operation of his toe switches, Sin picked up his pace to a brisk walk. They’d been warned against running in their rigair boots. Although technically possible, only a few seasoned airhands could manage a brief run, and only then in life-threatening situations. As Hawk had put it: “Don’t run to your own funeral.”

The bow-hatch was a low metal cylinder capped with a domed cover. Velvet kicked it, marking the completion of one length and turned to begin the journey back. Side-stepping ratlines, Sin blocked her way. A vein throbbed on his temple. “I thought you’d changed, become more of a team player. I guess I was wrong.”

“I have changed. Only, Zonda’s not on my team.” Velvet placed a manicured finger on the metal “E” insignia on the collar of Sin’s flight suit. “Neither are you.”

Sin shoved her hand away and squared his shoulders. “If you want to go toe-to-toe I’m bang up for it. You nearly killed my best friend just to win some silly inter-wing competition.”

Velvet raised her chin. Her lips formed a smile, but there was a sadness in her eyes. “You really think so little of me? You think I’d push Zonda to her death?”

Is that what he thought? He supposed in the heat of the moment he must have. Now it did seem ridiculous. “You’re saying it was an accident?”

“I’m saying there’s a safety net.”

The balloon narrowed towards the bow. Sin glanced past the curve of the envelope to the gymnasium floor far below. “I can’t see nothing.”

Velvet unclamped a foot from a cable. Sin tensed, lowering his body, ready to counter any attack. She held up her hands, placating. “Keep calm, I just want you to check the winding gauge.” She turned and straightened her leg.

Sin grasped her boot and twisted it sideways, squinting at the coloured dial. “Amber. Nearly red,” he said.

With a ballet dancer’s poise, Velvet withdrew her leg and re-clamped it to a line. “They had us practising all morning and nobody rewound the boots at luncheon. Stoneheart’s going to keep us running up and down until somebody falls off.”

“That don’t make no sense. What’s the point?”

“Because Stoneheart’s a bully. You wouldn’t believe the stories Mother’s told me.”

Sin knew the Baroness wasn’t the type to idly gossip, but he was still sceptical. “Stoneheart wouldn’t deliberately kill a candidate. The Major would never allow it.”

“Ergo, there has to be a safety net. So you can get off your high horse and get out of my way, because I’m not going to be the one still traipsing up and down when their clockwork runs out.”

Behind him, Sin heard Stanley approaching, his unwieldly gait easily recognisable.

“You need a hand, brother?” shouted Stanley.

Sin met Velvet’s gaze and his heart jittered. Her brilliant blue eyes were cold but sincere. He stepped aside. “No. We’re all good.”
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The finished candidates waited with Stoneheart at the stern-hatch. The clockwork on their boots still ticked down, keeping them clamped to the ratlines, but it was the constant operation of the toe switches that acted as the biggest drain of the spring’s power.

Only two recruits remained plodding back and forth. They were both from the same wing, so in one sense the loser was irrelevant: the East Wing would get punishment duties whoever came last. However, if Velvet was correct, the candidate who had to complete a final solo run was in for a nasty surprise.

Slow and steady, Zonda puffed towards the group. Step for step, Jasper matched her, his face fixed with an expression of fear and exhaustion.

“Come on, Zon. It’s a walk in the park,” shouted Sin.

Zonda looked up and her foot slipped from the cable. Now secured by only one boot, she wobbled precariously. Ignoring her predicament, Jasper strode past and into the lead.

Almost in a parody of flying, Zonda flapped her arms to regain her balance. She thrust her boot onto the ratline and locked the clamps, but the damage was done. Jasper was now only a handful of steps from victory.

Sin’s hands clenched into fists. Zonda was always sticking up for Jasper, and yet here was the little creep, smiling because he was about to beat her. Jasper took another step and his smile turned to a frown. His boot made a pathetic twang and lifted from the cable. He looked down at his foot and pushed it back onto the line. It refused to grip, instead slipping along the tarnished litanium. A second twang issued from his other boot and he pitched sideways.

“No!” Zonda grabbed for her friend, but Jasper’s final steps had placed him just out of reach and her fingers flailed an inch too short.

Releasing his clamps, Sin surged forwards to help. Stoneheart grabbed the harness ring on the back of his suit and held him in place. “Stand down, COG Sin,” she barked.

Ignoring her command, Sin tried to twist free, but Stoneheart’s grip was like iron. “COG Sin, you will stand down.”

Sin stopped struggling and re-clamped his boots. It was too late. Jasper was gone, tumbling down the envelope.

“Hook a line,” Zonda shouted to Jasper. His last hope was to snag his safety cable onto a ratline.

Sin and the other candidates echoed her call. “Hook a line.”

Jasper didn’t react. Paralysed by fear, he disappeared over the edge.

An explosion of steam erupted from far below, and a gigantic inflatable steambed billowed across the gymnasium floor.

Sergeant Stoneheart released her grip on Sin’s harness. “Let that be a lesson to you all. If you let your boots run down in the real world, there will be no soft landings.”

Velvet raised her eyebrows at Sin, and winked.
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The iron clang of sledgehammers on metal rang around the grassy slopes on the far side of the ornamental lake. Forming the focal point of the palace’s gardens, the sizeable body of water made for a relaxing vista. When your wing wasn’t tasked with driving two hundred iron stakes into the ground as punishment duties, that is.

Despite the chill of the late September afternoon, sweat soaked Sin’s shirt. He raised his heavy hammer and slammed it down onto the flattened head of the iron stake. Vibrations ran up his arm, paining the scar from where Eldritch had stabbed him. He recovered his hammer and Zonda took her turn, reluctantly swinging the considerable weight.

“What do you reckon they’re for?” asked Sin.

Zonda lowered her hammer and leaned on the solid Hickory handle. “At first I thought trees, only no sapling needs such sturdy iron, and they’re spaced too close together.”

A matter of yards away, Stanley and Mercy Goose hammered at their own stake. Mercy was the daughter of Olympic athletes and she had the wiry strength of a distance runner. She hefted her hammer with a look of determination, perspiration dripping from her narrow, angular nose.

“Also, why would the positioning need to be so pinpoint accurate?” Zonda gestured to Vanbrugh’s Grand Bridge, which spanned the narrowest part of the lake. On it, Lottie Brazil flicked her long dark ponytail over her shoulder then peered through a theodolite. Taking the serious approach she applied to all COG tasks, Lottie was ensuring the stakes were placed with geometric precision. She was the only candidate who had completed an official COG mission, one on which she had broken her arm. Although the break was now healed, it was perhaps the reason she’d been given the less physically arduous task of overseeing the stakes’ alignment.

“Maybe it’s marking out a new building.” Sin struck another blow to the stake, ignoring the fact that Zonda was missing her turns. She wasn’t really a fan of robust physical effort. “MacKigh keeps complaining about the state of the house of a thousand deaths. He says it’s dangerous and someone’s going to get hurt.”

A solidly built boy in a chequered shirt stopped hammering his own stake and shouted in a plummy accent: “Less talking and more working. We’ve got another fifty of these blighters to get done before sundown.”

Although there was no official rank structure among the candidates, Esra Trimble had emerged as a spokesman for the East Wing. He had the assured confidence of nobility and was a natural leader. Even Sin had overcome his ingrained animosity towards the wealthy and developed a grudging respect for the Lord’s son, who had proven to be both capable and fair.

“Esra, what do you reckon these are for?” asked Sin, resuming his hammering.

“Pointless punishment. We’ll probably have to take them all out tomorrow.”

“Least Jasper might help us then.” It irked Sin that the boy who was responsible for them losing to the West Wing remained in the infirmary for observation and so avoided the punishment. To be fair, even if Jasper hadn’t come last, Zonda would have, so they would have been in the same predicament – but when it came to Jasper, Sin saw no reason to be fair.
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With the sun now set and their punishment complete, the East Wingers relaxed in their common room, the battered leather sofas and chairs accepting their tired bodies with a soft embrace.

An eclectic selection of books filled the bookcases, ranging from military strategy to gothic romance. Since having learned to read at COG, Sin voraciously devoured books. After all, he had fourteen wasted years to catch up on. Sin had showered on returning from the lake, then finished reading Popham’s Precise Semaphore, a text Hawk had set them for homework. Now he stood below the common room’s high arched windows, a red and yellow flag in each hand. His arms progressed rapidly through a series of positions while across the common room Zonda transcribed the letters, scribbling in a notepad that rested on the skirt of her frilled dress.

Flt sut soiled, snd nu 1 qk. Msg nd.

With measured disdain, Zonda eased her notepad shut. “That’s sooo juvenile. I’m not even going to repeat it.”

Stanley, who’d been simultaneously transcribing the message, sniggered. “Flight suit soiled, send new one quick. Message end,” he read back.

His cheeks glowing red, Jasper looked up from his own copy of Popham’s Precise Semaphore. “That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little bit funny,” said Stanley.

“It’s meanarooney.” Zonda slapped her pencil down and folded her arms. “It’s pointless practising if you’re not going to take this seriously.”

Sin held the flags out to his side in a gesture of innocence. “I am taking it seriously. Hawk said we should consider the types of message we might need to transmit. Being on a real airship is going to be far more frightening than today, so we should be prepared.”

“I could have died,” said Jasper bitterly.

“You could have saved yourself, but you froze.” There was a hard edge to Sin’s voice that matched the look in his eyes. He pointed a flag at Jasper. “You’ll freeze again when someone needs your help, and that’s not right.”

Jasper slammed his book shut. “You’ve got some nerve lecturing me on being a liability.”

The semaphore flags clattered to the floor. Sin’s fingers bunched into fists. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know exactly what it means.” Jasper stood, clutching his book. “We all have secrets we don’t want aired in public. Yes, I fell from the balloon and soiled myself, that’s my dirty little secret. Perhaps you’d like to share yours? After all, honesty is the best medicine.”

Sin’s heart raced, and blood surged through his veins – blood that was no longer pure but tainted blue. Blood that, without his injections, could send him into a seizure at any time. But there was no way Jasper could know that.

“I didn’t think you’d want to tell. Not so brave after all.” Jasper slung his book on the shelf and stormed out.

A frigid silence hung over the common room. Every pair of eyes was staring at Sin.

“Blimey O’Riley, what was all that about?” asked Stanley, breaking the tension.

Sin shrugged. “Dunno. Guess he’s embarrassed about brown-trousering his flight suit.” His gaze flicked to Zonda. A crease as deep as a rigair boot’s sole lined her brow, a sure sign she was angry at him. He retrieved the flags and signed a message. Sry a rny.

Zonda gave the tiniest shake of her head. She dropped the notebook and pencil into her reticule and without any further acknowledgement marched from the room. Sin thrust the flags at Stanley. “Sorry mate, practice will have to wait. I think I’m in trouble.”

“Brother, you’re always in the cark. Only the depth varies.”

Sin hurried after Zonda. He hated it when they fell out. It didn’t happen often, but when it did it was invariably about Jasper. For reasons he couldn’t fathom, Zonda had a soft spot for the boy, and that irked Sin beyond reasonable measure.

He caught up with her outside her room. “Look Zon, I’m sorry. That got well out of hand.”

Her gaze met his, her green eyes a mixture of fury and something else.

“It’s not me you need to apologise to.” She ducked into her room and slammed the door.

There was no way he was going cap in hand to Jasper. Sin raised his fist to knock, then thought better of it. They’d just row and he’d make it worse. He moped along the corridor, kicking his heels. Let her sleep on it; things might be better in the morning. And if they weren’t, he’d have to make them better. Soon, they were heading to Coxford on the mission to capture Eldritch. It was a dangerous assignment, and they needed to work seamlessly as a team or the consequences would be fatal.

Sin reached his room and pulled a large iron key from his pocket. His hand stopped halfway to the door. It was already ajar. He opened his mouth a little, an old thief’s trick that sharpened the hearing, and moved his head closer to the gap. Someone was rummaging through his drawers, searching his desk. Was this how Jasper knew his secret? Had the cowardly sneak broken into his room? Sin eased the door silently open. If he caught Jasper in the act, he’d have all the justification he needed to give the stuck-up yellow-belly a bloody good hiding. His nostrils flared and his jaw tightened. He strode into the room spoiling for a fight.

The ragged, coated figure of Noir leaned over the desk inspecting one of the drawers. Sin’s anger died and his throat constricted; a cold tingle spread down his arms to his hands. Although the magician was COG’s top operative, he gave Sin the creeps.

“What are you doing in my room?” Sin had wanted to sound indignant and threatening. The trembling whine of his words sickened him.

Noir’s head lifted, his inspection complete. “Whatever I want.” A smile touched his thin, dry lips. It bore no warmth. “Do take a seat.” His voice rasped like the death rattle of a consumption patient.

Sin lowered himself into a leather armchair, grateful to take the weight from his trembling legs.

The magician eased backwards, perching on the edge of the desk. He reached into the air and a silver florin appeared at his fingertips. In place of the King’s head the florin was embossed with a top-hatted skull. Noir rolled the coin across the back of his knuckles. “A little bird told me that you and COG Chubb are going after Eldritch.”

The mission was supposed to be a secret from everyone, including Noir. Sin’s grip on the leather arms of the chair tightened.

With a flick of Noir’s hand, the coin vanished. “My sources are correct, I see.”

A knot bound Sin’s stomach, amplifying rather than constraining the churning sickness within. Noir wasn’t there to confirm what he already suspected, that’s not how he worked. There was always a price to pay, a favour to be asked, blackmail to be done.

Toad-like, Noir’s tongue flicked across his lips. “I would be terrifically pleased if Eldritch were to escape your attempts to capture him.”

Sin’s mouth became suddenly dry. “Those aren’t my orders.”

“I’m not expecting you to disobey orders.”

Relief washed over Sin. Maybe this was something new? Perhaps the Major had changed their remit?

Noir cocked his head to one side. “On a mission such as this, so many things can go wrong. The quarry may accidentally be made aware of the hunters. Weapons can be incorrectly loaded and malfunction. In fact, when you think about it, your chances of failure really are excruciatingly high.”

Sin’s unease returned. The Major hadn’t sent Noir. This was all part of the magician’s own scheme. Was Noir the one who had helped Eldritch escape in the first place? What other reason could he have for wanting their mission to fail? Sin guessed it didn’t matter; he took his orders from the Major, not Noir.

“The mission ain’t going wrong,” said Sin, more bravely than he felt.

Noir theatrically raised a hand, palms outwards, showing it was empty before making a fist. “It would be such a shame if you were to be expelled from COG for a second time.” He turned the fist over and uncurled his fingers. Resting in his palm was a vial of blue liquid.

Sin’s heart thumped painfully in his chest. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m not betraying the Major,” he said, trying to buy some time so he could think of a way to get the liquid back.

“You wouldn’t be betraying the Major. Letting Eldritch go is in COG’s best interest. You have my word.”

Sin snorted. Magicians were bigger liars than thieves, and Noir doubly so.

“I’m deeply hurt by your lack of trust.” Noir gave the vial a shake. “Trust is so important. You need to trust that Nimrod is manufacturing your medicine properly and that it hasn’t been tainted.” The contents of the vial morphed into a toxic green slime. “And of course, not all contamination is so easy to spot.” He clicked his fingers over the vial and in an instant the liquid returned to normal. “In fact, you never know what you might be injecting.”

Sin hugged himself and shivered, his blood running cold.

Noir stood and placed the vial on a table next to Sin. “I’ve so missed our little chats,” he rasped, and stalked from the room.
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Bleary eyed, Sin shuffled into the combat arena with the other candidates. His mind churned, a turmoil of thoughts and emotions triggered by Noir’s visit. Should he tell the Major? He’d hoped sleeping on it might bring an answer, but his night had been restless and he’d woken tired, still trying to fathom what to do. Noir had kept secrets from the COG Committee before, something that at the time had seemed wrong but had resulted in the successful unmasking of Eldritch as a traitor. Could the magician be correct again? Was he to be trusted? Sin’s gaze sought out Zonda. She stood with Jasper on the opposite side of the arena. Clearly, Sin was still in her bad books.

Captain Hawk paraded in front of the class, the metal teeth of her rigair boots leaving tiny scuff marks in the white sand. “Thanks to the might of the Britannia Navy, piracy at sea is a rare occurrence. Alas, the same does not apply for the air. So, you must be ready to defend yourselves against sky-pirates.”

Sin’s grip on his training cutlass tightened. How many of them were really ready? Himself, Stanley and Skinner Grundy could certainly hold their own. Recruited from the streets, they lacked the finer points of swordplay but they knew how to fight mean and dirty, to do whatever it took to survive, just like a pirate. Velvet was technically skilled, but that was a whole world away from battling for your life, something she’d discovered when they’d been cornered by Eldritch on their last mission. As for the rest of the candidates, he doubted they had any idea what a real fight was like. The fear, the adrenaline rush, having your entire existence at stake, chips all in, loser gets nothing. And if you won, there was still a price to pay: dealing with what you’d done.

Hawk planted her feet apart and crossed her arms. “Who can name any sky-pirates?”

“Wicked Reece,” said Trixie.

“William ‘Three Arms’ Maguire,” said Mercy.

“Red Jane,” said Stanley.

“Eric Squint Eye,” said Claude.

Hawk clapped her hands together. “Excellent. Two of those are dead and one doesn’t exist. Pirates trade on the fear of their name. Fear will dull your senses and influence your decisions. Fear will get you killed. Who can name any more?”

“Lady Deathborne,” suggested Velvet.

“Black Tom Two Blades,” added Jasper.

Hawk nodded encouragingly.

“The Clockill,” said Lottie, locking eyes with Hawk. Something passed between the two as the room erupted into sniggers.

Hawk plastered on a smile, joining in with the merriment, yet her smile was a lie. The aviatrix was brilliant and full of machismo and this was the only time Sin had seen her putting on a mask of pretence. He’d never heard of the Clockill, but whoever they were, they clearly terrified the battle-hardened instructor.

“Again, one dead, one captured and one very, very make-believe.” Hawk gave Lottie a sharp look and drew her cutlass. It seemed to Sin that the gesture gave her comfort.

“COG Nobbs, front and centre,” instructed Hawk.

Stanley hurried into the combat ring, taking a position opposite Hawk. He held his cutlass in a naval en-garde stance, with his sword hand at shoulder height and the cutlass blade pointing down, angled across his body.

Hawk flicked her wrist and their cutlasses clashed. Stanley didn’t budge, his guard holding firm.

“Good,” said Hawk. “A nice, strong stance.”

A grin split Stanley’s face, and his skinny body swelled with confidence.

“Now attack me,” continued Hawk.

Stanley knocked his cutlass into Hawk’s, dodged right and then thrust. Hawk forced her blade over his and pushed it downwards before countering with a thrust of her own. Stanley retreated. Circling his cutlass, he pushed Hawk’s advance away from his torso so her blade slipped past his shoulder.

Hawk withdrew, returning to the downwards-pointing en-garde stance. “Excellent. You’ve fought before?”

“For my life,” said Stanley.

“It shows,” Hawk said approvingly. She turned to the rest of the candidates. “COG Nobbs avoided the beginner’s mistake of making large, wild swings.” She tapped her blade against Stanley’s. “For the sake of demonstration, take a swing at me now.”

Stanley pulled the cutlass back, ready to deliver a slashing blow. Before he could bring the weapon to bear, the point of Hawk’s cutlass was at his chest.

“The moment your blade leaves your centre, you’re as good as dead,” Hawk told the candidates. “Now, pair off and practise attack and defence.”

Normally Sin partnered with Zonda, but she had deliberately positioned herself away from him, next to Jasper. She met Sin’s gaze. Her eyes bore into him, then with a shake of her head she pointedly looked away.

Sin felt a tap on his shoulder. “Do you want to partner up?” asked Lottie.

There were an uneven number of candidates and Sin didn’t want to end up being the odd one out. “Yeah. I do.” He rolled his shoulders. Zonda was no good at bladework anyway.

Lottie drew her cutlass and glanced across the arena. “You’re right about Jasper. He shouldn’t be in COG.”

Sin placed the tip of his blade against Lottie’s cutlass. “Apparently not everyone thinks so.”

“Zonda can be a trifle blinkered when it comes to Jasper,” Lottie conceded. “The Major asked her to be nice to him because Jasper’s father was killed under his command. Apparently it was his dying wish that Jasper serve in COG.”

Sin frowned. “She’s never said anything to me about that. She thinks it’s just that I don’t like the git, but it’s more than that. He’s going to get someone killed and she just doesn’t see it.”

Sin tapped Lottie’s cutlass aside and lunged. She drew her blade back and parried. Sin’s eyes widened. “Nice. You’ve done this before?”

“I used to fence at school,” Lottie explained. “It’s jolly similar, although cutlasses are heavier. Noir taught me the naval technique when we went on that mission to Budapest.”

“I forgot you’d already been on the Swordfish,” said Sin. He started circling Lottie.

“Hopefully I won’t be cramped in a secret compartment behind the Captain’s cabin this time. Noir’s pretty intense to be confined with.” Lottie thrust and Sin batted her blade away. He wasn’t as stylish as Lottie, relying more on his strength and speed.

“So, tell me about the Clockill,” said Sin. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“It’s horrible. One of those stories children repeat to terrify each other. Created by an evil scientist, the Clockill are flesh and blood, except their brains and hearts have been replaced by clockwork. My parents would read us a nursery rhyme about them at bedtime to help us sleep. Do you want to hear it?”

Circling left, Sin feinted. Lottie was wise to his ruse, and metal clanged as she blocked his blade. “Never heard a nursery rhyme before,” he said. “This may as well be my first.”

“Tick-tock, chip-chop, cut out your heart and replace with a clock, stitch it and sew it and stitch it again, heartless, invincible with cogs for a brain.” Lottie shivered. “See? I told you it was horrible.”

Sin had experienced real horrors on the street: violence, cruelty and neglect. What man was capable of doing to his fellow man – or even worse, to children – had ceased to surprise him. Hawk was no shrinking violet either. He knew she’d seen combat. If the rumours were true, she’d fought off a Teutonian air raid single-handedly during the last war. She wasn’t the type to spook easily, yet she had been genuinely shaken when Lottie had mentioned the Clockill. What had her so worried?

“Don’t see how a story can be scary,” he said. “It’s just pretend.”

Lottie held up the palm of her hand and lowered her sword to take a breather. “The only purpose of the Clockill is to make more Clockill. They feel no pain, they have no fear and they simply will not stop until they remake you in their own image.”

“It’s still just stories, like Bloody Mary or Spring Heel Jack,” Sin reasoned. “You want real horror? Spend a month living rough on the streets.”

Checking that no one was listening, Lottie lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m not so sure it is a story. When I was on the Budapest mission I overheard Noir and Captain Hawk talking. Apparently airships have been going missing, and in a downed Teutonian zeppelin they found mutilated bodies with no hearts or brains.”

Sin’s hand twitched, pins and needles prickling his fingers. “I’ve seen butchered bodies on the streets; don’t mean it’s no clockwork men.”

“These weren’t butchered. Their hearts and brains had been removed with surgical precision.” Lottie swallowed uneasily.

“Still don’t make it scary.” Sin thrust his cutlass through his belt and shook his arm, trying to rid himself of the needling sensation. It had spread all the way up to his shoulder and itched like a million biting fleas.

Lottie leaned closer. “That’s not the weirdest thing.” She gave a little shudder. “Their skin was waxy like a manikin, and their blood had turned cobalt blue.”
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Sin made his way up the stone spiral staircase that led to Nimrod’s private lab. After sword practice he’d tried to no avail to make good with Zonda, but her continued rebuff wasn’t his most pressing concern. If Lottie, perhaps the most even-headed of the candidates, thought blue blood was weird, what would the others think? After being infected he’d let everyone believe Nimrod had cured him. At first he’d genuinely thought the scientist’s potions had worked. Then the injections had started, and the truth of his cure became a lie – one he wondered how long he could keep telling. His blood was no longer red. Every injection tainted it a little more, diluting his humanity. If he continued to pollute his body, would his own skin turn waxy like the bodies they’d found in the crashed airship?

Pins and needles still tingling his arm, Sin knocked on the oak panel door that led to the lab.

“Enter at your peril,” shouted Nimrod jovially.

Easing the door open, Sin peered inside. Based on previous experience, he knew the instruction to enter at his peril might not be entirely a joke. In the centre of the lab stood a manikin dressed in a boilersuit with what looked like a square of turquoise rubber pinned across its chest. The manikin was called Arthur. Sin had seen Nimrod use it on a number of occasions for various scientific purposes, and once to hold his tea.

Nimrod emerged from behind the manikin with a steampistol in his hand. “Sin, excellent timing. I’m about to test a new material I’ve been developing.” He handed the steampistol to Sin. “Give Arthur two rounds in the chest.”

This wasn’t what Sin had come for; the candidates were travelling to Coxford tomorrow and he wanted to sound Nimrod out about Noir’s visit the previous evening. Cocking the steampistol, Sin focused on the front sight, adjusting his aim until it sat central and level in the rear sight notch. He knew he’d never get the scientist’s attention until the experiment was done, so, squeezing the trigger, he exhaled and double tapped.

The steampistol screamed twice in quick succession. Arthur shuddered and behind the manikin a bell jar containing a crystal-filled geode shattered, spilling glass shards across the floor.

“Botheration!” exclaimed Nimrod. One of the nails remained embedded in the turquoise material; the other had punched clean through both the test swatch and Arthur. “I thought I’d got it that time. Back to the drawing board it is then.”

Sin made the weapon safe and rested it on a bench among a mess of tools and clockwork. He needed to get his father’s attention now, before the scientist became distracted by his failed experiment. “I wanted to ask you something about the mission to capture Eldritch. Do you think it’s the right thing to do?”

“Well, operational matters aren’t really my forte, that’s the Major’s domain.” Nimrod pushed his finger through the hole in the rubber-like substance, as if it might have been some form of illusion.

“What if he’s wrong? What if it’s just a dangerous goose chase?” It would have been easier if Sin felt able to tell Nimrod about Noir’s ultimatum, but where the magician was concerned it was never that straightforward. There was always an unspoken menace that what was said was between the two of them, and that to break that secret accord would have unpleasant consequences.

“I know you must be scared.” Nimrod stepped away from Arthur and placed an arm around Sin’s shoulders. “I’m scared too. I spent fourteen years searching for you, and the thought of losing you again terrifies me.”

“I ain’t scared,” lied Sin. He’d be a fool not to be frightened of Eldritch – he was a cold-hearted killer. Only, Sin was more worried about Zonda than himself.

Nimrod rubbed his eyes. “Your mother died to protect you. Every time I put you in danger I feel like I’m betraying her.” He waved the sheet of turquoise material. “That’s what this was about. I’m trying to make a new type of protective armour.”

Sin looked up at his father. The scientist was the founder of COG; it was the millions earned from his inventions that financed the organisation. “You could always tell Major C not to send us.” That would solve one of Sin’s problems, then he wouldn’t have to choose between the Major or Noir’s directives.

“Alas, it’s not that simple. If I used my position to shield you while expecting other members of COG to put themselves in danger, I’d be no better than those hypocrites in parliament. They send our young men off to die, knowing they themselves will never have to face the horrors of war.” Nimrod pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m afraid that in COG, the decisions we make are rarely easy.”

Sin’s gaze fixed on the tattered hole ripped through Arthur’s torso. He had an uneasy feeling about the mission and wished Nimrod’s new material had worked, for Zonda’s sake at least. He was already being killed from the inside, and no amount of armour was going to stop that.
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Sin pushed a porter’s trolley containing his steamer trunk and Zonda’s portmanteau onto the jetty at the palace’s main lake. Zonda stomped alongside him. “Don’t think for one moment this means you’re forgiven,” she scolded.

“Of course not. I’d probably have to get expelled and nearly die again to get back in your good books.”

“Don’t be such a drama queeney-weeney. I’d settle for an extremely painful, non-life-threatening injury.”

The jetty’s rough boards creaked below the trolley’s wheels. Secured by sturdy mooring chains, a giant brassanium and ironglass vessel shaped like a fish bobbed in the water. The mid-morning sunlight glistened on the sculpted scales and fins.

From behind a haphazard pile of luggage at the fish’s stern emerged a stout, grey-haired man. Sin drew to a halt and parked the trolley. “Do you need a hand, Mr Clark?”

“No thank you, young sir. It’s hard enough to find a job that Nimrod hasn’t invented a machine to do. I don’t need the gentry taking over my chores too.”

Sin didn’t think of himself as gentry. In his mind, he was still an urchin from the streets. An urchin who could now read and write, admittedly, and who knew which knife and fork to use, but an urchin all the same.

“Don’t call him gentry, Clark.” Velvet sashayed past, a lace-trimmed parasol over her shoulder. “Gentry are born, not made; merely learning to eat with cutlery doesn’t suffice. If he was truly gentry, he’d never have offered to help you.”

“Of course, ma’am, very good.” Clark bent in a half-bow and raised a hand to his cap.

Closing her parasol, Velvet pointed behind her to where a square-jawed, broad-shouldered candidate struggled with several giant trunks. “Beuford’s bringing my luggage. Make sure it goes in last, I don’t want it damaged.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Clark, stooping even lower. “It’d be a terrible shame if anything were to happen to it.”

Her parasol beneath one arm, Velvet paraded into the passenger compartment of the fish. Clark straightened and rotated a brass wheel on the vessel’s stern. With a whoosh of steam, the upper portion of the fish’s tail lifted open, revealing a sizeable cargo hold beneath.

“Thanks, Mr Clark,” said Sin. It probably wasn’t gentlemanly to thank servants either, but Sin had spent most of his life being treated like horse cark and he didn’t see the need to do the same to others.

The only other time Sin had travelled by fish was when the candidates arrived at the palace, several months previous. On that occasion Jasper had suffered a panic attack and Sin had punched his lights out. Today, Jasper’s faced glistened with a pale, sickly sheen. Sin bit back a snarky comment. The boy knew something about the injections and that made him dangerous. Why hadn’t he come right out with it when they’d argued in the common room? What was he waiting for?

Lottie, the last of the candidates, entered the passenger compartment.

“Bon voyage. I will rendezvous with you at le Aquarinomic ’otel,” said Madame Mékanique from the jetty in her thick Fromagian accent. She was the matron at COG, and was in charge of patching up the injured and teaching the candidates first aid. Petite like a hummingbird, she somehow conspired to present a formidable figure that nurtured and terrified in equal measure. She wouldn’t be travelling with them; the teachers never did. Velvet claimed this was because of an accident where a mekanikal fish had once sunk, although, like the stories of the Clockill, Sin suspected that might just be scaremongering.

The side doors sealed closed with a steamatic hiss and Mr Clark cast off the mooring chains. Reeled in by unseen mekaniks, they rattled back inside the craft. With a rhythmic swish, the fish’s tail beat from side to side, propelling them towards the centre of the lake. A cascade of bubbles erupted in the water around the hull and the fish sank lower.

From the ceiling descended a gramophone horn and a message played. “We are now submerging for the trip to Coxford. If you look to the left and right of the fish, you will notice there are no emergency exits. In the event of a calamity we strongly recommend holding your breath. We hope you have a safe and pleasant trip.”

Sin pressed his hand against the ironglass. The lake’s green water rose above the brassanium sill, sloshing past the window. He shivered, a thrill running through his body. There was something frighteningly fascinating about the transition from boat to submersible. They were crossing a divide from safety to danger beyond their control. Like when he stood clamped to the airship’s ratlines, he was relying on technology to keep him alive. The slightest malfunction or manufacturing defect could send him to a watery grave.

The window tops slid below the lake and chemlights in the ceiling glowed to life, accentuating the anxious expressions of the candidates. All except Jasper and Ada Irk were trying to put a brave face on – Sin had been in enough situations on the streets to recognise the false bravado. Whether it was waiting to do a robbery or ambush another gang, the apprehension had always been hidden behind forced smiles and mindless banter, but the eyes gave it away every time. Sin’s gaze travelled from Jasper, who wasn’t even trying to hide his fear, to Ada, whose deep brown eyes seemed genuinely unperturbed. She was a Chinasian West Winger with blue-tinged hair and a tough no-nonsense personality.

“This doesn’t bother you, Ada?” he asked.

Ada drew a finger across the glass, on which a thin layer of condensation had formed. “Father’s a subnautical in the Royal Navy. Our summer holidays were spent wreck-diving. This is child’s play.”

“It could still go wrong, and we’d be trapped,” said Sin.

“And if it does, panic’s going to kill you.” Ada swallowed and for the first time Sin saw emotion on her face, though it wasn’t fear – more like sadness. Before he could question her further, the moment was broken as the fish gave a jolt and the megaphone sounded again.

“We are now entering the pipe-way that travels below the streets of Coxford. The journey to the Aquarinomic Hotel will take a smidgeon over fifteen minutes.” The megaphone trumpet rotated and a trickle of water ran from the horn, splashing onto the floor.

Lottie and Trixie Asp, the candidates nearest the megaphone, pulled their feet back and hoisted up their skirts to avoid the pooling water.

The recording continued, playing slower and slower, and the words became long and drawn out. “Do not be alarmed if you experience some . . .” The trickle of water turned into a steady stream and the recording ground to a halt.

Sin looked across to Zonda, who had drawn her feet up onto the seat and was hugging her knees to her chest. “That ain’t right, is it?” he asked.

“I think we may have a problemarooney.” Zonda withdrew a pocket watch, notepad and pencil from her reticule and began scribbling.

The threat of death was no stranger to Sin. He’d fronted down gangs, dodged pot-shots from the Sheriffs, and most recently been stabbed and poisoned by Eldritch, but this was something new. Here, there was no foe to be beaten, no enemy to confront; he couldn’t out-fight, out-think or out-bluff the water that flooded through the horn with a relentless inevitability.

A hubbub of panicked conversation filled the fish. Sin lowered his boots into the water and sloshed over to the gushing megaphone. He grabbed the horn and stopped it rotating, the foul-smelling water cascading over his face and shoulders. Ignoring the deluge, he tried to peer inside. The curve of the horn, combined with Sin’s short, stocky stature meant it was too high for him to see. Leaning away from the water, he shouted at Beuford, “Hey, big fella! Some help here?”

The Americanian lifted himself from his seat and waded over to Sin. “What do y’all need?”

“Give me a boost. There’s got to be a way to shut it off.”

Beuford locked his fingers together and placed them on his bent knee. Sin rested his boot on the impromptu step and with the aid of Stanley, who offered a shoulder for balance, stood up. He pushed his hand inside the trumpet and fossicked about. “It’s just a pipe that leads into the ceiling.”

“Can you plug it, brother?” asked Stanley.

The stream of water had swelled, becoming a veritable torrent.

“It’s too strong. I’m going to try something. Stand back.” He grabbed the trumpet with both hands and, biceps bulging, pulled himself up so all his weight was on the horn. He kicked his legs and jerked his body until the trumpet gave way with a loud crack. Still clutching the horn, Sin splashed backwards to the floor. The dirty water now gushed downwards.

“Excellent job. That seems to have sorted it,” said Velvet sarcastically from her seat at the head of the fish.

Drenched, Sin pushed himself up and motioned to the ceiling with the trumpet. “Now we can get to the screws in the access panel.” He tossed the trumpet towards Velvet and it landed with a satisfying splash, showering her in fetid water.

“I’m going to kill you for that – once you’ve finished saving us,” said Velvet, shaking droplets from her hair.

Zonda checked her pocket watch and added some figures to the columns on her notepad. She looked up. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

Sin wiped a sodden sleeve across his face, the rank smell of the water filling his nose. “I could really do with some good news.”

“The malfunction hasn’t slowed our travel speed. From my calculations, we will arrive at the hotel in approximately twelve minutes.”

“What’s the bad news?” asked Stanley, rolling up his drenched shirt sleeves.

“If the water continues at this rate, the compartment will be full in ten minutes.”

“You had to ask, didn’t you?” said Sin.

Stanley shrugged. “You reckon you can hold your breath for a couple of minutes?”

“It ain’t going to come to that.” Sin pulled a flat metal lock pick from his pocket. Designed for tasks of a more dubious nature, it would serve as an impromptu screwdriver. “Gents, I’m going to need another boost, so I can remove the panel.”

Reaching under the folds of her dress, Zonda rummaged through the layers of material. “Wait a mo-mo.” She pulled out a tan leather tool roll secured with a buckle. “Field-mekaniks kit. I never travel without one.” Unfurling it on the bench, she removed a screwdriver and tossed it to Sin.

With Beuford and Stanley lifting him upwards, Sin made short work of the brassanium screws holding the teak service panel in place. He tugged it free and handed it to Ada, who had joined them in the thigh-deep water. The skirts of her satin green dress floated around her like a giant lily pad. She peered upwards, seemingly oblivious to the cold water, instead concentrating on the network of pipes, valves and gears revealed beneath the panel.

“The megaphone probably doubles as an air intake when the fish is on the surface,” said Ada. She raised a finger above her head and, staring past it, traced the root of the pipe backwards to a set of gears attached to a valve. “There. That valve should have closed when we submerged.”

Beuford and Stanley waded through the water, manoeuvring Sin nearer to the mechanism. He poked his head into the cavity and twisted his neck to get a better view of the gears that operated the valve. Wedged between the oily cogs, something shiny glinted in the dark.

No. Surely it couldn’t be?

Sin hauled himself closer and peered into the gloom. His heart kicked, and a chill ran through his body. He couldn’t believe what was in front of his eyes.
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Sin didn’t need to inspect the silver florin rammed into the gears to know that on one side there would be a top-hatted skull in place of the King’s head. Did Noir really want Eldritch to escape so badly that he’d drown not only Sin and Zonda, but the other candidates too? Apparently so.

Sin ducked his head out of the cavity. “There’s a coin caught in the gears.” He reached back inside. The milled edge of the florin dug into his fingers. Ignoring the metal’s bite, he gripped harder and pulled. “It’s stuck fast. I can’t budge it.”

“Here, try these.” Zonda removed a set of pliers from the tool roll and passed them to Ada.

Sin thrust the screwdriver deep in his pocket and secretly retrieved a copper farthing, gripping it in the folds of skin between his thumb and forefinger. “Shift me left, big fella,” he said to Beuford.

Using the Americanian’s movement sloshing through the water as a distraction, Sin grabbed the pliers from Ada while keeping the copper farthing hidden in his other hand. He clamped the plier’s jaws onto the florin and pulled. The muscles in his forearm strained, but the coin still didn’t budge.

“Try applying some rotational torque,” said Zonda.

Sin grunted. “In English, please.”

“Y’all need to give it a twist,” said Beuford.

Sin grabbed the pliers with both hands and twisted. The florin’s soft silver grated against the gears, then the coin jerked free. Now unimpeded, the cogs meshed together, operating the valve, and the gushing water slowed, dying away to a trickle. Sin thumped the ceiling. “Now we’re golden,” he shouted.

Zonda clapped, and there were cheers and whoops of relieved excitement from the other candidates, too. Even Velvet offered Sin a reserved smile.

Beuford and Stanley lowered Sin to the floor. The cold, dirty water now came up to his waist. Careful to keep the silver florin hidden in his fist, he reached into his other hand and pulled out the copper farthing. “We nearly drowned for a quarter of a penny,” he said, holding up the farthing for all to see.

Maybe the subterfuge wasn’t necessary. Perhaps none of the candidates would have recognised Noir’s coin, but he couldn’t take the risk, especially not with Zonda. Not that he’d decided to let Eldritch escape – the traitor had tried to kill him. However, it was a complicated situation, and he was still considering how best to deal with it. If the secret of his blood was revealed he’d be retired from COG, and this time there’d be no reprieve. And if he wasn’t in COG, would he still get his supply of injections? There was no doubt that Nimrod would look after him, but the scientist had nearly been assassinated before. Who was to say there wouldn’t be another successful attempt? Without Nimrod to manufacture his medicine, Sin would die in agony like the other poor souls he’d seen in the King’s Knights laboratory. He needed more time to think, and that meant keeping Zonda in the dark.

He tossed the coin in a high arc towards Zonda. The farthing spun through the air, drawing the gaze of everyone in the fish, and in that moment of misdirection Sin pocketed the florin.

Zonda caught the coin and turned it over in her fingers.

Silently, Sin cursed. He’d made a mistake. If Zonda examined the farthing too closely she’d see it bore no signs of being wedged in the gears. “On the streets, I might have been killed for a few old coppers,” he said, trying to distract her. “I thought that had all changed now I was in COG.”

Zonda looked up and met Sin’s gaze. “Indeedarooney. Being COG operatives, we get the opportunity to die for a far more noble cause.”

Stanley grabbed Sin’s shoulder. “What’s up with her? We’ve just escaped a horrible death by drowning.”

Sin shrugged, his cold wet shirt stuck uncomfortably to his skin. “Dunno.” But he did know. While the others were enjoying the sights of Coxford, he and Zonda would be hunting a man who until recently was one of COG’s top operatives. A man who had turned traitor and now wanted to kill him.
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“Sacrè bleu! What ’as ’appened ’ere? Zis is tres terrible.” Madame Mékanique’s voice echoed around the concrete-walled chamber far below the Aquarinomic Hotel where the pipe-way ended. The metal fish bobbed in an open section of the pipe, allowing the bedraggled students to disembark.

Drenched from head to foot in the rank water, Sin was by far the sorriest looking of the bunch. Madame Mékanique dabbed at him with a silk handkerchief, her silver ringlets gently bouncing in time with the motion. “Monsieur Sin, you will catch your death of cold.”

Sin glimpsed Noir disappearing up a narrow flight of concrete stairs that led to the hotel. His ragged black coat fluttered about him like a shroud of wraiths. “Someone’s going to catch their death all right, but it ain’t going to be me.” He pushed through the candidates, his wet clothes forgotten.

Madame Mékanique’s voice followed Sin up the stairs. “The Major, ’e must know of this. And Nimrod – ’e, too, will need to fix le poisson.”

Rage roiled in Sin’s chest with a ferocity that exorcised all fear of the magician. Sin wasn’t angry that Noir had tried to kill him; that was hardly an exclusive club. However, it was bang out of order that he’d been prepared to wipe out Zonda and all the other candidates just so Eldritch could escape.

The concrete stairs led to a service corridor then into the kitchens, where a brigade of white-aproned chefs chopped, seasoned and stirred with military precision. Sin tugged the sleeve of a young kitchen hand who diced carrots with savage ferocity. “The bloke in black. Where did he go?”

The kitchen hand briefly pointed towards a door with his blade before severing a bunch of carrots from their tops.

Sin grabbed a sturdy kitchen knife from the granite worktop and stormed through the door onto the kitchen’s delivery dock. Crates of vegetables lined the raised concrete platform. Noir stood next to an empty steamcart. He attached a rolled-up strip of paper to the leg of a mekanikal pigeon and tossed the bird into the air. Its clockwork-powered wings flapping furiously, the tweet soared into the smog-laden sky.

“Letting Eldritch know that your murder attempt failed?” Sin spat.

Noir lowered his arm. His gaze fixed on the kitchen knife in Sin’s hand and his head cocked to one side. “And what precisely do you intend to do with that?”

“I intend to get some straight answers for once.” Sin pointed the blade at the magician.

“Good luck with that.” Noir grabbed the brim of his battered top hat and spun it high into the air.

Sin kept his focus on the magician. The hat was misdirection, the same ploy Sin had used in the fish, throwing the coin to distract Zonda.

Time slowed. Except it didn’t, not exactly. The top hat tumbled in slow motion through the air, but the magician surged across the delivery dock at normal speed. Confused, Sin raised the blade and the impossible happened: Noir sped up. He grabbed Sin’s wrist and twisted the knife from his grasp. The blade now in his own hand, Noir spun away from Sin, back to the exact spot where he’d started. Time snapped back and the top hat plopped precisely onto the magician’s head.

Sin’s eyes widened. He looked at his hand, now devoid of the knife, unable to believe what had happened. Why had time slowed for him but not for Noir? It made no sense.

“Close your mouth, you’re gawping,” said Noir.

“How did you do that?”

The magician twirled the knife in his fingers. “I did it very well.”

Sin knew he was the product of a genetic experiment called the Eugenesis Project. Nimrod and Sin’s mother, Eve Metis, another genius scientist, had taken the best qualities from a number of donors, using something called Super-Pangenes. Before he was born, Sin had been enhanced with this genetic code, making him better than human. His time-slowing capabilities came from Noir, he knew that too; what had taken Sin by surprise was just how quick the magician was.

“No. I meant how come you were so fast? I should be able to do that too. I have your Super-Pangenes.”

“I’m not part of any experiment, boy,” rasped Noir. “Science killed your mother and if the warmongers have their way it will be the death of us all. That’s why I helped Eldritch escape.”

Sin’s gaze fixed on the blade. He’d played right into Noir’s hands, chasing him to the deserted loading dock where the spy could finish the job and make sure Sin didn’t catch the traitor.

“Eldritch is a pawn,” said Noir, as if reading Sin’s mind. “We need to follow him to the King’s Knights. Escape as bait, it’s an old spy trick.” Noir adjusted a skull-shaped silver cufflink. “It wasn’t me who tried to drown you in the fish. The tweet was to let Staff MacKigh know we still have a saboteur at the palace.” Noir’s arm shot out and the knife embedded in a barrel of apples next to Sin’s head. “Make no bones, boy, I don’t make mistakes. If I’d wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” The magician stalked off.

A shiver ran through Sin’s body. He suddenly felt cold, and it wasn’t because of the wet clothes clinging to his skin.
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It was late afternoon by the time the students had debriefed with Madame Mékanique about their near-death ordeal and they were allowed to check into their rooms. The Aquarinomic was Coxford’s finest and most peculiar hotel. Its corridors, function rooms and bedrooms were designed and decorated with a distinctly nautical motif, a theme that was enhanced by the many tropical aquariums that formed part of the hotel’s structure. This created an atmosphere of being a resident in a fantastic sub-nautical vessel.

Sin unlocked his steamer trunk, thankful that the fish’s cargo compartment had been unaffected by the leak and his equipment for the mission – a mission that he was becoming increasingly conflicted about – remained dry. It was Noir’s scheming that had originally identified Eldritch as the traitor, and now the magician wanted to use that to his advantage to track down the King’s Knights. Or so he said. Why did he have to be so secretive? Why didn’t he just tell the Major? Perhaps because there was still a saboteur in COG and Noir trusted no one, not even Major C. Maybe that was why he had sent the tweet to Staff MacKigh rather than the commander of COG. Then again, who was to say MacKigh wasn’t the saboteur?

A shark drifted over Sin’s head, patrolling the massive ironglass tank that formed the bedroom’s ceiling. With the unconcerned menace of a top predator, it sliced through the water, master of its domain. Sin paid it little heed, intent on preparing for his sortie into Coxford’s underworld, where he would be meeting a top predator of an entirely different nature.

The crime-ridden streets had been his home for five years and he knew they held untold dangers, not least of which was the man they were hunting. Eldritch was possibly the second-most dangerous man in Coxford. The man they were about to visit, the Fixer, was undisputedly the first.

From his steamer trunk, Sin removed a stitched leather holster containing an NB77 steampistol. The weapon was beautifully crafted: the stock polished walnut, the curvaceous pressure chamber a rich, warm brassanium and the stubby black barrel made of forge hardened steel. Along with the artistic considerations, Nimrod had designed the weapon to be easily hidden, and when Sin strapped the holster’s harness across his chest and shoulders, the pistol disappeared snugly beneath his arm. He donned a long, waxed coat and checked his reflection in the room’s full-length mirror. The pistol didn’t show, and he looked suitably mean, but something was missing. From the hatstand he selected a bowler and flipped it onto his head. Adjusting it to a rakish angle, he checked his reflection again and smiled. He looked bang up the clockwork mouse.
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The steamtram hissed along Magdalen Street, pushing through the evening’s smog. Sin sat opposite Zonda, who was outfitted in chunky knee-length boots, tan trousers and an armoured leather bodice. She too would have a pistol secreted beneath her dark jacket, along with myriad other surprises.

Memories of villainy filled Sin’s thoughts, triggered by the familiar landmarks they passed. His old life seemed so distant now, almost from another existence. He’d only been at COG a matter of months, but already it felt more real than the streets ever had.

Sin had been good at being bad, rising to lieutenant in double-quick time, and that worried him. The Fixer had trained Sin to be his right-hand man, someone he could depend upon, but that had all changed in an instant when Eldritch had recruited him to COG. He’d abandoned his old life without apology or so much as a word of his whereabouts. To the Fixer, that might be seen as a betrayal, and betraying the gang was the worst of all crimes.

Admittedly, the Fixer had saved Sin from Eldritch and sold him back to COG, but that was business – it didn’t mean Sin would be spared a second time when he walked into the lion’s den. The more Sin thought about it, the more perilous this reunion seemed, and he wished he’d come alone, or with the added backup of Staff MacKigh, as the Major had initially suggested. But someone in COG was still helping Eldritch, and they couldn’t be sure it wasn’t the Sergeant. Besides, bringing a fully-trained COG agent into his lair might be viewed by the Fixer as a threat, and that wouldn’t end well.

Sin lifted his gaze to Zonda. “When we meet the Fixer, let me do the talking,” he said.

Zonda pretended to lock her mouth and throw away the key. “I’ll be as silent as the grave,” she mumbled through closed lips.

“And don’t promise him anything, don’t threaten him, and whatever you do, don’t back down.”

“How can I promise him anything if I’m keeping my mouth shuteroo?”

Sin rested his hands on his knees, the broad striped cotton of his trousers soft beneath his fingers. “The Fixer’s got a way of wheedling things out of you. Before you know it, you’ve given away a secret, done a deal or signed your soul over.”

“Is that what you did? Made a deal with the devil?” Zonda leaned forwards, a slight frown on her face.

“The Fixer ain’t the devil.” Sin’s hands flexed, gripping his legs. “He’s worse. Least Lucifer was once an angel. The Fixer, he ain’t never been good.”

“He can’t be all bad. He saved your life.”

“More times than you know. In the Fixer’s eyes that means he owns you.”

Zonda drummed her fingers on the felt-covered dome of her bowler hat. “Are you scared of seeing him again?”

“It would be a foolish man who walked into the Fixer’s lair and wasn’t scared.”

“Well, I’m not a man,” said Zonda.

Steam hissed from below the steamtram, and with a screech of rubber on metal it shuddered to a halt. Sin rose to his feet and offered Zonda his hand. “And you’re not scared, and that worries me.”
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The evening’s smog had been patchy on the main thoroughfares traversed by the steamtram, thin curling wisps to be pushed aside by the trundling beast. Now that they walked the narrow backstreets, enclosed between high stone walls and towering buildings, the nebulous clouds became thicker.

Sin stopped and secured his goggles over his eyes. From beneath his bowler he removed a leather and brass respirator. “Hanley’s Hats is up ahead,” he said. “You don’t want to breathe the fumes from their glue.” He strapped the mask over his nose and mouth and waited for Zonda to do the same.

A little further on, the smog took on a greenish tinge, an unhealthy concoction of smoke and noxious gas being pumped by massive bellows from the milliner’s factory. The cloying fumes tingled the exposed skin on Sin’s face. This was merely the by-product of an industrial process, not something intentionally created for harm. What must it be like to be a soldier cowered in a muddy trench in Fromagia, waiting for the explosion of a Teutonian shell that would envelop you in an unseen cloud designed to melt your skin and scour your lungs?

The worst of the poisonous clouds behind them, they neared their destination. With its white mortar walls, twisted oak beams and bottle-glass windows, the exterior of The Bear Pit had a picture postcard feel to it. However, as many a tourist had found to their detriment, the clientele was anything but quaint. It was Coxford’s oldest and most dangerous pub. Some fifty years had passed since the last bear had been savaged in the arena, yet the pit remained in use, the noble beasts being replaced with a cheaper and more expendable commodity.

“Stay close.” Sin lifted his goggles and stowed his respirator under his hat. Straightening his back, he pushed the metal-studded door open. A maelstrom of revelry washed over him, followed by the familiar scent of stale beer, stale bodies and stale vomit. His lips curled into a grin; he hadn’t realised how much he’d missed the place.

A seething mob thronged around the bear pit, where two brutes, stripped to the waist, battered and bludgeoned each other. Nearer the bar a chaotic group of revellers chugged ale like there was no tomorrow. Given The Bear Pit’s reputation, for some of them, there wouldn’t be.

“Oh my hat,” said Zonda, the squeak of her voice nearly drowned out by the ruckus.

“Follow my lead.” Sin squared his shoulders and walked towards the crowd. “KNIFE IN YOUR BACKS!” he shouted. Like Moses and the Red Sea, the mob miraculously parted, making a pathway to a low-arched door at the rear of the bar. Sin walked between the rabble of ruffians, cutthroats and drunks with a deliberate gait, staring down any who dared meet his eye and nodding to a few of the more important faces.

Sin had proven himself to be a tough as nails scrapper on the streets, but he wasn’t naive enough to think the patrons were scared of him. While acting as the Fixer’s lieutenant he’d had status – disrespecting Sin meant disrespecting the Fixer. That wasn’t something you did in the man’s own lair, not if you wanted to leave in one piece. Although Sin was no longer in the Fixer’s employ, there was enough of a grey area about his standing to give people pause.

The door swung open and Sin ducked inside, followed by Zonda. Tapestries and stolen paintings hung on the rough stone walls, while around the room a king’s ransom of shiny treasures sparkled in the light radiating from a roaring fire.

An ogre-sized thug slammed the door closed and with an ominous clank slid the heavy iron bar back into place. His name was Johnny Knuckles and he’d been the Fixer’s enforcer since before Sin had joined the gang.

“You want me to search them?” said Knuckles, his deep voice thudding around the sealed chamber.

“No need. We’re all friends here,” said the Fixer, rising from behind an antique desk strewn with papers. His pockmarked face stretched into a wry smile. “Sin, me boy, I’ve been expecting you.”

Of course he had. There wasn’t much that happened in the city that the Fixer didn’t know about, which was precisely the reason they’d come.

“I’m not your boy any more,” said Sin. “Nimrod saw to that.”

The Fixer slid alongside Sin and put a hand on his shoulder. “Nimrod may have paid me for services rendered, but you’ll always be my boy.” The Fixer’s grip tightened, the gesture more threatening than friendly. “Even those that betray me are my boys, right up to the moment I send them to our good Lord.”

Sin swallowed, and his stomach constricted. “I didn’t betray you, Fixer, I had no choice.”

“There’s always a choice, even if that choice is death.”

Sin’s body tensed at the silken whisper of a knife sliding from the Fixer’s sleeve. He couldn’t stand up to his old boss, and he couldn’t escape. Better to accept the blade between the ribs and let it be quick and clean. He just hoped they’d let Zonda go free, or at least ransom her safely back to Nimrod for a tidy sum.

The Fixer’s arm flashed forwards, and the knife squelched into Johnny Knuckles’ throat. The monstrous bouncer’s eyes looked down at the blade in disbelief, then he crumpled to the floor, gurgling.

The faintest of yelps escaped Zonda’s lips.

Releasing Sin’s shoulder, the Fixer placed a boot on the dead man’s face and tugged the knife free. “See, Johnny had a choice. He could have chosen not to tell the Red Blades you were back in the city. Instead he chose death. Simple, really, ain’t it?” He wiped the bloodied steel on Johnny’s jerkin, then vanished the knife beneath his jacket. “So, how can I help my favourite lieutenant?”

Sin relaxed, but only slightly; you didn’t let your guard down around the Fixer. Johnny Knuckles’ twitching body was proof enough of that.

“The man who skewered me with a sword. The one you saved me from. He’s back in town.”

The Fixer nodded. “You want me to kill him?”

It was an interesting question. Things would be a lot simpler and safer if Sin let his old boss handle it. But Major C wanted Eldritch alive. Then again, the Major wasn’t the one with a vindictive assassin on his tail. Eldritch and the Major had been friends in the Steam Cavalry. Maybe that was why the Major wanted Eldritch captured and not killed, why he was prepared to put Sin in the line of fire to do so. Sin’s gaze flicked to Zonda, who stood rigid beside him, her face pale as an icy dawn. No, the Major had assigned Zonda to the mission, too. He wouldn’t risk his daughter’s life simply to save Eldritch, of that Sin was sure.

“We just need to know where to find him,” said Sin. “We can manage the rest.”

The Fixer sucked in a breath through the side of his mouth and tilted his head back. It was a gesture with which Sin was well acquainted. A prelude to an expression of how difficult and, consequently, costly the task in question would be.

“Finding Eldritch isn’t going to be easy.” The Fixer rubbed his face where the pockmarked scarring was particularly deep.

Sin smiled. He’d not mentioned Eldritch by name. “Come on, boss. I’d be deeply disappointed if you didn’t already know his whereabouts.”

“You’ve got me there, boy.” The Fixer clapped Sin on the back. “I have my reputation, mind. People will think I’ve gone soft if I start doing favours for free. Doubly so if it’s for one of my own who left me. Quid pro quo. You know the rules.”

Zonda turned to face the Fixer. “Whatever you want, we’ll do it. It’s imperative we find Eldritch.”

The villain’s eyes widened, gleaming brighter than his gold-toothed grin.

Sin thrust an arm across Zonda, pushing her backwards. Too late – the damage was done. “She didn’t mean it, Fixer, she don’t know the rules.”

“That doesn’t matter. A deal’s a deal. My word is my bond, as the good Lord taught us.” The Fixer rubbed his hands together, a look of delight on his face. “And her words were whatever you want, we’ll do it.”
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Unlike the sharks that patrolled the ceiling of Sin’s room, Zonda’s walls were decorated like a tropical reef. The aquariums recessed into the coral were populated with glowing plants that swayed rhythmically, as if gripped in a pulsing tide. Luminous fish darted and dived among the rippling seaweed. The impression created was that of a mysterious undersea grotto. A design touch that, since their narrow escape from drowning in the lake, Sin found unappealing. He tapped at the aquarium glass and a large lobster scuttled away. “I told you not to promise the Fixer anything.”

“I didn’t know I was. I thought we’d have to shake on it or something.” Zonda paced the hotel room, fiddling with a leather strut on her armoured bodice.

“The Fixer don’t do the shaking hands thing. Says that’s for the gentry, who ain’t likely to slip a knife in your ribs while you’re up close.”

“So, what do we do?”

Sin slumped into a chair. “I guess we break into the stronghold of the gang that wants to kill me, find their boss and deliver the Fixer’s message.”

“You make it sound so simple.”

“Nothing to it. I survived the house of a thousand deaths, I’ll survive this.”

Zonda bit her lip, chewing at the skin. “I always die horribly in the house of a thousand deaths.”

“Which is why you’re not coming with me.”

“What do you mean I’m not coming?” Zonda stopped pacing and glared at Sin.

“This is what I do. I’ve had a lifetime of training on the streets,” said Sin. “I can take care of myself, but I can’t be watching your back. I couldn’t save you in the house of a thousand deaths and I might not be able to save you in the Red Blade’s tower.”

“That’s not fair. This is my fault. I got you into this.”

“Eldritch got me into this. The Fixer weren’t never going to give us the information for free. It’s just the price of doing business.” That was only partly true. They were always going to have to cut a deal with the Fixer. However, Zonda’s rash words had let the Fixer name his own price, and it was a high one.

Sin slid from the chair and stood in front of Zonda. He wanted to tell her how much he cared for her. Like he’d never cared for anyone before. She was his best friend, maybe even more than that. He forced down the words that struggled to escape his throat; now wasn’t the time. Perhaps if he survived the next few days, he could be more honest, but until Eldritch was dealt with neither of them needed the distraction. “Besides, when I say you’re not coming with me that doesn’t mean we don’t require your specialist skills.”

“We?” Zonda echoed.

There was a knock at the door and Stanley sidled into the room. “You wanted to see me, brother?”

Putting an arm around Stanley’s bony shoulder, Sin said, “Long story short, I need to break into Red Band.”

Stanley let out a long, low whistle. “You don’t do things by half, do you?”

“Fixer’s orders.”

“This ain’t a COG thing?” Stanley shrugged away from Sin. “’Cos I’m done with the old life. New leaf an’ all that.”

“It’s kind of a COG thing. The Major’s cleared it.”

“It’s supposed to be a secret mission.” Zonda stepped between the boys.

Sin didn’t make friends easily. Before he joined COG, he didn’t have any friends at all. At the palace Stanley had always had Sin’s back; other than Zonda he was the only person Sin considered a true friend. “There’s no way to break into Red Band without making an impossible climb,” Sin told Zonda.

“And I’m the best monkey-man in the business,” boasted Stanley.

When Sin had been in the Fixer’s gang, they’d always used Spider Evans as their monkey-man. The Fixer was miserly with his money, except when it came to business; then he never compromised. Stanley was an excellent climber, but Sin needed to be sure he was up to the challenge. “The only person I ever heard tell of climbing Red Band was Spider Evans.”

“Spider Evans was full of horse-dung,” Stanley scoffed. “He never climbed Red Band. Not to the top, anyways. Like you say, the climb’s impossible.”

“If it can’t be climbed, why do we need you?” challenged Zonda.

“It’s only impossible until somebody does it.” Stanley thumped a fist against his chest. “And with the aid of some specialist equipment, that somebody is going to be me.”

“Nimrod’s footing the bill,” said Sin. “The Major’s already sent Mr Clark with some of the items we requested. I can tweet for more. What do you need?”

“This ain’t off the shelf stuff. I’ll have to pull in a few markers.” Stanley took a finely engraved pocket watch from his jerkin and flicked it open. “Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours, tops, to get it sorted. I’ll meet you by Gallows Mound at midnight.”
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Sin adjusted his pack and slunk deeper into the shadow of the gallows. Across the cobbled market square loomed the Red Blades’ fortress. It had once been a cannon tower, defending the city, until Coxford had grown beyond its boundaries and technology had rendered fixed guns obsolete. Some thirty feet in diameter, there were no windows and only one door at the base of the thick stone walls. Designed to withstand a prolonged assault, the door was not an option for entry.

The rough granite walls would have made for an uncomplicated climb if it wasn’t for a band of smooth iron encircling the midsection of the tower. Some fifty feet above the ground, and three times the height of a man, the rusted red metal gave the tower its name, and ensured a climbing assault was impossible. Or impossible until now, Sin hoped.

Stanley stole into the shadows. On his back, a small mechanical rucksack the size of a beer crate let out a trickle of steam. Four circular brassanium and Indian rubber discs occupied the sides of the pack, a sturdy handle attached to each. Hoses trailed from the centre of the discs to the back panel of the device, where a conspicuous dent marred the moulded litanium.

“Where’d you get it?” said Sin, rapping his knuckles against the machine.

“Previous owner no longer needed it.”

A trickle of steam escaped a pressure gauge that didn’t sit quite flush because of the dent.

“No longer needed it because it was damaged?” said Sin.

“Sort of. You know how I’m the best monkey-man in the business?” asked Stanley.

“You may have mentioned it once or twice.”

“This belonged to Spider Evans, whose position I took. It’s sort of a dead man’s shoes thing.”

Sin ran his fingers over the device. The litanium was pleasantly warm from the microboiler contained within. “And he taught you how to use this?”

“Not exactly. Let’s say I’m hoping to learn from his mistake.” Stanley reached behind him and grabbed the handle of one of the plates. He handed it to Sin and took another one for himself. “You press this tight against the metal, then operate the vacuum.” With his thumb, he depressed a lever on the handle. The plate hissed and the rubber pipe jerked. “It’s safe as houses until you release the switch, or the boiler fails.”

Sin activated his own plate and felt it twitch in his hands.

“What’s the red button for, and why don’t I have one?” said Sin, gesturing to the clamp in Stanley’s hand.

“That’s for emergencies. Don’t worry about it.”

Sin quashed the urge to question Stanley further. He wanted to know how often Stanley had used the device and how the dent in the litanium had come about. However, he had a feeling Stanley would dodge the question, much as he had done with the red button.

Sin replaced the disc, clipping it onto the pack. He rested a hand on Stanley’s shoulder. “Before we start, I just need to check . . .”

Stanley brushed his hand away. “It ain’t natural. It’s not how I work.”

“But it’s how I work. So, did you put it on?”

“Yeah. Under me vest. Now can we go before I lose all dignity?”

They ascended side by side, snaking up the rough stone. Sin considered himself a good climber, having undertaken many criminal tasks for the Fixer on the rooftops of Coxford. Stanley was significantly better, and Sin could tell he was holding his friend back. They reached the rusted metal, which up close seemed to extend endlessly above them. Stanley pressed a disc to the sheet and operated the thumb switch. With a faint thunk, it clung limpet-like to the metal. From his belt, Stanley unclipped a length of rope with a stirrup at one end. He hooked it onto the disc and put his foot in the loop, testing that it would take his weight. “Clings like cark on a blanket,” he said, beaming.

Hand over hand, they worked their way up the metal, transferring their weight between stirrups as they moved alternate discs higher up the wall. Stanley was right about the discs’ suction. When they latched onto the smooth metal, there was nothing that was going to shift them. Even so, Sin disliked the feeling of powerlessness. Once more, his life was totally reliant on technology – if the science failed, he would die. Then again, his life was already dependent on technology. While the injections worked for now, his body was changing and, with every dose, the positive effects lessened. The frequency of his fixes had shortened from weeks to days, and it was only a matter of time until they stopped working altogether. Nimrod assured Sin he’d soon stabilise and then they’d be able to cure him. But genius as the scientist was, he couldn’t lie for toffee; he was no nearer to finding a cure than when the injections had started, of that Sin was positive.

“Not much further,” whispered Stanley. “It’s just like the rigair boots, sure and steady does it.”

Sin detached a disc and reapplied it an arm’s length above him. “And there’s no clockwork to run down,” he said, heaving himself up.

The pack on Stanley’s back made a mechanical clunk and steaming water spilled from a nozzle on its base. Stanley glanced down at an ironglass and litanium gauge fitted to the pack’s shoulder harness. His grin turned to a look of horror. “Crap. Pressure’s gone. Stay put, I’m going up top.”

“What do you mean, stay put? I’m attached to you.”

“Only enough steam for one. Sorry, brother. Got to go.” Stanley’s thumb hovered over the red button.

“Don’t you dare leave me,” threatened Sin.

“No choice.” Stanley pushed the button and, with a hiss, the pipes popped free of Sin’s discs.

His heart pounding, Sin froze, fearful that the slightest movement would dislodge him. Sweat prickled his palms. Why hadn’t the discs peeled away the moment the pipes had disconnected? They must have been engineered with a non-return valve. But as Sin had discovered on the fish, valves could leak.

Stanley surged upwards, hand over hand. “Trust me, brother,” he shouted down to Sin.

Stranded, Sin hung sixty feet above the market square’s unforgiving cobblestones.
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A trickle of cold sweat ran down Sin’s ribs. The metal plate encircling Red Band offered no handholds and, despite the rusted red veneer, it was too thick to punch through. He should never have trusted Stanley. The only person you could rely on was yourself. With his new blood, new strength and ability to slow time, surely Sin could do something?

A mournful hiss issued from beneath Sin’s left hand, then the disc sprang free from the metal plate. Sin’s body dropped, and the now useless device tumbled from his fingers. The remaining disc shuddered. His forearm pulled taut and pain stabbed his shoulder like the ghost of Eldritch’s rapier. Sin stared up in desperation, not wanting to see the discarded disc shattering across the cobbles.

Stanley reached the top of the iron sheet and jammed a fifi hook behind the lip of the metal plate. He uncoiled the attached rope and let it drop.

Sin stretched for the lifeline. Tantalisingly close, it had fallen a foot out of reach. With the palm of his free hand pressed against the iron sheet, he pulled himself closer and snatched for the rope. Gravity dragged his body away and he grabbed nothing but air. The remaining disc groaned, then let out an ominous wheeze.

Using his legs to give him momentum, Sin let go of the disc and lunged for the dangling lifeline. The coarse hemp brushed across his palms and his hands snapped shut. His face slammed into the iron plate, setting his ears ringing. Bright flashes of pain coloured his vision, and a trickle of blood ran from his nose. His grip tightened; clinging to the rope was all that mattered. With a pop, the abandoned disc detached from the iron sheet and tumbled down, flipping over and over before smashing into the cobbles in a shower of shattering mekaniks. Sin shook the fogginess from his head, wrapped his feet around the rope and began to climb.

When he finally reached the top of the iron plate, it was a welcome sight. Stanley grinned sheepishly. “Sorry about leaving you, brother. Didn’t have enough pressure for us both.”

Sin thrust his feet into the rope loops that Stanley had hooked over the metal’s edge and let his burning muscles recover. He gulped down a couple of deep breaths, calming his racing pulse. Pretending to be too puffed to reply, he nodded with a lift of his chin. The fact that it had been the right call, and had saved both their lives, did nothing to quell the resentment that swelled in his chest. He wanted to punch Stanley for leaving him hanging and was grateful that, either by design or chance, his friend was out of reach.

Stanley wasn’t to blame. If anything, Sin was the one at fault. He’d asked for the help and had very nearly got them both killed. And they weren’t out of the woods yet. He looked upwards at the remaining twenty feet of tower. With his muscles fatigued, it would be a difficult and dangerous climb, but from here on up he’d be in control of his own fate. “Come on, let’s get went,” he said.
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Sin heaved himself over the tower’s crenellated battlements and dropped onto the weathered oak planks that had once acted as the firing point for the cannons. Stanley had completed the climb ahead of him and was already preparing the ropes for their descent. “You sure I can’t watch your back in there?” Stanley said, motioning to the trapdoor that led below.

“No. You’ve done your bit. The rest is all on me.” It would have been reassuring to have the help, only this wasn’t Stanley’s mission. Sin had an uneasy feeling about the whole job and he didn’t want to endanger his friend further. The Fixer claimed he wanted to send a message to Carver, the leader of the Red Blades. The message was in the form of a gift, a bottle of Fromagian cognac that nestled in Sin’s pack. It was typical of the Fixer’s style, messing with your mind. If he’d met Carver head-on people would have got hurt, and that would have cost the Fixer. So instead he decided to send a gift, a gesture that in other walks of life may have been considered friendly. However, the bottle of fine brandy conveyed a message, unstated but implied: I can get to you anytime, anywhere.

Having been the Fixer’s lieutenant for several years, Sin understood how he worked and knew there was also another possibility. Perhaps the Fixer was making a peace offering. The Red Blades had taken a kill order out on Sin, and he couldn’t shake the suspicion that maybe the cognac wasn’t the real gift – he was.

Sin gave a gentle tug on the trapdoor’s pull ring. The wood moved half an inch then held firm, bolted from beneath. He slung his pack from his shoulder and rummaged inside it. His fingers embraced the cool smoothness of a neodymium magnet. Holding it above the trapdoor, he drew the magnet across the planks. The bolt trembled beneath the wood, juddering free. Sin tried the door again and this time it lifted open. He gave Stanley the thumbs up, then descended into the lair of his enemy.

The map of the tower provided by the Fixer shone clear in Sin’s mind. Being able to remember pictures with perfect clarity was a knack of his, perhaps another by-product of his Super-Pangenes. Carver’s quarters were near the top of the fortress, a privilege of rank, furthest from danger and high above the sewer-riddled smell of the streets. Sin descended the thick wooden steps from the roof into a tapestry-lined corridor. Chemlights glowed orange in wall alcoves designed for candles in more primitive times. Sin counted seventeen paces and stopped by a tapestry depicting two bloodied knights locked in mortal combat. He pulled the fabric aside and stepped into the arched doorway behind. If the Fixer’s spies were right, which they invariably were, he was outside Carver’s bedchamber. He slid a hooked pick into the door’s lock then, with well-practiced finesse, raked the pins clear and twisted the bolt free. Easing the door open a fraction of an inch, he moved his ear to the gap and listened. From within came only the sound of snoring.

He pushed the door further ajar and slipped inside. A prodigious four-poster bed, draped in velvet and silk, filled the chamber. On it slept Carver, his blimp-like belly rising and falling beneath a sweat-stained nightshirt. A smile slunk onto Sin’s face. This was the Red Blade’s feared gang leader, a man who had signed the kill order on Sin, and yet here he was, asleep and defenceless, wearing a bobbled nightcap.

Sin took a step then hesitated. Some sixth sense warned him to stop. The Fixer always said to trust your instincts, and the itch at the back of his neck had never led him wrong. He scanned the room again. There were no hiding places for an ambush, except under that giant bed. His pulse quickening, he crouched and peered beneath the massive wooden frame. The porcelain chamber-pot and pom-pom slippers appeared harmless, so why was he still on edge?

He sniffed the air. Stale sweat and flatulence; unpleasant, but not dangerous. What was it that niggled at him? Sin became aware of his hands resting on the floor. The wood was softer and smoother than the corridor’s rough oak floorboards. Not necessarily unusual for a bedchamber, except the planks were laid in long narrow strips and had a distinctive red sheen to them.

Sin had seen a similar floor once before, in the mansion of a Nipponese businessman who had cheated the Fixer. The house had been empty when they’d robbed it, a fortunate happenstance as the floorboards had chirped loudly like a chorus of birds when they’d walked on them. The Fixer had called it a nightingale floor. He said they were common in feudal Nippon to warn of assassins, and that it was impossible to cross one without making a noise.

Slowly, Sin lifted his foot. The floorboard let out more of a squeak than a chirp, the sharp sound loud enough to disturb Carver. He grunted and mumbled something in his sleep, then rolled onto his side. Clearly the floor wasn’t an option.

The tower’s walls were rugged grey stone, no different from those on the outside, and Sin and Stanley had scaled that easy enough. He gripped a knobbly lump that offered a handhold and, wedging the rubber soles of his boots into the cracks, lifted himself free of the floor. All he had to do was follow the curve of the tower around to Carver. Easy as pudding.

Upon reaching the bedside table, Sin used the solid oak furniture to take his weight. He removed the cognac from his pack and placed it adjacent to a dirty handkerchief and a pile of coins. Attaching the Fixer’s note to the bottle, he adjusted it so it faced the bed, then leaned back to survey his handiwork. Something among the loose change caught his attention. One of the coins was in the shape of a small silver shield. Sin recognised the crest embossed on its surface, two crossed swords below a crown. It was the insignia of the King’s Knights. Eldritch’s insignia. Was Carver a King’s Knight? COG recruited from the gangs. Had they accidentally recruited a Red Blade spy who was betraying them now? This mission was supposed to be a secret – but if Noir had found out, someone else could have too. Sin needed to rejoin Stanley and back-slang it while they still had the chance.

The nervous sweating of his palms made the return journey around the curved wall more difficult. Had they been double-crossed? Would he be ambushed by Red Blades at any moment, their kill order finely executed? His pulse racing, Sin pushed past the tapestry then hurried back to the trapdoor. The job was done, the message delivered; all they had to do was abseil down the tower and they were in the clear. Stealing up the rough oak stairs, he emerged into the night, welcoming the caress of the chill breeze on his face.

Stanley stood precariously on the battlement’s edge, looking out over the square far below.

“What are you doing?” whispered Sin.

“Precisely what he’s told if he wants to live.”

Sin spun around. Eldritch stood with a rapier in one hand and a steampistol in the other, his scarlet coat flapping about him.
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Sin perched next to Stanley on the edge of a crenellation, the wind whipping at his baggy shirt. A dirty smog had risen across the city, and it swirled around the base of the tower, its wispy fingers caressing the rusted iron band that encircled the stone.

“Sorry brother, he swooped out of nowhere and surprised me.” Stanley’s nose was bloodied, and one cheek appeared swollen, a purplish bruise colouring the skin.

“Don’t sweat it. I’m gonna get us out of this,” said Sin.

Stanley lifted his chin in a half nod, his eyes devoid of their usual roguish glint.

“COG Sin. With your left hand, remove your pistol and throw it over the tower’s edge,” commanded Eldritch.

Reaching under his jacket, Sin clasped the weapon. Could he pull it out, turn and shoot Eldritch? Possibly, if time slowed, but that wasn’t something he could control. And even then he’d be chancing it. With his fingertips, he withdrew the steampistol and tossed it as instructed.

“Turn to face me and keep your hands where I can see them.” With his own pistol trained on Sin, Eldritch tapped the point of his rapier against the stone battlements. “Touching as your camaraderie is, I wouldn’t get too attached to COG Nobbs if I were you.”

“This has nothing to do with Stanley; it’s between me and you,” said Sin, now facing his nemesis.

“I didn’t involve COG Nobbs, you did. His fate is on your conscience, not mine.”

“That’s only because you don’t have one. You’re a traitor.”

“And you’re a thief. You stole some papers that belong to me and I want them back. Your mother’s work was lost when she died. I’m on a mission to find it.”

Sin’s hand went to his chest where his keeper hung.

A smirk twisted Eldritch’s lips. “Give it to me.”

From beneath his shirt Sin pulled the ribbed brassanium tube and handed it over. Six numbered rings circled the keeper, ensuring that without the secret code, it was useless.

“The combination?” said Eldritch.

Sin hesitated. The moment Eldritch opened the tube, he and Stanley were dead. The keeper no longer contained the papers. Instead, it housed something far more valuable. A vial of his medicine.

Eldritch rested the point of his rapier between Stanley’s shoulderblades. “We’re going to play a little game. It’s called who can fall from the tower the best?”

“Wait!” yelled Sin. “I’ll give you the combination, but you’ve got to let Stanley go free.”

Eldritch smirked. “Start talking.”

“Three, seven, two, one, six, five,” said Sin.

“See, that wasn’t so hard.” Eldritch prodded with his rapier and Stanley toppled from the battlements.

Sin lunged. The rapier’s blade flashed in the moonlight and the point pierced his shoulder, pulling him up short. A trickle of blood warmed his chest. “You lied. You said you’d let him go free.”

“He is free. Free as a bird.” With his thumb, Eldritch twiddled the dials on the brassanium tube. Once the combination was set, he pressed the release button. The keeper remained closed. Eldritch looked up from the device, rage in his eyes.

“I lied too.” Sin lifted his chin, defiant.

The point of the blade moved from Sin’s shoulder to his throat. “I suggest you consider your options. You either give me the combination and die quickly, or I hand you over to Carver.”

Sin raised his hands above his head in surrender. Like the Fixer, who was named for his ability to fix problems, Carver was named for his ability to inflict pain with a blade.

“There is a third option,” suggested Sin. Keeping his arms straight, he lowered one arm parallel with the ground and moved the other to the five o’clock position; semaphore for the letter “Z”.

From across the square a steamrifle screamed.

A vivid spark leaped from the sabre’s blade, accompanied by the crack of metal striking metal. The weapon spun from Eldritch’s grip, sending the traitor staggering backwards.

Sin clambered onto the battlements and looked down at the distant smog churning around the tower’s base. This wasn’t natural; it was against all his survival instincts. Swearing under his breath, he launched himself into the air. His stomach experienced a brief sensation of weightlessness, then gravity took hold and he plummeted. Thumping his chest, he hit the button beneath his shirt. With a hiss, two giant red balloons exploded from the buoyancy aid strapped to his torso. Bursting through the specially pleated panels in his shirt and jacket, the balloons surged skywards, slowing Sin’s fall.

A shot screamed from the tower above and one of the balloons wheezed, a hole puncturing the rubberised silk. Sin winced. The escaping gas wasn’t a problem; he was nearly at the ground – of more concern was that the nail had zinged past only inches from his head. Suspended underneath the balloons, he was a sitting duck.

From a distant rooftop, Zonda’s steamrifle screamed again and a pained yelp issued from the top of the tower. “Bang up the castle!” Sin punched the air.

“Brace,” shouted Stanley from somewhere below.

The toxic smog shrouding the square engulfed Sin and his eyes watered. The haze swirled, then thinned. Stanley appeared through the mist, the balloons from his own buoyancy aid already deflated. The cobbles rushed upwards and Sin’s boots struck the ground. His knees bent, and he staggered. Stanley grabbed his arm, stopping him from falling. “I got you, brother.”

“Cheers, Nobby.” Sin unclipped the canvas harness straps from the balloons and let them drop to the ground.

“Nah. Much grass to you for making me wear the buoyancy aid,” said Stanley. “You proper saved my tallywags.”

The door at the base of the tower slammed open and out poured a mob of caterwauling Red Blades. Sin pulled a handful of marbombs from his pocket and threw them towards the door. The ironglass spheres bounced across the cobbles, the swirls of colour inside glowing brightly.

“Gap it,” shouted Sin. Scattering more marbombs, he sprinted across the square, Stanley close behind. Sin’s ears rang, the crump of explosions interspersed with the anguished screams of fallen Red Blades. Not intended to be lethal, the marbombs were designed to act as a deterrent to any pursuers. Those caught in their blast would be picking ironglass splinters from their legs for weeks.

They charged past the gallows and dived into Gypsy Row, the grimy smog covering their retreat. A dirty blue door next to Maroney’s Meat Emporium clattered open and out lumbered Zonda, her face flushed. Slung across her back was the Entangler, while in her arms she cradled a steamrifle, white wisps rising from its barrel.

Sin placed his hands on her shoulders. “You saved me.”

“We’re not saved yet.” Zonda nodded in the direction of the square. “The marbombs have stopped.”

Dulled by the thickening smog, the shouts of the Red Blades seemed to echo from every direction.

“We need to get out of here.” Sin grabbed the Entangler from Zonda’s back, lightening her load, and the three of them ran up the narrow street. Night waste trickled along the gutter, adding an unpleasant earthy smell to the toxic mist they sucked into their lungs. Their legs pounding, they hurtled past dreary shopfronts, the heavily shuttered windows and barred doors offering little chance of escape.

A whooshing cut the air, and ten feet above their heads a dark shadow hurtled through the smog. From the clouds descended Eldritch, his scarlet coat now transformed into a pair of giant, bat-like wings. His feet hit the cobbles and in a graceful half-run he slowed to a halt. Turning to face them, his wings softened, morphing back into a coat.

“Well look at you three little pigs.” Eldritch’s lips curled into a smile. It contained no humour. “I guess that makes me the big, bad wolf.”

Zonda shouldered the rifle. “Stay there, or –”

“Or what? You’ll shoot? I don’t think so. You had your chance on the tower and you couldn’t take it. Up close it’s even harder. You’re not going to shoot me.”

“She’s not.” Sin sighted down the Entangler. “But I am.” With a blast like an overexcited trumpet, the net flew from the weapon’s four barrels and slammed into Eldritch. The weighted ropes encircled him, pinning his arms and ensnaring him in the net. With a thud, the cocooned traitor collapsed onto the cobbles.

Sin rested the Entangler on its barrels and approached their restrained prey. “Mission accomplished.”

“This isn’t over, not by a long road,” threatened Eldritch.

Sin dropped a knee onto the traitor’s chest, getting no small satisfaction from the grunt of pain it elicited. “It is for you.” Through gaps in the net he snaked his fingers inside Eldritch’s pockets, looking for his keeper. He found a diary, a letter and a wallet before the cool brassanium tube brushed across his palm. Taking the lot, he shoved it all into his pack.

“Give us a hand, Stanley,” called Sin. “We need to lift him to his feet.” Sin heaved Eldritch into a sitting position.

“Thank you,” said Eldritch. “That was exactly what I needed.” An explosion of steam surrounded him and his coat expanded, changing back into wings, driving hard against the net. Sin dived on top of Eldritch, knocking him back to the cobbles, but the damage was already done. The net was loosening.

“Brother, we need to go,” shouted Stanley.

“No. Together, we can still do this.” Sin heaved on the ropes, tightening them.

“We can’t. We’ve got company.” Stanley grabbed Zonda and started running.

From out of the smog emerged a trio of Red Blades, cruel curved daggers in their hands.

Casting a vicious look at Eldritch, Sin hurled the last of his marbombs then sprinted in pursuit of his friends.

“Splendid. I do so love a chase,” Eldritch called after him.
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The loud slap of the three friends’ feet hammering on the cobbles echoed back at them, trapped by the smog. Sin had run through the city trying to escape Eldritch once before. He hadn’t succeeded that time, but things were different now. With his blue blood and COG training he reckoned he could easily outpace the traitor, only he’d have to abandon Zonda and Stanley to do so, and that simply wasn’t going to happen.

They turned into Crosses Court and Zonda pulled to a halt, her chest heaving like a blacksmith’s bellows. “I’m spent. We can’t keep running.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Sin. “It’s me Eldritch wants. You two hide here and I’ll lure him through Patriot’s Gate. Once he’s safely locked on the other side, head back to the hotel.”

“We can’t leave you,” protested Zonda.

“Sin ain’t even puffed.” Stanley placed his hands on his hips, breathing heavily. “On his own he’ll run Eldritch ragged. It’s our best chance.”

“Trust me, Zon,” said Sin. “What’s the wor –”

“Don’t say it!” Zonda frowned and stared him straight in the eyes. “Just posituitively promise to come back safe.”

“Promise.” Sin nodded curtly.

Stanley leapt over a low stone wall at the front of Mortimer and Flance’s Solicitors and beckoned to Zonda. “There’s a sunken stair you can’t see from the street. I used it to hide from the sheriffs one time.”

Leaving his friends to complete their concealment, Sin trotted into Archimedes Way, his feet deliberately loud against the cobbles. The impressive carved facades of the university college loomed over him, his fate watched over in stony silence by the audience of statues decorating the building. Against all instinct, he slowed his pace, giving his nemesis a chance to catch up.

Patriot’s Gate, with its cruelly barbed metal spikes thrusting some twenty feet into the air, blocked his path. Sin grabbed two of the bars and twisted. They didn’t budge. A jolt of adrenaline jangled his veins. The bars should have turned easily, creating a gap for him to squeeze through. He gripped harder and tried again. They remained steadfast.

“That’s the thing with being away from the streets,” said Eldritch from somewhere behind him. “Things change. The City Council welded them solid last month.”

Sin’s escape route was sealed, the gate impossible to climb without being shredded by the barbs. Eldritch emerged from the smog, his sabre held before him in his left hand. It seemed Sin was destined to be slashed whichever way he chose.

The Fixer had a saying: the best thing to do in a knife fight is to bring a gun. Sin’s hand went to his holster. Empty. Eldritch had seen to that on the tower. He was going to have to fight. In COG they’d been taught a defence method called “slap, wrap, attack”. Slap the weapon hand away, wrap yourself around the arm holding the weapon so it can’t be used, and then attack the person for all you were worth. There were two drawbacks to this method. Firstly, whatever happened, you were likely to get badly cut. Secondly, it was Eldritch who had taught it to them, and he’d be expecting Sin to use it.

Eldritch wasn’t left-handed, and it was unusual for him to be holding the weapon in his least-favoured hand. That meant he was either injured by Zonda’s shot, or it was a trick. Sin glanced at Eldritch’s right coat sleeve, knowing that beneath it, on a mekanikal arm, was a second blade waiting to be delivered to wherever the traitor directed. It was what the Fixer called a come on. Eldritch wanted Sin to commit himself, attacking the sabre arm, after which the second blade would be deployed with lethal effect.

Well, Sin had one last trick of his own. He only hoped it would be enough. The Quacker-Jack had started out as a joke, when Zonda had challenged him to imagine the most ridiculous spy gadget possible. Then Sin had gotten into the idea. It was the first thing he’d ever invented, and with Nimrod’s help they’d turned it into a reality. He’d intended to show it to Zonda at the palace, except events had spiralled out of hand, and when they’d been sent on this mission, he’d decided to bring it along.

From beneath his jacket Sin retrieved one of the yellow rubber ducks that had been resting on the bench in Nimrod’s laboratory. He twisted its head, breaking a glass vial inside that released a chemical catalyst. Immediately the rubber felt warmer in his hands. The duck began to glow, and he tossed it onto the cobbles in front of Eldritch. A long, low, drawn-out quack sounded: the gases from the chemical reaction being forced through the duck’s orange beak.

Eldritch’s gaze didn’t stray from Sin. “You really expect me to be distracted by a toy?”

Sin didn’t. Not yet. The quack may have worked on a less shrewd adversary, but the jack would work on anyone.

In an explosion of venting gases, the bottom safety seal ruptured, and like a jack-in-a-box the duck sprang upwards and thumped Eldritch in the stomach. Sin leaped, directing a kick at the sabre, which sent it clattering across the alley. He dodged past Eldritch. The traitor flung out a leg, sending Sin sprawling.

The first rule of street fighting was “don’t stay on the ground”, but Eldritch was on Sin before he could roll to his feet. A crisp metallic schink cut the air and Eldritch’s blade shot from his sleeve into his hand. Sin grabbed the traitor’s wrists, holding the knife at bay. His blue blood-enhanced muscles had made him strong, yet he was still a fourteen-year-old boy struggling against a full-grown man made tough by years in the army. Slowly the blade descended over Sin’s heart, the point pricking between his ribs.

“This is how you accomplish a mission,” taunted Eldritch. “I’m going to skewer something a little more vital than your shoulder this time.” In a sudden movement, he brought his face closer to Sin’s and pressed harder on the blade. “Any last wor –”

The scream of a steamrifle ricocheted from the towering street walls and Eldritch collapsed, a dead weight bearing down on Sin. From the centre of his forehead protruded a nail.

“Mother of COG!” exclaimed Sin. Bile rose in his throat. He slithered free and pushed himself to his feet, his pulse racing, then backed away from the lifeless body and spat on the ground.

“Brother, we need to back-slang it,” shouted Stanley. He stood at the entrance to the street. Beside him, silent as a statue, kneeled Zonda, the steamrifle held tightly to her shoulder.

Sin sprinted up the alley to join his friends. Zonda’s face bore a waxy white sheen, showing none of her normal rosy complexion. Sin crouched beside her and took hold of her arm. “Zon, what’s wrong? You don’t look too good.”

She blinked rapidly, then her head twitched and she seemed to become aware of his presence. Her eyes widened. “I feel a bit . . .”

Bending double, she spewed into the gutter.

“Well that’s added a splash of colour.” Stanley lifted the rifle from Zonda’s hands.

Scowling at Stanley, Sin pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Zonda. “What’s wrong?” he asked again, easing her upright.

“I shot him. He wanted to kill you, so I thought I’d be fine.” Zonda sniffed. “It’s not the same as shooting targets.”

Sin squeezed her arm. “You did what you had to.”

Zonda shook her head, tears glazing her eyes. “I killed Eldritch. I didn’t mean to. I was aiming for his shoulder, but he moved.”

Sin knew what Zonda was feeling. The first time he’d been in a big gang-fight, things had got messy and he’d ended up hurting people. They weren’t bad people, just kids like him, who happened to have found refuge in a different gang. He’d punched, kicked, clawed and headbutted, at first out of fear and a sense of self-preservation, then anger had taken hold. When the fight was as good as over, he could have walked away – should have walked away – from the kid lying in the gutter, except adrenaline fuelled his body, shutting down his reason, turning off all that was human in him. The pitiful look of fear in the urchin’s eyes and the sound of breaking bone as Sin had stamped on his arm still haunted Sin’s dreams. He hadn’t killed the boy, not directly, yet in the squalor of the streets the injury could have easily become infected, with fatal consequences.

Sin took Zonda’s hand. “You saved me, again. We’re safe now.”

“Not yet we ain’t, brother.” Stanley cradled the steamrifle in his arms. “There’s still a mob of Red Blades baying for our blood out there.”

His friend had a point, but with Eldritch gone the streets of Coxford suddenly felt a whole lot safer.


[image: ]

Sin placed the wallet, letter and diary he’d taken from Eldritch on the desk in his room at the Aquarinomic. He’d insisted that Zonda join him, concerned about her state of mind. She’d hardly talked on their way back to the hotel and now she sat quietly on the floor, disassembling her rifle.

After her breakdown in the alley, Sin had expected that she’d never want to touch a gun again. Counterintuitively, it appeared the routine of stripping and cleaning the weapon soothed her.

“How are you feeling now?” he asked.

With well-practised ease, Zonda slid the working parts from the weapon. “I’m not sure. Betterlicious, I think.”

“You want to talk about it?” he offered.

“I really don’t.” She took an oily cloth and ran it over the steam-rod and frapping springs. “So, what’s in the letter?”

“Dunno,” Sin said. “I thought we should wait for the Major.”

“You’re going to make a craparooney spy if you don’t learn to be more inquisitive. Read it to me.”

Sin unfolded the paper. This was the most animated Zonda had been since their return and he was keen to keep her engaged. He began to read. “Dear Admiral Fairborne, Your offer is not without appeal. In these troubled times of missing airships, protection of the Britannian Empire would help allay our fears of piracy or worse, and your promise of aeronautical improvements is most intriguing. It is such a shame that the samples are lost with HMS Pegasus. However, the Sky Palace enjoys being a haven of neutrality for all that brave the air and so, for now, your flag will remain but one of the many we fly with pride. May your winds always be favourable and your horizon ever blue. Sincerely, Sky Vizier Ozman.”

Zonda stopped polishing her rifle. “Ghhhoooolly-ghhhooosh!”

Sin frowned. “I don’t get it. Why’s that important?”

“Douglas Fairborne is Admiral of the Empire’s Sky Navy. If the Union Jack flew exclusively over the Sky Palace it would become a protectorate.”

Sin refolded the letter. “So?”

“So, come the war, the Sky Palace would be a forward operations base of vital strategic importance for the Empire.”

“It doesn’t matter though, does it? Ozman said no.”

“Wrongarooney,” Zonda said excitedly. “He didn’t say no. He said he would like the Empire’s protection and he’s hinted that he’s open to persuasion.”

“Really?” Sin crinkled his nose. “I didn’t get that.”

“Diplomacy is like courtship. Subtle messages and what’s left unsaid are as important as any sentiments vocalised.”

“Never got the hang of subtle.” Sin cracked his knuckles.

“Or courtship.” Zonda sighted down the rifle at Sin.

He pushed the gun barrel to one side. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oi! Oi! Major on deck,” shouted Stanley, bursting into the room.

The Major clanked through the doorway and, with a mekanikal sweep of his arm, slammed the door shut.

Stanley joined Sin and Zonda, facing the Major. Although not part of the original mission, it seemed that he was now to be included.

“I got your tweet,” said the Major. “I gather things have gone a little off script.”

“Eldritch surprised us, sir.” The strawberry scent of Zonda’s hair wafted towards Sin’s nose. He rubbed his face and took a sharp breath. He needed to focus.

“Did the Fixer betray you?” the Major demanded.

Did the Fixer betray him? On the way back from the tower, Sin’s thoughts had gone around and around in circles, trying to make sense of what had happened and what he’d discovered. The Red Blades weren’t expecting him, yet somehow Eldritch had known he’d be there. Was it the Fixer? If there was a profit to be made, he might have betrayed Sin to the Red Blades, but Sin’s foray into Carver’s room had gone without a hitch.

“I don’t think it was the Fixer.” Sin ran a hand over his short black hair. “One of the Fixer’s men told the Red Blades I was back in town; however, we knew that before we scaled the tower.”

Stanley raised his arm. “Sir, the Fixer wouldn’t help Eldritch, not after he stabbed Sin. The next best place for information is Carver and the Red Blades.”

The Major nodded. “Carver’s ex-Steam Cavalry too. He could be sympathetic to Eldritch and the King’s Knights’ cause.”

Something niggled at Sin, worming away in his mind like a maggot in an apple. Eldritch must have known they would be at the tower, so who had told him? Could it have been Noir? The magician had proclaimed his innocence with respect to the sabotage of the fish, but did he want Eldritch to escape badly enough to warn him about their plan? Would Noir sacrifice Sin, Stanley and Zonda if he believed it served COG’s greater good?

Steam seeped from the Major’s mekaniks. He clanked to the desk where the wallet, letter and diary rested. “This is everything you got from Eldritch?”

“Yes, sir,” said Sin.

“And COG Chubb definitely killed Eldritch?” The Major lowered his mekanikal hand onto Zonda’s shoulder. Whether this was supposed to be a comforting gesture or the compliment of a proud father, Sin couldn’t be sure.

“COG Chubb nailed him dead centre of his forehead, sir,” said Stanley enthusiastically.

Zonda made a muffled yelp. Sin brushed his fingers against her hand and she glanced towards him. A sickly sheen of perspiration dampened her pale forehead, all colour drained from her face.

“You saw this, COG Nobbs?” A monocle slid from the Major’s half-helmet and his magnified eye zeroed in on Stanley.

“Only from a distance.” Stanley looked down. “Sin told me. He said it was sweet as toffee.”

The Major’s head clicked around, his gaze coming to rest on Sin. “Did you check his pulse? Examine the body?”

“There was no time, sir.” Sin didn’t want to upset Zonda further with more details. The nail’s strike was definitely not survivable. Even if by accident, it was a perfect shot. Not that taking another’s life should ever be described as perfect. Zonda had done something terrible. Something that one day might be required of all of them in the service of COG. If they succeeded in preventing the looming war, they’d never know of the countless lives they’d saved, only of those that they’d ended.

“Hmm. We’ll chalk the mission up as a partial success. You’ve neutralised the threat.” The Major nodded, as much to himself as the others. “For now, at least.”
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“The NB88 rotary blunderbuss is wildly inaccurate, pathetically short-ranged and has a kick like a Punjab elephant,” barked Staff MacKigh. He stood on the firing point of the weapon’s range, the grassy shooting lanes with their white distance marker posts extending six hundred yards behind him. At the far end of the range a steep bank of earth and sand, known as the butts, acted as a trap for any stray rounds. MacKigh had unzipped the sleeves of his canary-yellow flight suit. His biceps bulged under the weapon’s considerable weight, warping his tattoos into unhealthy pictures.

Sin shuffled closer to Zonda. It had been a week since they’d returned from Coxford, and although Zonda was putting on a brave face, Sin sensed things still weren’t right.

MacKigh aimed the weapon’s flared barrel skywards. “It’s also heavier than a pig inna pie shop, but I love the wee beastie.” He pulled the trigger taut. Steam spurted from caged pistons, pumping the munitions drum round and round, faster and faster. A whistle screamed and with a rapid phutt, phutt, phutt the blunderbuss spat a continuous cloud of steel ball bearings skywards. The spring-padded stock pummelled MacKigh’s shoulder, the vibrations spreading through his body, shuddering his cheeks, making the smile that split his face seem all the more wild.

He brought the weapon to bear on a lozenge-shaped hydrogen balloon floating twenty feet above the range and the lethal hail of steel obliterated the fragile envelope. Releasing the trigger, the blunderbuss whined and with an eruption of steam the drum clattered to a halt.

“That was good, eh?” whispered Sin. Zonda didn’t reply. Instead she hugged her arms across her chest, her knuckles bone-white.

MacKigh locked the weapon’s safety in place. “Shredding anything in its path, the rotary blunderbuss is your most effective weapon against sky-pirates.” He lowered the still-steaming weapon onto the firing point.

“She’s got a fair wicked temper and you canae be expected to operate her on your tod.” He picked up a leather harness, which supported a hinged brassanium arm, on the end of which rested a swivel ball. “You will work in pairs. Number One will wear the swing-arm weapons mount. Number Two will cling on tae number one tighter than a Scotsman clings on tae his wallet, to help with the recoil.”

The East and West Wing candidates teamed up, each pair taking a weapons mount.

Sin waved the harness at Zonda. “Are you a Number One or a Number Two?”

Next to them, Stanley sniggered.

Lottie, his partner for the exercise, frowned. “Still with the toilet humour. Really?”

“You can take the boy out of the streets, but you can’t take the streets out of the boy. Ain’t that right, Sin?” said Stanley.

Was that right? Had he changed? Certainly physically – the blue blood had seen to that. He was stronger and more muscled than ever, and those were just the visible changes. Who knew what it was doing to his insides. But at heart, was he the same Sin? The one who would lie and cheat, who would cruelly stamp on a young boy’s arm? He hoped not. He hoped he had changed for the better. Deep down, however, he feared he hadn’t.

For now, Sin lifted his chin in a half nod. “Yeah, Nobby, that’s right.”

Fitting the leather yoke over her shoulders, Zonda clipped the broad belt to the reinforced rings at the waist of her flight suit. “How do I look?”

Sin smiled. Zonda seemed more animated already. “You look –”

“– like a fat lemon,” said Velvet, cutting over him.

“At least I’m not bitter and sour like one,” Zonda shot back.

Velvet clutched her hands to her heart, as if mortally wounded. “Oh, look at you, getting all zesty.”

“Let it go, Zon, she’s not worth it,” said Sin, stepping between them.

“I know, but she gets on my pip.”

Velvet snorted. Zonda held a hand to her forehead. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

“Fruitful as this conversation has been,” said MacKigh, drawing the candidates’ attention back to him, “it’s time to throw some steel down-range. East Wing versus West Wing. The pair who hit the most balloons win Scotti-pops for their wing.”

“That will be the West Wing, Staff,” said Velvet.

“COG Von Darque, seeing as you’re so confident, you’ve got point.” MacKigh held out a drum magazine and beckoned to her.

Grasping the drum, Velvet strutted to the firing position, followed by Beuford.

The burly Americanian hefted the weapon easily in one hand. “Don’t worry, little lady, big ole Beuford will take care of y’all.”

Velvet spun, gravel crunching beneath the soles of her boots. Her lips narrowed and she glared darkly at Beuford. “You ever call me little lady again and I’ll geld you like a Texan quarter horse.”

Despite being a good foot taller than Velvet, Beuford still leaned backwards at the force of her ire. He raised a finger to an imaginary stetson. “Message received and understood, ma’am.”

Sin smirked at the Americanian’s discomfort. He’d been the target of Velvet’s wrath enough times to know the power of her fury. Any feelings of camaraderie disappeared when Beuford wrapped his bear-like arms around Velvet’s waist to assist with the recoil.

A tightness constrained Sin’s chest. His sentiments towards Velvet were more complicated than he liked to admit. She’d left him as bait to be injected with the blue blood that polluted his body, so he should really hate her. However, she’d also sacrificed her chance to win the Gears of Excellence trophy so that he could stay in COG, and for that he was eternally thankful. Ever since he’d met her on his first night of COG recruitment it had seemed there was an invisible force connecting them. Like two magnets: most times repelling, but equally, on rare occasions, irresistibly attracted.

“With a magazine. LOAD!” barked MacKigh.

Velvet slotted the drum of ball bearings into the weapon’s magazine housing, locking it in place.

“Fire team, ready,” instructed MacKigh.

“READY!” answered Beuford. He hugged Velvet tighter and the invisible band around Sin’s chest constricted.

“Fire team, your target is the pirate Zeppelins to the front. ENGAGE!” MacKigh operated a lever and a flotilla of balloons soared upwards.

Velvet pulled the trigger and steam shot from the blunderbuss’s pistons. They pumped faster and faster, whirling the drum up to speed. The firing whistle screamed, and the weapon slammed into Velvet’s shoulder. With a look on her face somewhere between abject terror and divine rapture, Velvet manoeuvred the blunderbuss in a figure of eight pattern. With a cannonade of bangs, the balloons exploded in a rampage of destruction. She released the trigger and the drum clunked to a halt. Wisps of steam drifted from the barrel, and some fifty yards down-range pieces of shredded balloon fluttered to the ground.

Beuford unhanded Velvet and Sin exhaled, tension melting from his body.

Staff MacKigh stepped up to the firing point and checked that the weapon was safe. Satisfied, he said, “COG Von Darque has just treated us to a textbook example, hitting all of the balloons. The figure of eight technique she used ensures maximum coverage and destruction.”

Her cheeks uncharacteristically flushed, Velvet caressed the blunderbuss’s curved brassanium breach. Her ice-blue eyes sparkled. “I sooo need one of these,” she said adoringly.

MacKigh clasped Beuford on the shoulder. “Excellent work, COG Wagtail. It’s the Number Two that seals the deal. A stable platform is essential for everybody’s safety. Here, you’re on solid ground. On top of an airship’s envelope it’s an entirely different bag of badgers.” He lifted the blunderbuss from Velvet and handed it to Sin. “COG Chubb, you’re up.”

“Go Zonda,” shouted Jasper.

Esra patted her on the back. “You’ve got Velvet beat easy.”

“Show them what the East Wing’s made of,” said Mercy.

The colour drained from Zonda’s face. She swallowed and shuffled up to the firing point. Sin lowered the blunderbuss onto the swing arm’s swivel mount and secured the locking pin. “You’ve got this,” he whispered in Zonda’s ear. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her tightly against his chest. Her body trembled.

Zonda clattered the drum of ball bearings against the weapon’s magazine housing, struggling to lock it into place. Her hands shook, and her breath came in short sharp pants.

The blunderbuss was a fearsome beast and Sin was aware of his own increased heartbeat, but Zonda’s response was wrong. Normally, you put a firearm in her hands and the transformation to a steely cold markswoman was instantaneous.

“Keep calm,” whispered Sin. “This is what you do.”

“Not any more,” said Zonda, fidgeting the weapon into her shoulder.

MacKigh gripped the balloon release lever. “Fire team, your target is the pirate Zeppelins to the front. ENGAGE!”

Another cloud of balloons drifted skywards. Sin clutched Zonda tighter, waiting for the body-jarring thump of the blunderbuss. Nothing happened.

“Enemy front. ENGAGE!” bawled MacKigh. Still the weapon remained silent.

“Pull the trigger,” whispered Sin.

Zonda shook her head. “I can’t. All I see is Eldritch, dead.” She locked the weapon’s safety catch into position and let the blunderbuss swing free on the mount.

Staff MacKigh clunked the lever and a winch hauled the balloons back down to earth. He strode to the firing point and relieved Zonda of the blunderbuss. With well-drilled efficiency, he disengaged the drum magazine and placed both weapon and magazine on the gravel. “Ten-minute tea break. STAND EASY,” he shouted. Then, putting an arm around Zonda’s shoulders, he guided her towards a concrete bunker to the rear of the firing point.

Leaving the other candidates crowded around the tea urn, Sin joined Zonda and MacKigh. The drill sergeant glanced up at him but didn’t object. From his tunic pocket MacKigh withdrew a tea flask and handed it to Zonda. “Drink. It’ll help.”

Tears welled in Zonda’s eyes. “How can the stewed mashings of dried leaves possibly help?”

MacKigh’s forehead furrowed at the illogicality of the question. “Because it’s tea.”

Zonda unscrewed the carbonchina cup from the bottom of the flask and sloshed an inch of Earl Grey into the bottom. “Nothing can help, not even tea. I’ve done something most terrible.”

“Aye lassie, you have,” MacKigh said softly.

Zonda looked up from her trembling teacup, surprise on her face. Sin was shocked, too; he’d been unaware that MacKigh knew about their confrontation with Eldritch. Had the weapons instructor known about the mission beforehand, too? If so, what might that mean?

“And if you stay in COG, you’ll do it again,” MacKigh continued. “Ours is not an easy path. We want peace and there’s a cost to that.” The drill sergeant retrieved the flask from Zonda. It trembled no less in his scarred fingers as he brought it to his lips and knocked back a slug. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and gazed across the range with a thousand-yard stare. “A cost that sometimes you pay with your life and, sometimes, your soul.”
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A sound reminiscent of the skirl of bagpipes wailed around the science lab: the West Wingers were making sure that the East Wing knew how much they were enjoying their Scotti-pops. Shaped like a bagpipe’s drone, the sticks embedded in the tartan-coloured candy screeched every time the candidates sucked on them.

Sin ignored the cacophony, instead concentrating on the four balloons that bobbed above the long wooden bench at the front of the science class. Each was of a different size and tethered to the bench with string. He fought the urge to go and “bop” them. The way they floated, straining to be free, was like magic. Then again, much of the science he was learning still seemed like magic to him.

“I don’t get it. Why do they do that? It’s fantastical how they hang in the air,” he said to Zonda.

Jasper leaned around them. “It’s just buoyancy. Even the ancient Greeks figured that out. Have you not heard of Archimedes’ principle?”

“Course I have,” lied Sin. “Only I thought they might be floating due to hot air, but that can’t be right, otherwise you’d be bobbing round the science lab.”

“The gases in the balloons are lighter than air,” said Zonda in a quiet voice. “They displace the same volume of air with less mass. The air pressure at the top of the balloon is less than the air pressure at the bottom, and so they are buoyant.”

“Yeah, what she said.” Stanley nodded knowledgeably. “Either that or magic.”

Nimrod clattered into the classroom and placed an exquisitely polished walnut box on the science bench. Sin scanned his face, trying to search out some similarity in the scientist’s features to his own. Something to reassure him that the man really was his father. Sin still struggled with many of the scientific principles they studied, and found it hard to believe he was the son of the genius inventor.

“Today we are going to be looking at the science behind aerostats,” declared Nimrod.

“That’s good,” whispered Stanley. “When we fly on Hawk’s airship, I’d feel much safer knowing it’s science that’s keeping me in the sky.”

Nimrod extended a telescopic rod and pointed to the second-smallest balloon. “Hydrogen was the first gas used in recreational balloons, and also in the early zeppelins of the Teutonian Himmelsmarine. There is one major problem with hydrogen.”

A flame appeared at the end of the telescopic rod, which Nimrod held beneath the balloon. With a thunderous bang, the balloon exploded in a ball of flame.

Fragments of burnt rubber splattered Sin. “Every time we sit at the front,” he grumbled to Zonda.

Oblivious to Sin’s plight, Nimrod continued. “The Britannian Sky Navy opted for helium in the first of its aerostats. Less buoyant than hydrogen, helium balloons need to be larger to generate the same lift. Helium, though, is not flammable.” He moved the flame beneath the largest of the balloons, which, despite its size, disintegrated with a pop rather than the massive bang of its hydrogen counterpart.

“When the Sky Navy started using NB23 flaming phosphor nails in their steamcannon, the hydrogen-based Himmelsmarine were rendered obsolete,” said Nimrod. “The Britannians ruled the air until the Teutonians discovered quarkoneium. It has three times the lift of hydrogen and is not flammable.” The flame touched the tiny quarkoneium balloon and it burst with an apologetic pop.

There was a brief scattering of applause from some of the candidates. Nimrod acknowledged them with a wave of his pointer. “The Britannians soon managed to manufacture their own quarkoneium and the short-lived Teutonian air superiority was lost. Since then, neither Empire has made significant advances.” He opened the walnut box and took out a rainbow-sheened metal cube. “However, I have.”

“Gravitanium,” said Sin. He’d only seen the rare metal once before, in a tweet that Nimrod had used.

“Correct, COG Sin. Gravitanium.” Nimrod held the cube on the flat of his hand for the whole class to see. “Incredibly rare. What I have here is the world’s entire known stock of the metal.”

The cube floated gently away from Nimrod’s palm. “And what makes gravitanium so special is that when it’s heated it throws off the pull of gravity. Imagine what you could do if there was enough to build an entire airship.” Nimrod plucked the cube from the air and returned it to the wooden box.

Lottie raised her hand. “What’s in the last balloon, sir?”

“That is an invention of mine.” Nimrod held the flame beneath the balloon. The rubber caught fire and burned away. Beneath, in the shape of the balloon, was a translucent metallic material. “Litanium Lattice Aerogel. It’s stronger than steel and a thousand times less dense.”

Zonda’s pencil raced across her notepad, scribbling complex calculations. She thrust her arm in the air. “Sir, that’s still much heavier than air. It can’t possibly float.”

“Ah. Indeed. COG Chubb has spotted my subterfuge. I cheated and filled the inside of the balloon with quarkoneium.” Nimrod untied the balloon and banged it against the wooden bench. A metallic ping rang throughout the lab. “Litanium Lattice Aerogel is the future of airship construction, making passenger transportation across the globe safe, comfortable and affordable.” He let go of the balloon and it floated to the ceiling. “Or it could be. If only the technology wouldn’t first be used to create war machines to carry bigger bombs further, or to disembark entire armies deep behind enemy lines.”

Nimrod placed his hands on the desk and leaned towards the class. “Technology offers the human race wonders beyond our dreams.” He sighed, a look of despair on his face. “And yet we use it for the nightmare of war.”
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“La technologie of war ’as enabled us to mangle bodies on un magnifique scale,” said Madame Mékanique. “I will teach you ’ow to repair them.”

Sin was well acquainted with the palace’s infirmary, having been patched up on a number of occasions. Today, for a change, he was not attending as a patient. The students crowded around a human-looking manikin laid on the floor. It had a large cut across its forehead, from which flowed a steady stream of blood, or at least what looked like blood. Eerily, the manikin’s chest rose and fell as if it was breathing. The artificial lungs and heart were controlled by clockwork, but unlike the mekanikal watchmek, the humanity of the manikin made the whole effect more than a little disturbing.

Dressed in a white nurse’s uniform with a medical bag slung across her shoulder, Madame Mékanique stood next to the simulated casualty. “You ’ave discovered your mission partner ’as been injured. What do you do?”

“Stop the bleeding,” said Claude Maggot, an eager-to-please look on his boyish face.

Madame Mékanique nodded. “Please show us this, Monsieur Maggot.”

Claude kneeled next to the manikin and leaned over the cut, examining it.

From her medical bag, Madame Mékanique removed a short bamboo truncheon, with which she rapped Claude across the back of the head.

“OW!” Claude’s hand went to his skull.

“Step away from le corps Monsieur Maggot, you are dead.”

Rubbing his head, Claude rejoined the rest of the candidates.

“The première thing you do is check for danger.” Madame Mékanique returned the truncheon to her bag. “As COG Maggot ’as discovered, you are no good to your mission partner if what ’urt them, ’urts you. Remember. What does DR ABC stand for?”

Zonda’s hand shot into the air.

“COG Chubb, go ahead.”

“Danger, response, airway, breathing, circulation.”

“Correct.” Madame Mékanique kneeled by the manikin. “’ello, can you ’ear me?” Spookily, the manikin’s eyes opened, its glassy stare travelling about the room. Madame Mékanique continued: “Next, check the airway. From the fall and rise of the chest, I see the breathing is good so now I treat the injury. It is a ’ead wound, so what should I remember, COG Wagtail?”

“Y’all can’t use a bandagesic, ma’am,” said Beuford.

“Oui. And why is that so, COG Brazil?”

“The analgesic painkillers impregnated into the cloth can affect the brain,” Lottie explained.

“Tres bien. Now pair up and practise your bandaging. The best work will be rewarded.” Madame Mékanique began a circuit of the room.

Sin partnered with Zonda. Across from them, Jasper stood on his own, there being an uneven number of candidates in the East Wing.

“Jasper, come join us,” offered Zonda, beckoning him over.

Biting back a comment, Sin scowled.

“Don’t be grumparooney,” Zonda said.

“If you must know, I’m actually excellent at first aid,” Jasper said, sitting down next to Sin and Zonda. “I wanted to be a doctor.”

“So why didn’t you go to medical school instead of joining COG?” asked Sin, curious to know if Lottie was correct about Jasper’s father.

Jasper frowned. “It’s complicated.”

Although his question had gone unanswered, Sin recognised the pain in Jasper’s eyes. It was the same look he saw when he caught his own reflection while thinking about his mother.

“His parents wanted him to join COG,” Zonda jumped in. “You should give him a chance.” She turned to Jasper, a bandage in hand. “Can you help me with this?”

Sin had never known his mother. How much harder must it be for Jasper to bear, having memories of his father, having someone to miss? Perhaps he should give Jasper a chance.
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Sergeant Stoneheart pulled a shiny Zinc Acid Pyrotechnic Originator (ZAPO) lighter from a pouch on her flight suit and flicked it open. She touched the flame to the bottom of a set of curtains in the lavish airship State Room and took a step backwards.

Sin watched, mouth agape, horrified at the speed with which the fire clambered up the fabric. By the time Stoneheart exited the cabin the flames were crawling along the ceiling, burning fingers of destruction scrabbling across the yellowed pine.

“Fire, not pirates, is the biggest threat to an airship,” barked Stoneheart. She joined the candidates in front of the faux cabin. It had been constructed at the bottom of a quarry a mile from the palace and was an exact replica in every detail except for the one ironglass wall that provided the students with a view of the interior.

“Speed, a sense of purpose and determination are essential when fighting fires aboard an aerostat.” Stoneheart hefted a brass fire-extinguisher from a trolley and held it out. “COG Ace, deal with it.”

Jimmy Ace was a stocky steam engine of a boy. With seemingly boundless energy and an enthusiasm for life, Sin had grown to like him over their time in the East Wing together. Grabbing the extinguisher, Jimmy hurried into the room and sprayed the ceiling and walls with a steaming white cloud from the extinguisher’s conical nozzle. The flames drew back, leaving a thick ashen smoke in their wake. It appeared the fire was beaten. Jimmy began to cough. The extinguisher clattered to the floor and Jimmy bent double, clutching at his chest.

“Fire will kill you, but the smoke will kill you quicker. The extinguishers are a steam and carbon dioxide mix, so in a confined space they’re going to add to your breathing difficulties.” Stoneheart rapped on the ironglass. “COG Sin, COG Chubb, rescue him.”

Sin sprinted for the door.

“Wait!” shouted Zonda. From the trolley, she grabbed two domed ironglass and brassanium helmets. “We don’t want to suffocate like Jimmy.”

Sin eased the helmet over his head and the magnets in his flight suit’s collar snapped onto the ironglass ring at the base of the dome. A moment of claustrophobia spiked his pulse, the sound of his breathing loud in his ears. He’d worn face respirators before, when Coxford’s smog was particularly poisonous. This was different. He was enclosed in the bubble’s confines and although he knew he could rip the helmet clear at any point, it still unnerved him. It felt like being trapped in the fish again, with a dwindling air supply.

He forced the fear away and tapped Zonda on the shoulder, giving her the thumbs up. They hastened into the flaming State Room. Smoke swirled all around, the toxic cloud stealing both oxygen and vision. The intense heat of the flames was more discomforting than damaging, the thick leather of their flight suits offering some protection.

Jimmy now lay on the floor gasping. Sin grabbed him under the shoulders and dragged him towards the door. Gas hissed next to Sin’s ear and he momentarily froze. Had his helmet sprung a leak, poisoning him with toxic fumes? A valve clunked closed and the hissing stopped. He relaxed; it was only oxygen being released into the helmet, replenishing his air supply.

Ahead, Zonda picked up the fallen fire-extinguisher and doused the flames, killing the fire. A brassanium cylinder ran from the rear of her helmet to the peak, acting as a protective crest and also as an oxygen reservoir to augment the air sucked in through the dome’s filters. Sin’s helmet hissed again, the carbon dioxide from the extinguisher triggering the valve in his helmet.

An invigorating burst of energy surged through his body: his blue blood responding to the oxygen-enriched air. Jimmy now felt light as a ragdoll in Sin’s arms. He hoisted the stricken candidate onto his shoulders and carried him through the door to the medical post.

Lottie Brazil rushed over to help and administered first aid. She loosened Jimmy’s collar, ensuring he could breathe, then lifted an emergency cup of Darjeeling to his lips. Jimmy swallowed a little of the tea and coughed violently, hacking up a blob of black phlegm.

Stoneheart strode over and stared down at Jimmy’s ashen face. “In a real airship fire, you cannot afford to fail, or everyone dies.”

“Yes, Staff.” Jimmy coughed again and spat more sooty phlegm onto the ground.

“COG Sin has demonstrated the correct technique of the fireman’s carry.” Stoneheart raised her chin in Sin’s direction. While not exactly a compliment, it was still the most praise Sin had ever received from the surly sergeant.

Stoneheart twirled the ZAPO lighter in her fingers. “Professor Barm has attempted to build fire-fighting watchmek, but they are not smart enough to deal with the ever-changing complexity of an airship fire. That requires a human brain.” She flipped open the ZAPO. “COG Nobbs, COG Jenkins, we have an engine-pod fire for you to deal with.”

Catching Stanley’s eye, Sin bit back a snarky comment. He was going to give Jasper a chance.
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Thick, greasy smoke billowed from the engine room, a by-product of the burning lubricants. Stanley advanced on a tower of orange flames, his extinguisher held ahead of him. He directed the nozzle at the base of the inferno and depressed the extinguisher’s handle. A cloud of white engulfed the fire and the flames died.

His fists clenching and unclenching, Sin stood transfixed, watching through the ironglass panels in the side of the training rig. Stanley valiantly battled the fire in the mock engine pod, but as fast as he quenched one, another started. Sin felt powerless. He didn’t like seeing his friend in danger. He wanted to be in there, backing him up – unlike Jasper, who lurked well to the rear, peppering stray flames with small bursts from his own extinguisher.

Stanley pushed further into the engine bay, shuffling past a blackened mass of pipes and gears.

Stoneheart pointed through the ironglass at Stanley as she addressed the remainder of the candidates. “Fire-extinguishers are useless against industrial fires. You need to use chemical foam, otherwise you will fall victim to flashover.”

On cue, flames spread across the ceiling and the smouldering machinery burst back into flames, trapping Stanley in the centre of a raging inferno. Jasper retreated, ineffectually worrying the flames with puffs of carbon dioxide.

Sin fought the urge to grab an extinguisher and help. He had to give Jasper a chance.

Enveloped by fire, Stanley sprayed carbon dioxide all around, barely able to keep the flames at bay. Jasper lurked at the engine room’s rear, seemingly unable or unwilling to affect a rescue.

A churning unease twisted Sin’s stomach. Stanley had saved his life on the tower; it couldn’t be right to just watch him suffer. His friend’s extinguisher spluttered then died and the flames leaped higher. Sin thumped on the ironglass. “Get among it and help him,” he shouted at the cowering Jasper, but his voice was lost to the roar of the fire.

“Stuff this.” Sin raised his hand. “Staff, permission to help COG Nobbs?”

Stoneheart dragged her gaze from the flames. After what seemed like an age, she said, “Granted.”

Zonda gripped Sin’s arm. “It’s not your exercise. You don’t always have to be the hero.”

Sin pulled away. “Stanley’s getting cooked.” He rammed his helmet onto his head. Zonda yelled at him through the ironglass dome; thankfully, cocooned inside the bubble, her words were lost. He pulled the safety pins from two extinguishers on the trolley and, hefting one in each hand, stormed into the blaze.

Oxygen hissed into Sin’s helmet and an exhilarating rush flowed through his body. With both extinguishers held at arm’s length, he depressed the handles. Clouds of carbon dioxide and steam billowed ahead of him, forming a corridor through the flames. Keeping the handles depressed, Sin charged through the smoky haze.

Stanley crouched, hugging himself into a ball, trying to protect himself from the fire’s heat. Sin pulled a lever on the extinguisher’s side and water spurted from the nozzle, soaking his friend. Stanley looked up, his face splitting into a grin beneath the soot-smudged dome. He pushed himself to his feet and grabbed one of the extinguishers. Side by side the boys retreated, shooting bursts of steam and carbon dioxide left and right as they went. Stanley stopped, and half turned to the fire that still raged in the engine pod. Sin grabbed his arm and pulled him through the door to safety. It was only a training exercise and Stanley’s flight suit was already charred and blackened. Who knew what injuries he might be suffering? Sin wasn’t letting him stay in there. Someone else could deal with it.

From her position at the window Stoneheart tracked Sin and Stanley’s progress to the medical post before returning her attention to the floundering Jasper.

Sitting Stanley down, Sin helped him remove his helmet, then pulled his own dome free. The shrouded silence was instantly replaced by Zonda’s ranting.

“You just had to interfere, didn’t you?” Her green eyes burned with a fury as intense as the engine fire. “You couldn’t give Jasper the chance to overcome his fear. No, you had to ride in on your white charger and save the day. You had to make yourself the hero again, didn’t you?”

Sin glanced at Stanley, who shrugged as he peeled his smouldering flight suit from his reddened skin.

“Yeah, I did,” Sin finally said. “Because Jasper hasn’t overcome a fear in his whole life and I wasn’t going to let my friend burn just to save Jasper’s feelings.”

“You’re wrong about Jasper,” Zonda said, eyes ablaze. “Every day he stays in COG he’s braver than you are. Braver than you’ll ever be.” She shook her head. “It wasn’t about saving his feelings, it was about giving him a chance to prove himself.”

Sin pointed through the ironglass screen to where Jasper was huddled in a corner, carbon dioxide trickling from his extinguisher. “I think he’s proved himself, all right.”

“You are incorrigible.” Zonda thrust her helmet onto her head, nodded at Stoneheart and stormed into the engine room to join Jasper. She unleashed a maelstrom of carbon dioxide, shrouding herself in the fire-killing gas. Then, taking Jasper’s hand, she coaxed him towards the door.

Sin watched through the glass.

How was the coward still in COG? Certainly, he was clever, but surely that wasn’t reason enough? It wasn’t like Jasper even wanted to be here. Why didn’t he just quit, go and be a doctor? It would be better for everyone if he left, and took whatever he knew about the injections with him.
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The candidates gathered in the wildflower meadow to the south-east of the palace with Captain Hawk. The petals on the golden rod and dandelion that dotted the grass were nearly as bright as their flight suits. After the incident in the quarry Zonda was once again giving Sin the cold shoulder, so he waited with Lottie and Stanley.

A klaxon sounded and above the palace a large white flag bearing a central red oval ran up the flagpole.

“Who can tell me what that flag means?” said Hawk.

Zonda’s arm shot into the air.

“COG Chubb,” said Hawk.

“Inbound airship, Staff.”

Hawk pulled a dark steel telescope from the pocket on her flight suit. “Inbound airship, indeed. And what are the two main reasons we fly it?”

Again, Zonda’s arm thrust skywards. Hawk ignored her. Instead, her attention turned to Stanley, who was the only candidate not to have raised a hand.

“COG Nobbs, please enlighten us.”

Stanley shuffled his feet, the chunky rigair boots squashing meadow flowers beneath them. “Certainly. Your actual basic inbound airship flag is flown for two reasons.”

Hawk waited, but nothing more was forthcoming. “I know it’s flown for two reasons,” she said. “I want you to tell me what they are.”

“I was just coming to that.” Stanley clapped his hands together. “I wanted to make sure I had everyone’s attention for this important piece of information. I mean, if anyone didn’t know the two reasons, it could have terrible consequences, so I’m glad to be able to clear it up for everyone.”

Stanley paused again without offering any further explanation. Hawk looked down her nose at him. “If you don’t tell me what the reasons are right now, you’ll be doing punishment laps around the lake for a week.”

“Message received and understood, Staff,” said Stanley. “The two actual reasons are . . .”

“Wind direction,” whispered Sin.

“. . . to clearly establish the wind direction and . . .”

Lottie brought her hand to her face and coughed. “Warning.”

“. . . to warn any other craft of the inbound airship’s approach.” Stanley nodded. “Yep, those are the two reasons, all right.”

“Thank you, COG Sin and COG Brazil. You are now at the top of my deuce list, just below COG Nobbs.” Hawk extended her telescope and, holding it up to one eye, she scanned the horizon.

“What’s a deuce list?” whispered Stanley.

“Dunno. I’m guessing it’s not the one she writes her Christmas presents on,” said Sin.

Lottie shook her head. “From an etymological perspective, I expect it derives from deuce, being another word for two, and number two being a colloquialism for . . .”

“Cark list,” said Stanley. “Why didn’t she just say?”

Hawk twisted the focus ring on the telescope. “Candidates, if you look in the direction of Vanbrugh’s Grand Bridge you will shortly sight the Swordfish, the finest aerostat to sail the skies. It will be your home for the next two weeks.”

The candidates watched in awe as the speck on the horizon grew bigger and bigger, the smoke clouds from the airship’s funnels leaving dark billowing trails. The whup-whup of the Swordfish’s engines drummed across the meadow, sending vibrations pulsing through their bodies.

Sin had occasionally witnessed airships over the streets of Coxford. The way the giant vessels hung in the air seemed unnatural, defying Newton’s laws of gravity. The Swordfish steamed nearer, and it was easy to see how she got her name. A thick serrated prong jutted from the bow, and a spiked fin curved gracefully across the dorsal side of the balloon’s sleek silver envelope. Two engine pods protruded from her flanks, the shimmer of whirling propellers slicing the air, pulling the aerostat gracefully through the heavens. Beneath the balloon a streamlined gondola ran the length of the Swordfish. Man-sized brassanium and ironglass portholes dotted the gondola, where brown-suited aeronauts stood pointing excitedly towards the palace.

“Designed by Sir George Cayley, the Swordfish is both a thing of beauty and the fastest ship in the Empire,” said Hawk with pride. Her gaze locked onto the airship and her eyes turned misty. It was the most human Sin had ever seen her. She was like a proud mother talking about her child, and just for a second the tough aviator exterior melted away, revealing a softer side. Hawk snapped the telescope closed and the moment was gone. “The dorsal fin prevents boarding from above and the nose spike has cost more than one pirate his ship.”

The Swordfish hovered over the wildflower meadow, the curved array of propellers on the engine pods spinning, halting and reversing as she manoeuvred. An aeronaut stepped onto the catwalk surrounding the envelope. Over her shoulder she hefted a weapon that made the rotary blunderbuss look like a peashooter. She chained herself to the safety rail, flipped up the weapon’s sights and directed it downwards.

“Stand well clear, everyone. They’re using landing harpoons,” shouted Hawk.

The aeronaut took aim then jolted backwards, disappearing in a cloud of steam that exploded from the weapon’s barrel. A barbed bolt trailing a thin steel hawser shot from the billowing cloud and thudded into the meadow. Overhead, further explosions sent more harpoons slamming into the grass, the impact trembling the soles of Sin’s boots.

“Landing crews, to your positions,” shouted Hawk.

Sin rushed to a harpoon that jutted from the grass twenty yards starboard of the airship. With the girth of a small fence post and extending three feet above the ground, the litanium rod was far bigger than it had seemed when fired from the air. Sin grabbed one of the handles protruding from the rod and put his weight on it. Lottie, Stanley and Mercy, the other members of his landing team, did the same. Their task was to keep the harpoon embedded in the earth while hawser-reelers in the depths of the airship wound in the cable.

A steamwhistle sounded, then the hawser pulled taut and the harpoon shuddered. Foot by foot the airship descended, the steel wire groaning almost musically. Sin tried not to think about the strain on the hawser, or about the story that Shady Brianna, who’d been the Fixer’s eyes and ears at the railyard, had once recounted. She’d described in graphic detail the mutilation of a rail worker sliced in two when a cable towing a freight locomotive had snapped.

A gust of wind buffeted the airship. The cable sang, and the harpoon lifted an inch, the metal barbs grating in the rocky soil.

“We’re losing her, Staff,” shouted Sin.

Across the meadow, the port harpoon wrenched free, scattering candidates. It whipped through the air, taking with it one stubborn candidate who refused to let go. Sin’s stomach lurched; Zonda swung wildly at the cable’s end. The squall rocked the balloon, making the cable dance erratically. One moment Zonda was some twenty feet in the air, the next she was dangerously close to being dashed into the ground.

“We got this,” said Stanley to Sin. “Go get her, brother.”

Sin sprinted across the grass. “Who’s your nominated carrier?” he yelled at the dazed candidates.

Trixie pushed herself to her feet. “Jasper,” she said and pointed. Sin rolled his eyes. It had to be him, didn’t it? Well Zonda would just have to hate him some more. He bent over Jasper, who kneeled on all fours, winded, and unclipped a coil of safety rope from his belt.

“Behind you!” cried Trixie.

Sin turned. The harpoon hurtled towards him with Zonda clinging on for dear life, her expression a combination of fear and determination.

Hurling himself at the harpoon, Sin grabbed a handle. His fingers locked around the metal and his feet lifted from the grass. The wind snatched at Sin’s flight suit, trying to dislodge him. He clipped the safety rope onto one of the harpoon’s handles and tossed the free coils towards the candidates on the ground.

“Get ready for the jolt!” he shouted to Zonda.

Below, the candidates grabbed the dangling rope and the harpoon lurched.

“Am I forgiven?” Sin yelled above the wind.

“I’m not sure,” Zonda yelled back. “I saved you from Eldritch, so this makes us about even.”

“You didn’t actually put yourself in danger,” Sin argued. “I’m risking life and limb; that’s got to count for something.”

Hauled in by the candidates, the wild movement of the hawser lessened to a gentle sway.

“I sort of feel you might owe me some cake as well,” said Zonda.

“Owe you for what?”

“No specific reason. Just general owingness of cake. In fact, I think a nice piece of Battenberg would go a long way to securing my forgiveness.”

“Fine, I’ll get you Battenberg.”

Zonda grabbed his hand and smiled. “Wonderlicious. I do so much prefer it when we’re friends.”
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The candidates gathered on the bridge of the Swordfish. To their rear menaced the bulk of Sergeant Stoneheart. Dressed in her flight suit and rigair boots, it appeared she was coming with them, as was Madame Mékanique. Giant oval windows the height of the room gave views to port and starboard, while an ironglass dome below the nose spike provided vision to the front. The brassanium ship’s wheel stood at the centre of the dome, its polished spokes gleaming in the sunlight.

“Welcome to the Swordfish,” said Captain Hawk. “Things run differently aboard ship.” She stamped her rigair boot, the metal claws clanging on the chequer-plate. “This is not the floor, it’s the deck. Those are not walls, they’re bulkheads. You do not go along a corridor to the bathroom, you go down a passageway to the heads.”

From behind the ship’s wheel Hawk lifted two whistle-sticks. They had the appearance of sheriff’s truncheons, but were cast from brassanium with a whistle at one end. “Living onboard an airship is not easy. Space is tight, and privacy is limited.”

Sin rubbed his arm. The flight suit concealed the puncture marks from his injections. However, unlike the palace, where he had his own room, on the airship he would be sharing with Stanley. Injecting himself in secret was going to be tricky.

“Tempers will inevitably fray,” continued Hawk, “so I am appointing two bosuns who will be in charge of discipline.” Her gaze ran over the candidates. “COG Beuford, front and centre.”

Beuford stepped forwards and stamped to attention. “Staff.”

“Onboard the airship I am not Staff, I am Captain.”

“Yes, Captain,” corrected Beuford, stamping his feet again for good measure.

Hawk handed him a whistle-stick and returned her gaze to the remaining candidates.

It didn’t surprise Sin that Beuford had been selected. Big and imposing, with a confident swagger, he had the required presence to ensure discipline. He was also fair. Not once had Sin seen him abuse his size.

“COG Von Darque, front and centre,” said Hawk.

A wave of groans erupted from the East Wingers.

Velvet stepped leisurely forwards and took her place next to Beuford. “Captain,” she said, with an air of conceit.

Hawk passed her the whistle-stick and then addressed the candidates. “You will obey all lawful orders given by the bosuns. Disobeying them is as good as disobeying me, and that’s mutiny.”

Velvet glanced at Sin and a smirk curled her lips. Unlike Beuford, she delighted in abusing her power. Sin had no doubt she would.
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SCREECH!

Velvet’s whistle-stick blasted next to Sin’s head, making his ears ring. “Jump to it, COG Sin, that coal isn’t going to shift itself.”

Sin rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead, making a smudge in the black coal dust clinging to his skin. He’d spent the morning shovelling coal into barrows, which Zonda and Jasper wheeled to the boilers. It was hard, back-breaking work, but he refused to show any weakness. Besides, Velvet was strictly an amateur compared to the nuns at the Sacred Science Orphanage, where he’d been tormented for the first ten years of his life. On the airship, there were no sermons on how sloth was one of the seven deadly sins, no vitriolic prayers about pathetic weaklings and no beatings with canes.

Thanks to its proximity to the boiler room, the air in the coal bunker possessed an oppressively dry heat. Jasper had stripped to the waist in an attempt to remain cool. Fearful that his needle marks might be discovered, Sin had declined to remove his shirt, and as the morning had progressed, he found that the increased temperature simply didn’t affect him.

Sin heaved a shovel of coke into Jasper’s waiting barrow. Much as Sin disliked the coward, Jasper was working like a machine, taking two barrows for every one of Zonda’s.

“You don’t appear to have broken a sweat,” said Jasper, mopping his brow with a neckerchief tied to his wrist. “That blue blood must be really working out for you.”

Emptying another shovel load into the barrow, Sin said, “I don’t have blue blood. Nimrod cured me.”

“That’s not what I heard.” Jasper raised his sweat-soaked eyebrows.

With excessive violence, Sin smashed the shovel into the coal pile close by Jasper’s feet. “Then you heard wrong.”

Zonda dropped her barrow next to Jasper, killing the conversation. She, too, didn’t have the luxury of stripping down, and her coal-stained blouse clung to her. “Splendiferous news. Sergeant Stoneheart says the boiler room only needs one more barrow each.”

Velvet prodded Sin with her whistle-stick. “Make sure it’s a full one this time. None of these half measures you’ve been letting COG Chubb get away with.”

“Bosun?” said Sin, keeping all emotion from his voice.

“Yes, COG Sin?”

“I’m not allowed to insult you, am I?”

Velvet struck the whistle-stick against the palm of her hand. “No, that would be against Captain’s orders.”

“But I can think it, right?”

Velvet’s forehead crinkled into a frown. “I suppose you can think what you want.”

Sin dumped a shovel of coal into the barrow. “In that case, I think you’re a stuck-up, vindictive witch.”
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The Captain’s cabin was five times the size of the crew quarters and the bulkheads were decorated with splendid wood panelling. Light streamed through a curved brassanium and ironglass bay window, besides which hung plush silk curtains. Framed maps and photographs adorned the bulkheads, and a well-stocked drinks cabinet nestled in one corner.

Sin stood to attention before the Captain’s desk, on which rested a grandly decorated antique globe. Hawk sat in a padded leather chair, poring over a journal. Ignoring him, she turned a page. Sin knew it was part of the punishment, making him wait, reinforcing how unimportant he was. The Fixer had often done the same to rival gang leaders. He’d never bothered using the ruse with Sin or the other urchins, it would have been a waste of effort; they already knew how insignificant they were.

“Day Two and already on Bosun’s Report,” said Hawk, still not looking up from the journal.

“Yes, Captain.”

“The other Staff seem to think you’re special. Do you think you’re special, COG Sin?”

“No, Captain.”

Hawk finally looked up and fixed him with a hard stare. “So, what gives you the right to insult my bosun?”

Sin held Hawk’s gaze. “What gives her the right to order me about?”

Snapping the journal closed, Hawk rose to her feet and strode up to Sin. “I gave her that right. COG Von Darque was not chosen idly, but after great thought. Do you have a problem with my authority?”

“No, Captain.”

“Do you have a problem with taking orders from women?”

“No, Captain.” Sin rolled his shoulders. “Just from COG Von Darque.”

“And why is that?”

Why was taking orders from Velvet so hard? Maybe it was her deliberately flaunted position of privilege, or perhaps the fact that she’d used him as bait and got him infected with the blue blood. Deep down, he suspected there was another reason.

“We’ve got history,” was all he said.

“The past is past, and can’t be changed.” A sad note tinged Hawk’s voice and her gaze flicked to a large framed photograph of an airship that sat on her desk. The SS Summersong. “You’re only ever in charge of your future. And if you want one aboard my airship, you’d better knuckle under.”

Hawk strode to a peculiar brass hemisphere mounted on top of a litanium tube in the centre of the cabin. From the smooth, polished surface protruded what appeared to be a number of telescope eyepieces.

“Look into the viewer,” ordered Hawk, tapping one of the telescopes.

Sin lowered his head to the eyepiece. A picture of the bridge came into view. Lottie stood on watch at a curved brassanium rail, scanning the sky ahead of the Swordfish.

With a mekanikal click, Hawk turned a wheel and the picture slid to a view of the boilers. Stripped to the waist, Stanley and Jimmy shovelled coal into the furnaces.

“That’s incredible. How does it work?” said Sin.

“Prisms, mirrors and ironglass tubes, apparently. Nimrod tried to explain the science, but that’s not important to me. What matters is I can see my crew, obeying orders, working like cogs in a machine. However, for the machine to operate, all the gears must do their job.”

The picture changed again to the outside of the Swordfish. In the distance, a dirty coal barge lumbered through the sky.

“Are you committed to crewing my airship, to being part of that machine, COG Sin?” There was a seriousness to Hawk’s words, as if she was asking Sin a life or death question. With the threat of war looming ever closer, perhaps she was.

Sin lifted his head from the viewer and stood to attention. “Aye-aye, Captain.”

“Good.” Hawk flipped open a dented brass pocket watch. “We’re about to mid-air refuel. You will help me supervise topside.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Hawk snapped the watch shut. “Then, as punishment duty, you will shovel our entire coal resupply from the chute to the bunkers.”
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Their boots freshly rewound, the refuelling detachment stood clamped to the ratlines criss-crossing the Swordfish’s stern. The procedure was dangerous, and an atmosphere of apprehension hung over them. From her position at the coal chute, Ada fired a brass Very pistol into the air. Burning brightly, the green magnesium flare launched by the signal gun drifted to starboard, indicating the relative wind speed.

Noting the flare’s movement, Sin adjusted the position of his semaphore flags, directing the chunky coal barge closer. His stomach churned, and a moment’s giddiness washed over him. He’d walked on the envelope several times during the voyage and was used to seeing the patchwork pastures drifting past hundreds of yards below, but the presence of the squat, dirty coal barge changed everything. It hung in the air, black smoke belching from its broad funnels, defying the laws of nature. It was a solid reference point for Sin’s eyes, behind which the clouds disconcertingly scudded by.

The Swordfish’s spiked dorsal fin had been lowered to one side, allowing the barge to manoeuvre in close. The airship drifted nearer, its shadow falling across the tailfins. Tether ropes hanging from the hawseholes below the barge’s nose slapped against the envelope. Sin crossed his flags above his head, signalling the barge to maintain position as tether teams walked jerkily towards the ropes.

“Secure them fast around the bollards,” shouted Hawk. “There’ll be hell to pay if she pulls loose and dumps coal on my airship.”

Not to mention that it could knock any of us tumbling to our deaths, thought Sin, something that appeared of far less concern to Hawk than potential damage to her precious Swordfish.

An articulated steel pipe lowered on hefty chains from a bulge in the barge’s keel and angled towards the battered brassanium coal hatch that protruded above the Swordfish’s envelope.

“In times of old, the refuelling hatches provided pirates with an easy slide to the engine rooms,” said Hawk. “Nowadays, we fit them with boarding deterrents. Or, as I like to call them, bloody great spikes. COG Irk, you do not want to fall into that hatch.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” shouted Ada. She turned a wheel and pistons forced the hatch’s twin flaps open. Using a large hooked pole, she guided the mouth of the articulated pipe inside. The sharp clack of ratcheting gears sounded and a set of rubberised clamps secured the pipe in place. “Docked and locked,” she shouted.

Keeping the semaphore flags crossed, Sin lowered them in front of his body. The pipe shook and clanged, tons of coal rattling downwards into the Swordfish’s bunkers. Tons of coal that he was destined to move.

The refuelling complete, Sin made his way to the bunker. Beneath the bottom end of the delivery chute towered a mountain of black. He was supposed to have it shifted into the bunkers by morning. Even working all night, he wouldn’t get it done. Bloody Velvet. He should have kept his mouth shut, only she wound him up, punching his buttons. At least she wasn’t here lording over him as he suffered his punishment.

Footsteps clanked from the engine room’s ladder and Sin’s heart dropped. He slammed the shovel into the pile and looked down, not wanting to see the smug look on her face when she walked into the bunker.

“Oi! Oi!” shouted Stanley. “Is this where the bad boys hang out?”

Sin looked up. It wasn’t Velvet. Stanley swaggered towards him, a shovel over his shoulder. “Figured you might need a hand, brother.”

Sin heaped another spade-load into the barrow. “Thanks, Nobby. It’s gonna take all night. I can’t ask that of you.”

Stanley grinned. “You’re me brother and all, but I weren’t going to do this on me Jack Jones, was I?”

More feet clattered down the stairs and Zonda, Lottie and a host of helpers paraded into the bunker. The whole East Wing had come to muck-in, with the notable exception of Jasper.

“Don’t seem right both bosuns coming from the West Wing. I reckon us East Wingers got to stick together. You know the code: one in trouble, all in trouble, ain’t it,” said Stanley.

“Thanks,” said Sin, relieved. “I owe you.”

Zonda placed a hand on Sin’s arm. “No. We owe you. Velvet was going to grind us into the deck plates. You taking the fall has avoided that.”

Coal dust covered Sin’s arms, hiding the needle marks from his injections. Zonda’s fingers rested uncomfortably close to the scarred skin. Sin shovelled another load of coal, using it as an excuse to shrug free of her touch. “Don’t see that it’s made any difference. She’s still in charge?”

“Hawk had to punish you to show solidarity with her officers,” said Lottie. “But she accidentally left the speaking tube open when I was on watch and I overheard her giving Velvet a right dressing-down.”

“Hawk won’t tolerate her abusing her position again,” added Zonda.

A warm feeling spread through Sin’s chest. Velvet hated being ordered about. He would have loved to have seen Hawk ripping into her, instead of being stuck in the bunker shifting coal. The warm feeling died. “She ain’t got to shift all this though, has she?”

“If you hadn’t been given it as a punishment, we’d have been rostered to do it tomorrow for sure.” Zonda reached for a shovel. “Now we can get it done without Velvet harassing us, and you get the pleasure of knowing you’ve publicly insulted her.”

“So, in a way, I’m being rewarded for being rude to Velvet?” said Sin.

“Absolutamon. And now it’s time to collect that reward.” Zonda slammed her shovel into the pile of coal.
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It was three days since the coal incident and, if not pleasant, Velvet was now being fair. Sin dropped onto his bunk in the cramped cabin he shared with Stanley. Barely wide enough for the narrow bunk beds and their equipment lockers, the cabin couldn’t be more different from his spacious room at the palace. He glanced at the steamer trunk fastened to the cabin’s bulkhead. His syringes were inside, concealed in a secret compartment he’d fashioned in the trunk’s floor. A compulsion to check on them nagged at him, but Stanley had already returned from his shower and lay on the top bunk flicking through a penny dreadful story.

Even if Jasper suspected the truth about Sin’s blood, there was no reason to suppose his medicine wouldn’t be fine. Sin pulled his gaze away, fighting the hold the syringes had over him.

The bunk overhead creaked, and paper rustled; Stanley flicking over a page. “You thought about who you’re taking to the Heroes Ball?”

“Zonda, of course.” He’d hadn’t actually given it any thought at all. Zonda was his friend, maybe more. She was simply the natural choice. “Who else would I take?”

“Dunno. Ethel likes you, I’m sure Mercy or Jimmy wouldn’t say no, and there’s always the incredibly mean yet appealing elephant in the room.”

“What’s an elephant?” Sin asked, confused.

“It’s like a big cow with five legs.”

Sin punched the underside of the bunk. “Why would I take a five-legged cow to a dance?”

“I’m not saying you would. It’s a figure of speech, ain’t it. Means the thing no one wants to talk about.”

“That don’t make sense.” Sin shook his head. “I would have thought everyone would be talking about a cow with five legs. How does it walk, for a start? It would end up going in circles.”

Stanley sighed. “What I’m saying is you could ask Velvet. You know she has a thing for you, right?”

“Velvet? She hates me. Look at the trouble she got me into with the coal.”

“You got yourself into that trouble, brother. You and her are like a scabby knee. One of you always has to be picking at it.”

“Leave it out. I ain’t scabby.” Sin punched the mattress above his head again.

Stanley leaned over the bunk’s edge and leered down at Sin. “You knows the Nobbs is right.”

“What is it with you? And don’t say you were raised in the gutter, because I was too.”

“It’s the rush, ain’t it? I used to get it from climbing. That feeling of being so alive, in the moment, all my senses magnified a million times. Thing is, the more I climbed, the less it would happen. That’s why I was the best in the business. I’d do more and more dangerous jobs just to feel it. Then I met Jenny Barrow and I discovered a brand-new rush.”

Sin sat up. “Who’s Jenny Barrow?”

Stanley’s face took on a wistful look. “Jenny Barrow was –”

Outside in the passageway an alarm bell clanged. “Stand to. Pirates!” shouted Beuford, dashing past the doorway.
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Sin hurried into the armoury. Racks of steamrifles and steampistols lined the small, secure room’s walls. Many of the racks were empty, the weapons already having been issued to the candidates arming themselves for the impending attack.

Weapons log in hand, Sergeant Stoneheart passed Sin a steampistol and noted down its serial number against Sin’s name. “Top cover with COG Chubb,” she instructed.

“Aye-aye, Staff.” Sin checked the breach and nail magazine before sliding the weapon into his holster. He strapped a leather nail bandolier around his chest and turned to leave. Stoneheart placed a hand on his arm. Her grip was firm but, surprisingly, not unfriendly.

“COG Chubb has not collected her steamrifle.” Stoneheart’s gaze met Sin’s. Her eyes held not their normal look of contempt but something else, almost conspiratorial. She glanced down at the weapons log. The book ensured no weapons went missing, but more than that, it was an indelible record of their call to arms. One in which Zonda would be absent. And desertion of post while under attack was punishable by flogging.

“COG Chubb is rewinding her boots, Staff,” lied Sin. “She asked me to fetch her weapon.”

“Very good.” Stoneheart pulled a steamrifle from a rack and noted its number next to Zonda’s name. “Make sure that she gets it.”

“I will, Staff.” Sin grabbed a spare steamreservoir. “Thanks,” he said and ducked through the door.

Candidates rushed along the passageways in a semblance of organised chaos. Sin pushed past Lottie and hammered on Zonda’s cabin door. It swung inwards. Zonda sat on the lower bunk, her head in her hands.

“We’re under attack, Zon – pirates. We need to head up top.” Sin placed the steamrifle onto the bunk.

Zonda looked up, her eyes bloodshot, tears streaking her face. “I can’t do it. I can’t shoot anyone, not after Eldritch.”

“I know it’s hard, Zon, but we need you. You’re our best shot.”

“Not anymore.” Zonda held out a hand that trembled like an autumn leaf.

Sin pulled Zonda’s cutlass from its scabbard and rested it across her knees. “I’ve got to get to my station. You should have this ready in case the pirates get past us and head below decks.”

“When you say get past us, what you really mean is kill you, isn’t it?”

“I suppose.” The corners of Sin’s mouth turned down. “Can’t see me letting them past while there’s still life in my body. You know me: always got to be the hero.”

Zonda gripped the cutlass’s handle and rose from the bunk. “I’m not ready for the steamrifle, but I’ll do what I can to help.”

They hurried out of the room and up the nearest ladder, hands sliding on the side rails, never going on the rungs, just as they’d been taught. Don’t put your fingers on the rungs; they’ll get crushed by the boots of those above, Stoneheart had bawled during training. At the time it had seemed like another of the Sergeant’s petty rules. Only now, with panicked candidates rushing ahead of them to positions on the gantry, and a thirty-foot drop below, did the importance of the rule hit home.

Sin reached the ironglass dome that led outside and drew his pistol. He looked down at Zonda, her face flushed with exertion. “You good?”

“Absolutamon. Pirates. Hopefully it will be someone famous,” she said, her voice shaky.

She was obviously scared, and rightly so. Fighting was something you did to survive, but famous pirates or no, it wasn’t glamorous. It was fear and violence and the basest of human instinct. Survival of the fittest. Darwinism in action.

Sin grabbed the release handle and twisted. Cogs turned, drawing the dome’s locking bar free. He cast his gaze about, trying to see if there was a cutthroat waiting in the dark ready to run him through. Cloud hugged the envelope, hampering visibility; he was going to have to chance it.

He switched off the dome’s chemlights so as not to provide a silhouette for the pirates to shoot at, then flung the hatch open. His blue blood-enhanced muscles launched him skywards and he catapulted onto the narrow litanium platform surrounding the dome. Drawing his cutlass, he stared into the scudding clouds, seeking out threats.

The damp air muffled the clatter of Zonda’s boots ringing on the deck plates behind him. “Can’t see diddlysquataroo,” she said.

“It’s going to be close quarters or nothing. The steamrifle’s no good anyway.”

Zonda unsheathed her cutlass and held it en-garde.

“Nudge me if you see anything.” Sin circled behind her and pressed his back to hers.
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The dull whumph of the Swordfish’s engine pods reverberated through the chill fog. They’d been on station for what seemed like an age and the cold wind crept insidiously through the leather of their flight suits. Living rough as an urchin on the streets of Coxford, the winter’s nights had been bitter, however Sin couldn’t remember them ever being this cold. An icy gust swept across the envelope and he shuddered involuntarily.

“Pirates won’t need to kill us,” he said. “We’ll be frozen solid before long.”

“I must admit, even with my cake-conditioned insulation it’s a taderoo chillsome.”

“‘Chillsome’. It’s brassanium bally monkeys. I can’t feel my fingers any more.”

Ahead, somewhere in the grey fug, a cutlass rattled. Sin tensed and took aim with his pistol. The weapon shook uncontrollably, and his frozen fingers struggled to keep hold of the grip. “We’ve got company,” he whispered.

Zonda turned around and raised her cutlass.

The ratline adjacent to them began to vibrate with the regular beat of footsteps.

“Officer on deck! Make your weapons safe,” drifted a shout through the murk.

The noise of the engines and the deadening effect of the cloying cloud made the voice hard to recognise, and although he thought it was Captain Hawk, Sin couldn’t be sure.

“Challenge. Frocking Grommet,” shouted Zonda.

“Authenticate. Quonge Plate,” answered the figure.

His arm shivering, Sin lowered the pistol. If it had been a pirate, he doubted he’d have been able to shoot them anyway. He fumbled with the weapon’s safety catch. The cold penetrated right to his core, making even the simplest of tasks near impossible.

Hawk emerged from the fog, striding along the ratline. “Exercise over. You may stand down.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” said Sin, his teeth chattering.

Hawk headed towards the hatchway. “And good work with the challenge, COG Chubb.”

“Aye-aye, Captain-erooney.”

“Just Captain will suffice.” Hawk flicked on the hatch’s chemlights and disappeared down the ladder.

Sin rattled the barrel of his pistol against its holster, unable to slot it into place. Zonda took his shaking hand and helped him guide it home. “Your hands are icicles.”

“Can’t feel them no more,” said Sin. “Does everything look weird to you?”

“It’s probably just your goggles icing up.” Zonda lifted the leather and brass goggles from his face and onto his helmet.

Sin blinked. Everything still had a shimmering blue haze to it.

Zonda’s hand went to her mouth in shock. “Your eyes. What’s wrong with them?”
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Zonda retrieved a mirror from a pouch and held it up to Sin, letting him see his eyes. The whites held the pale blue pallor of blackbirds’ eggs. His face was similarly tinged, and marbled with darker blue veins snaking proud on the skin.

“What’s wrong? Are you poisoned?” asked Zonda, examining his face with a mixture of fascination and shock.

“Jus’ c-cold,” stammered Sin.

“Spin my cogs! You’re freezing.” Zonda traced a finger over one of the protruding veins.

“I s-said it was b-brassanium monkeys.”

“No, you’re actually freezing. I can see ice crystals forming on your face.” She lowered her hand. “We need to warm you up, or who knows what might happen?”

Zonda hurried through the hatch and onto the ladder. “Come on, move!”

Sin shook his head. “I’ll be thrown out of C-COG.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s the b-blue blood. We l-lied.”

“Nimrod didn’t cure you?” asked Zonda, her tone uncertain.

Sin paused. “I’m dying, Zon.”

“You’ll die if you stay here. You’ve got to get into the warmth.” Zonda climbed back out of the hatch and extended a hand to Sin.

“C-can’t let anyone s-see,” he stammered.

“We’ll keep it a secret, I promise,” she said gently. “Just come inside.”

Sin lurched to the hatch. His legs were like blocks of ice and every step sent needles of pain shooting through his feet. He clambered onto the ladder. Unable to grip the rails, the best he could do was hook his arms over the rungs. “W-where are we g-going?”

“Sick bay. Madame Mékanique should have left now the exercise is over. We can warm you up there.”

The pins and needles spread further through his legs with each step down. His limbs shook beyond his control and every movement required dogged concentration. At the bottom of the ladder, Zonda helped him onto the gangway and pulled his arm over her shoulder. Together, they shuffled along the passageway, Sin barely able to move his legs.

“Are you feeling any better now we’re inside?” asked Zonda.

The engine room’s boilers kept the interior of the airship agreeably snug, but Sin’s entire body was numb. “D-don’t feel a-anything.”

The clatter of rigair boots on the metal deck plates echoed from further along the corridor and Sin halted.

“We need to keep moving,” said Zonda, encouraging him forwards.

“You promised to keep it s-secret.” Sin sank to his knees.

“I will. Trust me.” She lifted the flight goggles from his leather helmet and eased them back over his eyes. “I need you to be the hard-as-steel street kid that never went down without a fight. What would the Fixer think if he saw you like this?”

Sin grabbed her arm and hauled himself upright.

“Let me do the talking,” said Zonda, again helping him walk. “And keep your head down.”

They hobbled to an intersection in the passageway where Esra checked the readings on the quarkoneium percolator.

“What’s up?” he said, a look of concern on his face.

“Just a bit winded.” Zonda grimaced. “I slipped on a ladder and accidently whacked him in the clockworks.”

Esra inhaled sharply. “Nasty. You need a hand?”

Zonda kept Sin shuffling along. “No. We’re just going to walk it off.”

“Deep breaths. It’ll pass,” said Esra, returning his attention to the luminous pressure columns on the percolator and absentmindedly crossing his legs.

Lurching into a side-passage, Sin forced himself to keep going, every movement a torturous battle to be won.

“Nearly there,” said Zonda in the singsong voice of someone trying to hide their concern.

Her words washed over Sin, his sole focus on the twenty or so paces he’d have to endure to reach the sick bay. Step by painful step, he counted them off.

Staggering through the door, any sense of relief was overwhelmed by the agony that skewered him from head to feet.

Zonda lowered Sin onto a bunk and drew the thick canvas curtain across the doorway. The rattle of the litanium curtain rings on the rail was distant and distorted through the fug pervading Sin’s head. His eyes wouldn’t focus, a blue sheen tainting his vision. The pins and needles now pierced his entire body. It was oddly reassuring, the pain a contrast to the numbness. “Woz hupening to me?” he slurred.

“Your blue blood must have different thermodynamic properties. Perhaps it’s starting to crystallise?” said Zonda. “Your flight suit’s sodden from the clouds. It’s sapping your body heat. You need to get out of it. Now.”

Sin lifted his fingers to the buckle at his neck. The skin on his hands had a blue translucent sheen to it. Lottie’s words replayed in his fuddled mind: Their skin was waxy like a manikin. “Not feeling gud,” he mumbled and let his arms drop to his sides.

Zonda hurriedly unfastened the buckle and unzipped his suit. “We need to raise your core temperature before your body shuts down completely. I think you’re suffering from hypothermia.”

Sin tried to speak. A frozen ache locked his jaw solid and all that came out was a slur of sounds. His vision darkened, Zonda’s anxious face fading to black above him.
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One-two-three, one-two-three. The waltz played and Zonda spun in circles with Sin, her dress twirling in petticoated splendour. Her fingertips slipped from his and she pirouetted into the arms of Major C, who clanked the three-step with mekanikal precision. Velvet took Zonda’s place, dancing with Sin. They stepped in time with the music, her scarlet ball gown brushing against his legs. She rotated away, taking the hand of a man whose face was obscured by a devilish masquerade mask. The man waltzed Velvet out of Sin’s reach and slid the mask from his face.

“NO,” shouted Sin. Eldritch grinned at him, a neat hole in his forehead.

“NO,” shouted Sin again.

“Shush, shush. Everything’s fine.” Zonda held a warm cloth to his forehead.

Sin’s eyes flickered open and he stared about in confusion. He was still in the sick bay, swaddled in several thick blankets.

“What happened to the music?” he asked.

“There’s no music. You passed out and had some sort of episode.”

A dull numbness enveloped his body. His muscles no longer hurt; only his face still prickled painfully. Sin tried to reach up and touch his cheeks, but the blanket bound his arms to his sides. “Am I still blue?”

“It’s hardly noticeable,” Zonda reassured him.

“Show me. Please.” Sin twisted his shoulders, struggling against the blanket.

Zonda lifted a mirror. It was better than he’d feared. His normally swarthy skin had a faint blue tinge and one or two veins stood out, but he could explain those away. He wormed a hand free and wriggled himself upwards. “How long have I been out?”

“Only two bells.”

An hour. Sin pulled the blanket from his shoulders. “I need to get back before I’m missed.”

“It’s fine, Stanley’s covering.” Zonda pushed him back down to the mattress.

“You promised not to tell.” Events were spiralling out of control. His blue blood was supposed to be a secret, his injections doubly so. It was almost a relief that Zonda now knew; he hadn’t liked keeping it from her. However, the Fixer always said, If one person knows your secret, it ain’t secret. Sin trusted Stanley, only his friend had a mouth on him and might let something slip by accident. Then there was the problem of Jasper, who Sin was almost sure suspected the truth. Why hadn’t Jasper told anyone? What was he waiting for?

Zonda pulled the blanket back over Sin’s shoulders. “Stanley’s still in the dark. I said you were helping me with something.”

“Yee-ahh!” Cramps ripped through Sin’s abdomen. He drew his knees to his chest, his movement restricted by the blanket. The prickling pins and needles spread throughout his body and the cramps grew more intense. Through gritted teeth he said, “I need you to get something for me. And you need to keep this very secret.”

The cramps had lessened by the time Zonda returned. They went in cycles and Sin knew they could resume at any minute. He took the syringe from Zonda, his hands trembling. “Did you have any problems?”

“Easy cheesy. I got Lottie to lure Stanley away.”

Tapping the glass, Sin nudged the plunger, bringing a droplet of sapphire liquid to the needle’s point. “You may want to look away.” He pressed the needle into a vein.

“Don’t be a sillies. This is fascinating.” Zonda leaned closer.

Sin depressed the plunger and finally, warmth spread throughout his body. He closed his eyes and mumbled, “Zon, will you go to the ball with me?”

“I’ve already been invited by Jasper.”

Sin’s eyes sprang open. He lifted his head, struggling to focus. “I sort of assumed it would be me and you.”

“I’ve not accepted, yet.” Zonda’s mouth narrowed. “It doesn’t always pay to take things for granted. I need to consider my options.”

“It has to be you. You’re my best friend, Zon.”

She frowned. “I’ll make my final decision when we get back to the palace.”

That was more than a week away. Sin’s head dropped back onto the pillow. His eyes closed, and the injection’s numbing effects rolled over him. “Suppose I could always go with Velvet,” he murmured sleepily.
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Tethered with landing harpoons, the Swordfish swayed in the breeze that swirled patterns across the wildflower meadow’s grass. It was early afternoon on the fifth of November and the galley hummed with excitement. Requests to “go ashore” – the terminology Hawk used for leaving the airship – had been denied, and so instead of returning to their rooms in the palace, the candidates hung about the Swordfish. Speculation was rife on whether they would be permitted to partake in the evening’s celebrations, and Stanley had started to take bets on the possibility. The palace’s fireworks displays were legendary; even living on the streets of Coxford Sin had heard tell of them. Ever since Nimrod had gifted the palace to COG it had ceased to receive visitors, but Guy Fawkes Night was the one exception, when the grounds were opened to the public for the purpose of the display.

Sin sat on the middle of a bench, wedged between Zonda and Mercy. “It’s so exciterooney.” Zonda clapped her hands together. “Apparently, no one’s seen Nimrod for weeks. He must be doing something super-spectaculiferous for this year’s display.”

“I used to climb to the top of Magdalen College Bell Tower and watch from there,” said Stanley. “Even though it was miles and miles away it looked wonderful. Up close it’s going to be benjo-epic.”

“Closest I ever got to seeing fireworks was the Fixer fronting up the Banbury Boys when they tried to muscle in on his turf.” A grin spread across Sin’s face at the memory. The Fixer had marched towards the angry mob with a Roman candle cannon in each hand, shooting fireballs into their masses. Sin nodded to himself. “There were some oohs and ahhs that night, I can tell you.”

A dazzling flash followed by a thunderous boom filled the galley. A column of orange smoke swirled like a whirlwind in the centre of the room. The smoke drifted downwards, spreading across the floor, and Noir became visible, his face covered by a malevolent mask in the form of a hideous effigy of Guy Fawkes. He placed his hands in front of the mask, paused, then whisked them away. The mask had vanished. The curl of a smile on his lips was perhaps supposed to be friendly but somehow it conspired to be more disturbing than the Fawkes mask. “Because of your hard work over the last two weeks, Captain Hawk has granted you shore-leave, so you can watch tonight’s display from the lake.”

Spontaneous applause rippled through the candidates.

“The East Wing should take especial delight in knowing that the hundreds of iron spikes they hammered into the lakeside are the launching posts for Nimrod’s most spectacular rockets yet.”

“That’s how she rides,” shouted Stanley, accompanied by the cheers of the East Wingers.

Sin looked on, detached from the excitement. In his experience, whenever Noir was involved, there was always a catch; a price to be paid.

Noir held up his hand and the candidates quietened. Removing his top hat, he spun it in his fingers then reached inside. From the apparently empty interior he produced a fan of paper slips and a bundle of pencils. “Alas, two candidates must stay behind to ensure the safety of the Swordfish, so we will be holding an unlucky dip.”

The pencils and paper were distributed among the candidates and they each wrote their name on a slip. Noir’s top hat was passed along the galley tables, and the folded papers deposited into it. The magician retrieved the hat and an expectant hush fell over the room. Noir reached inside and fossicked about. With a performer’s flourish he withdrew his hand, a slip clutched between thumb and forefinger. “And the first candidate staying behind is . . .” Noir slowly unfolded the paper. The candidates waited in tense silence. Sin sat back, resigned to his fate, already knowing whose name it would be.

Noir’s thin blue lips again twisted into a smile. “COG Sin,” he announced, showing the paper for all to see. Sin met Noir’s cool gaze. It was a fix, of course. Noir clicked his fingers and the paper burst into flames, all evidence of foul play turning to ash. Noir selected a second piece of paper. “And the candidate joining COG Sin this evening is . . .”

Sin looked to the ceiling. Anyone but Jasper. Anyone but Jasper or . . .

“COG Von Darque,” rasped Noir.

Or her. Sin gripped the edge of the table, his knuckles turning white. Zonda’s eyes narrowed, and she scowled across the room at Velvet. The West Winger returned her glare in spades.
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A brilliant pink flower burst into life, colouring the sky behind the palace with its expanding blooms before twinkling to nothing. Sin leaned on the rail of the gangplank that led up into the belly of the Swordfish. He stared across the meadow, trying to take in what little of the display he could see. He and Velvet should have been allowed to go with the others. It wasn’t as if the Swordfish even needed guarding. You couldn’t get a safer mooring than the headquarters of COG, the estate being surrounded by high, spiked walls and patrolled by watchmek. There wasn’t any danger. Well, not unless Noir knew something they didn’t.

Velvet slouched next to him. “This isn’t fair,” she said, kicking the gangplank with the toe of her rigair boot.

“Noir doesn’t do fair,” said Sin.

“Why did it have to be me?” she lamented.

“I’m sure Noir had his reasons for choosing us.” Sin let go of the brassanium rail and straightened. “Even if it’s only because he’s wicked.”

Velvet turned her head sharply to look at Sin. “You think it wasn’t bad luck. You think Noir fixed it.”

“I know Noir fixed it.”

“You can’t be sure.” Velvet’s eyes narrowed.

“I can.” Sin tapped his fingers on the rail. “I didn’t write my name on the slip of paper I put into the hat. I wrote Jasper’s.”

“You little cheat.” Velvet flicked her hair and the smell of lavender wafted over Sin. She sounded annoyed but she smiled at him.

“Didn’t do me no good though,” he said.

Velvet edged closer. “Oh, I don’t know. You get to be graced with my presence,” she said pleasantly.

Her face was lit by an explosion of golden starbursts and Sin tried to read her expression. Was she genuine? Did she really want to spend some time with him? She certainly hadn’t seemed friendly when she’d made him shovel coal in the bunker.

A barrage of rockets screamed across the sky, trailing sparkling red stars that dimly illuminated the wildflower meadow. A figure strode across the grassy expanse. Sin tensed. Something about the figure’s gait and flapping coat unsettled him. “We’re not expecting visitors, are we?”

Velvet pulled away from Sin, perhaps sharing his unease. “No. Everyone’s supposed to be at the fireworks.”

The figure drew nearer. Below a bowler hat leered a grinning Guy Fawkes mask. Sin backed up the gangplank and spun a brassanium wheel. The airship’s envelope shimmered, casting an elliptical glow across the ground. Illuminated by the chemical glare, the sight of the figure’s scarlet coat sent a shiver through Sin’s body. There was no way it could be him. He was dead.

Velvet moved to the bottom of the gangplank, her hand resting on the hilt of her cutlass. “Halt! Who goes there?” she said, issuing the challenge they’d been taught for sentry duty.

The figure stopped as commanded, now only a matter of yards away. He reached up and pulled off his mask. “I’m rather disappointed you didn’t recognise me,” said Eldritch.

Drawing his cutlass, Sin rushed to Velvet’s side. “You’re dead. We shot you.”

“You shot him?” queried Velvet.

“You certainly shot me,” confirmed Eldritch, rubbing the small red scab on the centre of his forehead. “Let me pass on some advice that my Master Sergeant gave to me at the battle of Typhoo Valley. Never shoot a large-calibre man with a small-calibre round.” Eldritch pulled his coat to one side and drew his rapier. “You may not live to regret it.”

Sin lunged. Velvet grabbed the D-ring on the back of his flight suit, stopping his advance. “We need to go.”

Twenty more masked figures marched into the ring of light surrounding the Swordfish. Cutlasses hung from the belts of their scarlet leather flight suits, and on their hips, black leather holsters housed shiny steampistols.

“You’re not going anywhere.” Eldritch brandished his rapier, herding Sin and Velvet back up the gangplank. “I have new orders. There’s someone who’s dying to meet you, COG Sin.”

Velvet grabbed Sin’s hand as they retreated.

Eldritch sneered. “How very touching. And how fitting COG Von Darque should be left on sentry duty with you. We have some unfinished business and this time, alas, there will be no Fixer to intervene.”

Sin took another step backwards and felt the wooden flooring of the cargo bay beneath his feet. Velvet let go of his hand. “Now,” he shouted, and they fled in opposite directions along the boarding passageway.

“You’re trapped. My crew will find you.” Eldritch’s voice trailed after Sin, but there were no pursuing footsteps.

Sin shouldered through a door leading to an access ladder and hurried upwards. He ignored the noisy clatter of his rigair boots on the rungs. For now, speed was more important than stealth. He needed to rendezvous with Velvet in the B Deck heads. His Morse code still wasn’t the best, but he was sure that was the message Velvet had conveyed with the series of long and short squeezes she’d given his hand.

Ducking through the door into the heads, Sin checked the cubicles. They were empty. He lowered a seat cover and rested his legs. How was Eldritch not dead? It couldn’t be coincidence that Noir had chosen him and Velvet to be on guard duty. The magician must have known about Eldritch’s plan to steal the Swordfish. Had Noir used Sin as additional bait, knowing Eldritch still wanted him, or did he believe they’d be the most likely to survive the encounter? Velvet’s mother, Lilith, had conspired with Noir before; maybe Noir was again volunteering the Baroness’s daughter for the good of COG.

The door to the heads eased open. Sin rose quietly to his feet and grasped his cutlass.

Velvet stepped inside, and Sin relaxed. “What now?” he whispered.

“We need to escape before they get airborne. They’re going to have the gangplank covered so we’ll have to find another way.”

“We could get some buoyancy aids and jump from the orbital catwalk?” Sin suggested.

“If they’re prepping for take-off, the bridge and the boiler room will be humming with pirates. There’s no way we’ll be able to sneak into the safety lockers.”

Sin fingered the metal D-ring on his flight suit. “I’ve got another idea, but you’re not going to like it.”

Velvet met his gaze, a flicker of fear in her eyes. “At this point I’ll take anything.”
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Velvet and Sin stole along the starboard corridor, the shouts and running footsteps of pirates preparing for lift-off echoing around them. Sin’s breathing quickened, and the faintest tingling prickled his palms. So far they’d managed to dodge the crew, who seemed more concerned with getting airborne than finding the stowaways, but their luck couldn’t hold forever. They’d nearly reached the end of the passageway when a figure carrying a silver tea service rounded the corner. Sin froze. It was Mr Clark from the palace. What in Hades was he doing aboard the Swordfish? Had someone sent him to deliver tea and cakes to them, unaware of the pirates’ attack?

“Good evening, sir. Good evening, Ms Von Darque,” said Mr Clark, continuing towards them. “I’ve brought a little light refreshment.”

“Mr Clark, what are you doing here? It’s not safe,” said Sin.

“I know, sir.” Clark stepped closer and hurled the tray at them.

Sin ducked, and the scalding hot teapot flew past his head. Making use of the distraction, Clark pulled a knife from his belt. Sin grabbed the servant’s wrist and pushed him against the bulkhead, forcing the blade down. Years of hard service had given Clark a wiry strength and, battling Sin, he slowly raised the knife. The strength drained from Sin’s muscles, sapped by the growing pain of pins and needles. The knifepoint pricked his skin below his Adam’s apple. Sin sensed a movement behind him, then Velvet held the silver teapot’s pointed spout against Clark’s eyeball. “Drop the knife.”

The weapon clattered to the floor. “Bloody gentry,” Mr Clark snarled, no longer bothering to maintain his clipped servant’s intonation. “You should’ve all drowned in the fish.”

Sin retrieved the blade, a sickening feeling in his stomach. “It was you who sabotaged it?”

“Aye. Unfortunately not well enough,” spat Clark. “Don’t matter now. Eldritch will do for you.”

Velvet slammed the side of the teapot into Clark’s head and he crumpled unconscious to the deck. “See? You give the staff an inch and they take a country mile.” Without pause, she dropped the dented teapot onto the servant’s chest.

“Thanks for stopping him.” Sin’s hand went to his throat, and a trickle of blood warmed his fingers. He hoped Velvet was too distracted to notice the colour, now more purple than red.

They hurried into the next passageway, at the end of which stood the access door to the orbital catwalk. Angry shouts rang out behind them, Clark’s misfortune obviously having been discovered. The litanium door swung inwards and their footsteps faltered. A scarlet-suited pirate stepped into the passageway, a sizeable monkey wrench in his hand. The pirate’s left eyelid drooped, the result of a cruel scar that slashed diagonally across his face. “Captain wants you alive for when we get to the Rock.” His gaze flicked from Sin to Velvet. “I says it’s bad luck to have a lady aboard.”

Velvet’s arm struck out. With fingers straight as an iron bar she stabbed the pirate in the throat. A strangled gasp escaped the thug’s mouth and he dropped to his knees. Velvet’s rigair boot slammed into his jaw and he collapsed to the deck. “Fortunately, I’m no lady.” Velvet bent and took two pistols from the pirate’s holsters. She handed the smaller of the weapons to Sin. “It’s only a Very pistol, but it’s better than nothing.”

Shoving the shiny brass flare gun under his belt, Sin stepped through the bulkhead door, onto the orbital catwalk. Earlier, standing guard on the gangplank, the night had felt calm; now, thirty yards up, the breeze swirled and eddied. Sin hurried towards one of the hawsers tethering the airship. The steel cable ran taut from a harpoon in the ground up to a hawse-hole overhead, where it disappeared into the airship. When Sin had devised his escape plan, he’d pictured the cable running at a gentle angle. Up close, he realised it was much steeper, not far from vertical. He grabbed hold of the hawser. “Hook a line and jump.”

“That’s your plan?” said Velvet with an air of incredulity. “A quite literal death slide?”

“You can always stay here and keep the pirates entertained. Your choice.”

Velvet shot him a withering look and clambered onto the guard rail. She pulled the carabiner free of the brassanium safety reel attached to her flight suit’s harness. Line paid out behind her as she clipped it onto the hawser.

“Use your boots to brake and it’ll be cushdie,” said Sin.

Velvet met Sin’s gaze, her ice-blue eyes a mixture of fear and something else. “I hate you,” she said, although her words sounded hollow.

“I know.” Sin patted her reassuringly on the back, then shoved her off the rail. Velvet plummeted for the first ten feet. She didn’t scream – Sin knew she wouldn’t. Kicking her feet against the cable, she managed to wedge the hawser between her boots, and her descent slowed. Smoke spilled from the soles, then the rubber ignited, trailing flames behind her. With a fiery thud, she slammed into the top of the landing harpoon.

“Leaving so soon?” said Eldritch from behind Sin.

Drawing the Very pistol, Sin turned. The traitor stood on the catwalk, a thick, bladed cutlass in one hand, rapier in the other.

“Stay where you are, or I’ll send up a distress signal.” Sin pointed the pistol skywards.

In the distance, a series of multi-coloured starbursts exploded across the sky.

Eldritch shrugged. “Do your worst. No one’s going to notice. Not tonight.”

Sin lowered the pistol to the horizontal. “Reckon one person’s going to notice.” His finger tightened on the trigger.

Steam exploded from the weapon’s muzzle and Eldritch staggered backwards, a smoking black hole in his flight suit. With a phutt the flare sparked to life and Eldritch roared with pain.

Sin clambered onto the rail and hooked his safety line onto the hawser. He glanced back at Eldritch, who was jabbing at the brightly burning flare with the tip of his cutlass, trying to prise the slug of flaming chemicals free. What calibre was the pistol? Big enough to finish Eldritch? Probably not. Sin returned his eyes to the hawser, grabbed his safety line and jumped.
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Hawk slammed her foot down, crushing some late-flowering whiteclover beneath her rigair boot. “You are cowards and deserters and should be hung from the yard arm.” She held her chemlantern aloft, so a bright circle of shame illuminated Sin and Velvet in the dark of the night.

“We couldn’t stop them, Captain,” said Sin. He stood to attention, Velvet at his side. Behind them, the abandoned harpoons protruding from the wildflower meadow were all that remained of the Swordfish. The other candidates milled about, apparently unsure of what to do now that their temporary home had been stolen.

Hawk jabbed Sin in the chest with her finger. “You didn’t even try.”

“We would have died,” said Velvet.

“Then you would have died valiantly.”

Behind Hawk, Jasper grinned, probably enjoying the irony of his rival being accused of cowardice. Sin ignored him. Whatever Hawk thought, it hadn’t been cowardly; there was nothing they could have done. They were lucky to have escaped with their lives. Velvet was right: by resisting they would have died and achieved nothing. If you were going to make a heroic sacrifice, there should be a reason for it.

Hawk drew her cutlass. “Were you in on it? Are you traitors like Eldritch?”

A clanking sound drifted across the meadow. Major C marched towards them, his brassanium mekaniks leaving divots in the soft earth. Beside him scurried Nimrod, trying to keep up.

“Captain Hawk, you may stand down,” commanded the Major.

“They let pirates steal my airship!” said Hawk, the point of her cutlass quivering near Sin’s cheek.

The Major inhaled deeply; his chest plates expanded and his shoulders squared. An elongated hiss of steam spouted from his mekaniks. “Captain, you are to stand down.”

Hawk lowered her blade and took a step back, making way for the Major. “Aye-aye, sir,” she said.

The Major drew to a halt in front of Sin and Velvet. “Was it really Eldritch?”

Surrounded by the candidates from both wings, Sin guessed their mission was no longer to be considered a secret. “Yes, sir.”

“What a damn shame. I thought we’d put that little complication to bed.” The Major’s head turned with a series of minuscule clicks. He glanced at Nimrod, who puffed to a halt alongside Zonda.

Sin couldn’t decipher the look that passed between the Major and his father. It was like when they’d been told of Eldritch’s escape – something wasn’t right. Their commander should have been more surprised about the traitor’s impossible resurrection. “You seem to have been expecting his return, sir?”

“Eldritch is a survivor, always has been.” The Major surveyed the abandoned landing harpoons. “Although I certainly hadn’t anticipated this.”

“Zonda shot him in the head. That’s not something you walk off with a hot cup of tea and the best of Britannia,” said Sin.

“I got this on Teabreak Ridge during the Dilmah campaign when a steamshell landed on our company HQ.” The Major rapped his metal fingers against his brassanium half-helmet. “I should be dead. I was dead, but a very remarkable man brought me back from beyond the pale. Yan Shi, a Chinasian surgeon attached to our field hospital, was pioneering work in human-mekanik interfaces. He gave me a second chance. I owe him everything.”

Sin frowned. “What’s that got to do with Eldritch, sir?”

“Eldritch was my second-in-command at the time. Shrapnel from the steamshell gave him the scar through his eye and smashed the front of his skull. Yan Shi replaced the missing bone with a jigsaw of brassanium plates. His injuries were far less heinous than mine, and Yan Shi managed to graft the skin back. Zonda’s shot must have been blocked by the brassanium.”

“I shot him again, on the Swordfish. Unfortunately it was only with a Very pistol.”

“That’s going to leave a scar,” said the Major. “Although Eldritch collects scars like most people collect mementos.”

“Yes, sir. He’s definitely going to need some patching up when he gets to the Rock,” said Sin.

The Major’s mekaniks jerked and his head clicked up. “What do you mean, the Rock?”

“One of the crew let it slip. That’s where they’re heading.”

The Major turned to Hawk. “Captain, did you hear that? We know where they’re going. Are you ready to give pursuit and recapture your command?”

Hawk kicked the toe of her boot into the soft turf. “With what? We have no airship, and we have no crew. Even if we did, no aerostat can outpace the Swordfish; she’s the fastest in the Empire.”

“Actually, Captain, you’re wrong on all three counts.” Nimrod stepped from behind the Major and pushed his glasses back onto his nose. “Captain, candidates, follow me.”

As everyone followed Nimrod towards the lake, Major C held Sin and Zonda back, out of earshot.

“We still want Eldritch taken alive. Do you fancy a second bite at the cherry?” asked the Major.

“Yes, sir,” said Sin immediately.

“Absolutamon,” agreed Zonda.

“Top-Hole! I’ll brief Hawk on the operation.”

“Sir, I don’t understand how we’re going to find him,” said Sin.

“The Rock is naval slang for Gibraltar, a Britannian outpost of great importance in the Mediterranean. That’s where Eldritch is heading,” said the Major.

“That still doesn’t explain how we’re to catch him,” said Zonda.

“I believe Nimrod is about to reveal all.” The Major’s pace quickened and they joined the candidates and Hawk, who waited on a floating platform at the edge of the lake. Hunched over a control panel at the end of the platform, Nimrod adjusted dials and levers, his hands darting back and forth like a piano virtuoso.

Zonda edged nearer to Sin and gave his arm a squeeze. “I’m so relieved you’re safe. Eldritch didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No danger. We never gave him a chance.” Sin didn’t mention about nearly getting stabbed by Mr Clark. Zonda had a soft spot for the servant, so he didn’t want to reveal it was Clark who had tried to drown them all.

“What’s he doing?” Sin gestured to Nimrod, trying to change the subject.

Zonda shook her head. “Not a clue-eroo. This is where we watched the fireworks from, and where Nimrod coordinated the display, but I don’t see what that’s got to do with recovering the Swordfish.”

There was a loud ZING and a dazzling green flare shot from the platform across the lake. A plume of steam erupted where the flare hit the water, then the blazing green light drifted downwards into the murk. The glimmer of the flare disappeared, replaced by a much larger elliptical glow deep in the water. The lake seemed to fluoresce, something massive rising from the depths. An elongated litanium and ironglass hemisphere the size of a steam-carriage breached the surface. From the centre of its flattened base a litanium tube descended to a glowing metal envelope which rose from the lake, twice as big as the Swordfish. Rivulets of water cascaded down the envelope’s curved sides, sending waves dashing onto the banks and swaying the pontoon on which the students huddled. The vessel continued to rise until it floated on the lake, supported by two torpedo-shaped gondolas moulded into the base of the envelope.

“I give you the Aether-Mare,” said Nimrod, proudly. “Equally at home above, on or under the ocean.”

Lit by the envelope’s glow, Hawk’s face was a picture of awe. “She’s magnificent.”

“That she is,” agreed Nimrod. “She’ll catch the Swordfish in a matter of days. If you promise to take good care of her, she’s all yours.”

“And the crew?” Hawk asked.

The Major gestured to the candidates. “Have been trained by the best Captain in the Empire.”

Hawk nodded, drawing her cutlass and brandishing it in the air. “I need a crew. Are you ready to chase down some pirates?”

“Aye-aye, Captain!” sounded the candidates’ cheer.
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The cabins on the Aether-Mare were bigger than those aboard the Swordfish. Set into the external bulkhead was an ironglass and brassanium porthole the size of a bathtub, which provided a source of natural light. Tucked below it, a writing desk was provisioned with pens, ink and paper. Sin stowed his small portmanteau under the bottom bunk. The majority of the candidates’ gear was still on the Swordfish, so Sergeant Stoneheart and Madame Mékanique, who were to be coming with them, had hastily issued new equipment and luggage. Everyone had also received new flight suits. Unlike the bulky leather ones they’d worn during training, their new suits were made of a stretchy rubber-like material that looked similar to the failed swatch Sin had helped Nimrod test in the lab.

“I’m not sure about the new duds. Makes me feel like a deep-sea diver,” said Stanley, pulling at the iridescent turquoise collar on his suit. He’d already called bagsy on the top bunk and lazed, propped on a pillow, reading another penny dreadful, “The Cursed Emerald of Muttuk”.

Sin drew his cutlass. “I didn’t like them either until Zonda showed me this.” He held his left arm out straight and smashed the flat of the blade onto his sleeve. Instantly, the material hardened beneath the impact of the sword, forming a tough metallic shell.

“Whooah!” Stanley discarded the penny dreadful and leaned over the bunk. He pressed his fingers against Sin’s flight suit, but it had already morphed back to the rubber-like material. “How did you do that?”

“It wasn’t me, it’s the suit. Nimrod calls it NB3O. He’s been developing it for years.”

Stanley made a fist and thumped it into Sin’s shoulder. “Ow!” He recoiled his hand and kissed his knuckles. Again, the material had hardened, protecting Sin from the blow. “How does it know?” asked Stanley.

“Zonda tried to explain it to me,” Sin said. “Something to do with Non-Newtonian Liquids, whatever they are.”

The bunk bed rattled where Stanley smashed his own arm into the litanium frame. “I didn’t feel a thing.” He leaped from the bunk and jabbed his elbow into Sin’s ribs.

“Leave it out,” said Sin, slamming his knee into Stanley’s leg.

Several minutes of intense scrapping later, both boys collapsed onto the lower bunk, their suits well and truly tested. Their breathing was heavy, but surprisingly, they didn’t feel overly warm. Unlike the rubber diver’s suits they resembled, the NB3O suits appeared to be permeable, letting out heat and sweat. They were indeed a masterpiece of fabric engineering. The only problem Sin could see was that, being so snug-fitting, he could no longer wear his keeper.

“What do you reckon about catching these pirates?” asked Stanley between breaths.

“Catching them ain’t the problem. We’ve the best ship and the best captain. It’s what happens next that worries me.”

“How d’you mean?” Stanley pulled at the reinforced cuff on his sleeve, still apparently perplexed by the material.

“Eldritch’s crew are King’s Knights, soldiers hardened by war. People are going to get hurt.”

“But we’ve got these suits now,” said Stanley, smacking his arm into the wall.

“I don’t fancy finding out whether they’ll stop a blade or a nail.” NB3O certainly seemed like an improvement on the material Sin had shot a hole through in the lab. However, a sword swung in anger was a completely different proposition to his friend’s playful punches.

“Stoneheart’s coming with us, and Madame Mékanique,” Stanley continued.

The massive physical training instructor would certainly be handy in a fight; she’d been a fearsome Zulu warrior before joining COG, and by all accounts had proven herself in many battles. Sin wasn’t sure about the prowess of Madame Mékanique, and Nimrod was certainly no soldier.

Stanley slapped Sin on the back. “You and me brother, we’ll be all right.” Lifting his boots from the locker, Stanley checked the winding gauges then hauled them on. “You coming? We’ve got first watch.”

“I’ll meet you up there. I’ve got to rewind first.” Sin grabbed his own boots, hiding the glowing green gauges beneath his hands so Stanley didn’t see that they were already fully wound.

After Stanley had left, Sin donned the boots and headed for the engineering decks. Finding Nimrod’s cabin, he knocked on the litanium door.

There was a solid clank then the door opened a fraction to reveal Nimrod’s furtive face. “Good, it’s you. Come in.”

The scientist ushered Sin inside and locked the door behind him. The cabin was bigger than the one Sin shared with Stanley, being designated for the Chief Engineering Officer, a role Nimrod was currently filling. An elaborate array of scientific apparatus covered the writing desk, which had been commandeered as a makeshift lab bench, along with several packing crates. Chemicals fizzed and bubbled noisily through the contorted glassware.

Sin’s gaze was drawn to an open medical case resting on the desk. One half was taken up by a dated-looking medicament-chronograph and two empty syringes, while five glass vials of his medicine filled the other half. The sapphire solution sparkled beneath the chemlights, creating an unnatural longing in Sin. His hands trembled and he fought the urge to grab for the case. He yearned for the liquid rush, followed by the all-encompassing peace and tranquillity, that brief moment when everything was good with the world.

“How are you feeling?” asked Nimrod, worrying at his glasses.

“Great,” lied Sin. It was two days since his last fix and another day and a half until his next injection was due. A hunger panged his stomach that eating wouldn’t cure, and pins and needles sporadically troubled his limbs.

Nimrod wiped his hand across his mouth. “Excellent. I think the changes I’ve made to the formula are starting to work.”

Sin was certain they weren’t. The scientist really was a terrible fibber. “Shall I take those?” he said, reaching for the case, perhaps a little too eagerly.

Stepping sideways, Nimrod barred the way. “You’re going to have to be sensible with these. I hadn’t expected to need more medicine so soon. The loss of your other doses with the Swordfish has put us on the back foot.”

The urge to shove past Nimrod was nearly overwhelming. Sin clenched his fists, then released them. Fists weren’t good. Fists meant he might punch his father. “You’re making more though, right?”

Nimrod glanced at the apparatus covering the desk. “It’s a complicated synthesis. It takes time, and this isn’t my lab.”

“It’s a good job you’re a genius then.” Keeping his impulses in check, Sin reached leisurely for the case. This time, Nimrod didn’t block him. “I know you’re going to fix this,” Sin said, thankful that he was a better liar than the scientist.
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Having safely hidden the injection case in his portmanteau, Sin joined Stanley on watch. The Aether-Mare’s crow’s nest was a litanium and ironglass dome that sat atop the airship on a wide hollow pipe. Connected to a steam crank, the pipe could be raised to give those on watch an enhanced view beyond the envelope’s sides.

A thousand feet above the ground, where no smog diminished the sun’s rays, the light was harsh and bright. Sin adjusted his smoked glass goggles and peered at the horizon.

“Look sharp. Hawk’s on the warpath,” said Stanley, pointing to a cluster of figures perched on the airship’s Litanium Lattice Aerogel hull.

Sin removed a set of binoculars from a rack and looped the leather strap around his neck. He pressed the eyepieces against his goggles and focused on the group. Since he began lessons with Nimrod, the science behind technology such as the binoculars was less of a mystery, but he still smiled as Trixie, Jasper, Jimmy and Velvet appeared magnified in the viewer. Their faces were sullen, a response to the dressing-down Hawk was obviously giving them. The brown-suited aviatrix bent down and untangled a clump of pondweed from the ratline at her feet. Tossed into the air, the weed flew backwards, taken by the wind. Hawk pointed to the forward stabilisers, then clapped her hands and marched off along the ratlines.

Moving awkwardly, ensuring every step was secure, the candidates made their way to the stubby litanium wings that protruded from the upper front of the airship’s envelope.

Sin swung his binoculars from the candidates to Hawk and watched her disappear through a hatch below decks.

“You ain’t going to see any pirates that way,” said Stanley, walloping Sin in the back with his cutlass, the novelty of the suit’s abilities yet to wear off.

“Give it a rest.” Sin raised his binoculars skywards and scanned the blue expanse for danger. Their job as overwatch was to spot other airships and to monitor the sky ahead for changes in the weather. It wasn’t strenuous work, the steam-heated dome having comfortable padded seats that swivelled and tilted in all directions. In fact, the biggest problem was trying not to fall asleep in the warm sunshine. Fortunately for Sin, this was not an issue thanks to Stanley’s constant chatter.

An hour into the watch, after Stanley had held forth about girls, Lottie, climbing, girls, the Heroes Ball, Morticia Magnum – the feisty heroine of his penny dreadful – and more girls, Sin spied a mass of roiling grey clouds on the horizon. He picked up the speaking tube to the bridge and flipped open the brassanium cover. “Crow’s nest to bridge, we have a Category Four storm rapidly approaching. Over.”

After a short delay, a muffled response echoed from a trumpet fixed next to the speaking tube. “Bridge. Roger that. The Captain’s taking a look and will advise. Over.”

The clouds darkened before Sin’s eyes, and when the bridge responded several minutes later the first drops of rain were already spattering the ironglass dome. “Bridge to crow’s nest. We’re maintaining course. Inform all crew topside to make haste below decks. Over.”

“Crow’s nest, roger that,” said Sin into the tube. “Take us down, Nobby. I’ll go warn them.” In the distance lightning flashed, followed by the rumble of thunder.

Stanley spun a sizeable brassanium wheel and the crow’s nest descended until it was level with the airship envelope. Sin strapped on his flight helmet and exited through a curved door in the dome. The wind whipped around him. He locked his rigair boots onto the ratlines and set off towards the forward stabilisers.

Fat raindrops the size of marbles battered the envelope, making the ratlines greasy. Finally Sin understood why Stoneheart had been such a tyrant, drilling them back and forth across the practice envelope. He leaned into the wind, his thighs burning with the effort. Ignoring the discomfort, he strode onwards, knowing that his crewmates’ safety depended on him.

He drew alongside Jimmy and Trixie. “Storm coming. Captain says to get below decks.”

Trixie chucked a handful of weed in the air. The wind whipped it away in an instant. “Careful near the stabiliser, this stuff is jolly slippy.”

“You don’t want to try to clamp onto it,” added Jimmy. “I made that mistake. Trixie saved my bacon.”

“Got it. Keep off the weed.” Sin continued towards the stabiliser, leaving Trixie and Jimmy to head safely inside.

The airship hit a pocket of turbulence and with an almighty shudder it listed to port. Sin’s weight shifted sideways. His calves pulled taut, the muscles aching as he pressed down firmly onto his toe switches. The claws on his rigair boots groaned, straining to keep a grip on the ratlines.

“Jasper, help me!” Velvet’s panicked shout cut over the whine of the airship’s motors. She lay spread-eagled on the smooth metal stabiliser, which now tilted severely in an attempt to balance the airship. She was slowly sliding backwards towards nothingness. “Grab my line!” she yelled and hurled the safety rope attached to her suit’s harness.

Crouched on all fours, seemingly frozen with fear, Jasper ignored the safety line trailing past him.

Sin picked up his pace, striding towards the stabiliser as fast as he dared. With every step Velvet inched closer to oblivion. Her scrabbling fingers found no purchase against the smooth litanium wing.

“Hook her line!” shouted Sin.

Jasper hunched, motionless, a look of terror on his face.

Ten yards separated Sin from Velvet. Her legs slipped over the curved wing’s edge and dangled into space. He wasn’t going to make it in time, not unless he ran. Hawk’s warning played through his mind: Never run in rigair boots. If you do, you’ll fall and die. But if he didn’t, Velvet would fall and die. Cursing, Sin broke into a sprint.

Toe switch down, clamp the cable, tow switch up, release. Toe switch down, clamp the cable, tow switch up, release. He’d managed less than five steps when he clamped onto a section of weed-covered cable and his boot’s jaws slipped free. Instinctively, Sin released his back foot to regain his balance. Both feet now devoid of purchase, he bent his legs and made an impromptu leap through the air. He was a thousand yards above the ground. If he missed the cables on landing, he’d be done for, and so would Velvet. Time slowed. The crisscrossed cables drifted below him. With pinpoint precision, Sin slammed his feet onto the ratlines. Operating his toe switches, he clamped onto the cables and charged towards Velvet.

Hitting the ratlines and managing the boots’ mekaniks was a simple task in his time-altered world. Sin sprinted faster, reaching the stabiliser as gravity sucked Velvet from view. Her anguished, time-slowed scream played long and loud in his ears.

Sin released both toes and dived forwards. He slammed into the smooth litanium wing, stretching for Velvet’s disappearing safety line. His fingers wrapped around the thin rope, the hemp rough against his skin. Time snapped back. Arms outstretched, he lay sprawled on the stabiliser, the thin cord biting into his hands. He kicked his feet down and hooked a ratline with the toes of one boot. “Help me!” he shouted at Jasper. His petrified crewmate offered no response.

Gears inside the airship mashed and the stabiliser returned to level. The movement jolted Velvet’s suspended body and the line slipped an inch through Sin’s fingers. He screamed away the rope burn’s pain and gripped the cord tighter, his blue blood-enhanced muscles straining.

“Hold on, brother, I’m coming.” Stanley’s voice sounded woefully distant.

Pins and needles pained Sin’s forearms. Not now. He couldn’t lose strength or Velvet would fall. He clenched his teeth, fighting back the agony coursing through his arms.

The clank of boots drew nearer. “We’ve got this, brother.” Stanley dropped to his stomach beside Sin, his own safety cable hooked onto a ratline.

“Two, six, lift,” shouted Sin, and hand over hand they pulled in the rope. Velvet’s fingers appeared over the lip of the stabiliser and their job became easier as she took her own weight. They gave one final heave and, with a kick of her legs, she scrambled onto the metal wing.

Letting go of the lifeline, Sin sat up and examined the bloody, blistered grooves scarring his palms. Velvet crawled closer and wrapped her arms around him in a hug. “Thanks,” she whispered.

Unsure of how to respond, Sin gently patted her arm.

Velvet leaned back, a watery sheen glossing her eyes. “Sorry about the coal.”

Pins and needles tingled Sin’s arms. “It’s not the coal you should be sorry about, it’s the bl –”

Thankfully he cut himself short. He’d nearly let slip the secret of his blue blood.

Velvet pointed at Jasper’s disappearing form, clambering through the hatch to below decks. “I’m going to jolly well kill him.”
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The ship creaked eerily, lashed by the wind and rain, rocking and shuddering in the grip of the storm. The chemlamps in the galley swung in erratic circles, weaving a swirl of shadows over the deserted rows of litanium tables. Sin sat with Stanley and Mercy on the only occupied bench. Each had a fire helmet, an extinguisher and an axe. They were the rapid response crew, and were waiting to be deployed in case of a lightning strike or other emergency.

Sin ran a gloved thumb across the blade of his axe. Beneath the thick leather glove, bandages wrapped his hands. Madame Mékanique had dressed the wounds, applying a soothing salve and then, to Sin’s surprise, had cleared him fit for duty. He supposed that was the difference between training and being on a mission: things were no longer pretend; every crew member was needed and sacrifices had to be made.

“What did Hawk say to you?” asked Stanley.

“She wanted to know what happened topside. I told her Jasper froze and Velvet nearly went overboard because of it.”

The debrief with Hawk had been more relaxed than the last time he’d been in the Captain’s cabin; he’d even been allowed to take a seat. She’d made him recount the events several times over, drawing out more detail with every telling, and questioning him on specific points. As a thief, Sin had got used to not being believed, however it irked him that Hawk seemed to doubt his story, especially when this time he was telling the truth.

“What did she ask you?” Sin let the axe clatter onto the litanium tabletop.

“Same same. She was mighty interested in the bit where you sprinted in your rigair boots. Reckon she thought I was telling porky-pies. I told her if you hadn’t done it, Velvet would be dead.”

Mercy adjusted the wrist strap on her glove. “Do you think Jasper will get in trouble?”

“Oh, he’s definitely in trouble,” said Sin. “If not with Hawk, then with Velvet. I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes the next time she sees him.”

“He should be thrown out of COG,” said Stanley.

“It’ll never happen.” Mercy leaned in closer to the boys. “Lottie says Jasper’s mother is a special friend of Major C and he promised to watch out for Jasper. She heard that the Major talked Jasper out of quitting, said he should make his father proud.”

Sin recalled what Lottie had told him about Jasper when they’d been sparring. How must that feel, to have an expectation placed on you by a dead parent? Sin had spent years carrying a photo of his mother, trying to find out why she’d abandoned him as a baby. What would he have done if there’d been a note with the photograph, some form of request from beyond the grave?

A bright light flickered through the portholes, bleaching everything momentarily white, and a thunderous rumble shook the airship.

Zonda stormed into the galley, her forehead cragged in the mother of all scowls. “You just couldn’t leave it alone, could you?”

Stanley and Mercy stared at the table, which had apparently become especially interesting. Sin met Zonda’s gaze and held it. “Couldn’t leave what alone?”

“You jolly well know what. It wasn’t enough that Jasper was terrified by his ordeal, you had to stick the knife in and give it a twist. He’s on restricted duties pending a hearing.”

Sin shot to his feet and slapped the table, sending a crack reverberating through the galley and pain through his injured palms. “Jasper let Velvet fall. He could have reached out and grabbed her line at any point. He could have saved her. Instead he watched her slide off, into nothing.”

Hands on her hips, Zonda’s scowl deepened. “That’s not how Jasper tells it. He said she was gone before he had a chance to help. Then you came barging in, all desperate to be the hero again.”

Sin shook his head in disbelief. “Me and Velvet are lying, are we?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time you and Velvet kept a secret, would it?” Zonda spat.

“Is that what this is really about? Me and Velvet?” asked Sin. “You think I should have let her fall?”

“Don’t be an ignoramus. Of course not. You just didn’t have to be a tattletale. I thought you thieves had a code of honour about squealing.”

“I ain’t a thief no more and it weren’t squealing. I had to tell Hawk the truth, that’s all.”

Zonda held a hand to her face. “Oh yes, because you’re always so truthful about everything else, right?”

Sin stared at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know damn well what it means. I’m sure you don’t want to inject the truth into this conversation.”

Sin sank back onto the bench. Blinding white light seared through the portholes and the galley shook violently. A tumultuous boom reverberated throughout the ship, then a whistle sounded from the overhead vocifertrump. The Captain spoke. “All firefighters to the starboard engine bay.”

Sin leaped to his feet. “I’d love to continue this conversation, but I’ve got to go and be a hero again.” He grabbed his axe from the table. “Unless of course it’s going to upset you or Jasper and you’d rather we all burned?” He jammed his fire-extinguisher under one arm and dashed out of the galley, Stanley and Mercy following.
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Thick, greasy clouds billowed from the engine bay. Sin lifted the bubble helmet over his head and secured it in place. Thanks to his blue blood, he’d easily outpaced Stanley and Mercy. There was no time to lose; he couldn’t afford to wait. Holding the fire-extinguisher protectively in front of him, he advanced into the smoke. The sound of his breathing echoed loudly in his ears. This was no drill where he’d be rescued if things went wrong. Fire was a ship-killer. He had to stop it spreading or they’d all perish.

The heat of the flames penetrated the smoke, long tongues of destruction leaping along the passageway. Sin’s pulse quickened as the familiarity of his surroundings hit home. His father’s cabin was ahead. Sin adjusted the setting on his extinguisher’s nozzle and depressed the handle, sending a mist of spray before him as a shield. Braving the heat, he battled closer. Acrid white smoke spilled through the open door. Sin stepped inside, his chest tight. The bedding and furnishings blazed beyond redemption. Shattered glass covered the desk, spilled chemicals forming colourful pools of combustion.

With a hiss, the valve in Sin’s helmet operated and he sucked in a breath of oxygen-enriched air. Relief flooded his body. Nimrod wasn’t there.

Using the hooked end of his axe, he pulled the door closed and latched it shut with the iron handles, or “dogs”, as they were referred to aboard. Once the door was securely “dogged down”, preventing it from swinging open with the movement of the airship, he chalked “Keep Closed” on the blistered paint. Deprived of oxygen, the fire inside would burn itself out.

Stanley and Mercy drew alongside. Talking through the helmets was nearly impossible, so Sin gestured that he was going towards the engine pod, from where more smoke swirled. Stanley gave him the thumbs up and indicated that he and Mercy would check the workshop.

Fire raged along the passageway’s ceiling, the insulation on the steam pipes fuelling the inferno and dripping molten blobs onto the deck. Sin abandoned his extinguisher; it would be no use here. He backtracked to a hose reel on the bulkhead and grabbed the brass nozzle. With the double rubber hoses clamped beneath one arm, he took on the blaze. Tugging the operating handle, he doused the nearest flames then redirected his aim further along the passageway’s ceiling. Immediately the fire rekindled on the section of pipe he’d extinguished. If he advanced, he was in danger of becoming a victim of flashover.

Rotating the nozzle to allow retarding agent from the second pipe into the mix, Sin pulled the handle again. Greenish foam splurged upwards in a conical spray, coating the pipe, depriving the flames of oxygen. Edging along the passageway, his breath fogging his ironglass helmet, he foamed the ceiling, snuffing out the flames.

The smoke thinned, blown hither and thither by a gust of icy wind that swirled over the gears, pipes and mekaniks. At the very end of the gondola, a jagged rip of molten metal cut through the hull and deck plates where a lightning bolt had struck. Rain sleeted in from outside, vaporising on the charred litanium. Beside the rip, Sergeant Stoneheart lay motionless. Her hair was singed, and her face rested in a pool of congealed blood that oozed from a gash at her temple.

His pulse racing, Sin dropped the hose then ran to her. It seemed unreal that the giant physical training instructor could be laid low. She’d always exuded an aura of invincibility. Remembering the whack Madam Mékanique had delivered to Claude in the infirmary, Sin checked his surrounds for danger. There was the massive gash in the deck plate and the remnants of the fire, but other than that he was cushdie. He pulled off his helmet and thick leather gloves.

“Staff, can you hear me?”

No response. Stoneheart’s chest rose and fell. Pressing his fingers against her neck, Sin detected the faintest of pulses. A shiver ran up his spine: her goosebumped skin was cold and clammy. From the first-aid kit on his belt he took a crepe bandage and wrapped it around her head, stemming the bleeding.

The Sergeant was a good two feet taller than Sin and built with the muscled body of a Zulu warrior; there was no way he could carry her by himself. He eased her limbs into a more stable position and adjusted her head, extending her windpipe to help her breathe. Satisfied that he had done all he could, he set off to find a stretcher and some help.
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Sin, Stanley and Mercy stretchered Stoneheart into the sick bay. Madam Mékanique had prepared a bed, at the end of which Nimrod fiddled with the pristine dials of an NB27 Mekanikal Nurse.

The unconscious tension tightening Sin’s body dissipated, and his hunched shoulders relaxed. Common sense had told him that his father was safe, given that they’d found no trace of the professor after extinguishing the fires, but that wasn’t the same as knowing for sure. Sin quashed the urge to give the scientist a hug; nobody was to know that Nimrod was his father. Instead, he said, “I’m afraid the fire’s destroyed your cabin and everything in it.”

“Botheration.” Nimrod fixed his gaze on Sin. “My most important equipment is irreplaceable, until we return to the palace.”

Madam Mékanique bustled towards the stretcher bearers, her normally flamboyant ringlets tied behind a white nurse’s cap. She straightened her pinafore and directed the candidates to place Stoneheart on the bed. “COG Sin, COG Nobbs, you may leave. COG Goose, you will stay and help us.”

Sin and Stanley vacated the sick bay and headed back towards their cabin. A painful spasm shot through Sin’s arm and he flinched, stumbling against the passageway wall. He massaged his bicep, hoping it was just a touch of cramp. The excruciating tingle spread and his muscles locked solid, racked in torturous agony. He panted, paralysed by the pain.

“You all right?” asked Stanley, concerned.

Sin wasn’t all right, and wouldn’t be until he’d had his injection. He’d never experienced the pins and needles this bad before, and it was more than a day until his next fix was due. The exertion of rescuing Velvet and carrying Stoneheart had taken its toll, draining him, accelerating his body’s need. He was going to have to be careful. With Nimrod unable to manufacture any more until they got back to the palace, he’d have to ration out the few vials he had left. Fighting the pain, he flexed his fingers, then balled them into a fist. The cramps lessened, and his breathing eased. “Think I just strained a muscle carrying Stoneheart.”

Stanley nodded. “Yeah, she’s a big old unit.”

“That she is.” Sin shook his arm, loosening the muscles. He pushed their cabin door open and froze.

“What is it, brother?” asked Stanley from behind him.

Sin couldn’t answer, his brain derailed by what he saw.
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Sin’s portmanteau stood open on his bed, the contents scattered about the cabin. His wooden injection box lay discarded on the floor. Broken gears protruded from the medicament-chronograph, the brass back ripped from the clock face. Worst of all, the compartments that held the syringes and vials of his medicine were empty.

Dropping to his knees, Sin frantically searched through his discarded clothes. Perhaps his medicine had been haphazardly abandoned. Stanley joined him, picking up the scattered garments and returning them to his trunk.

Folding one of Sin’s shirts, Stanley asked, “Who do you reckon did it?”

“Dunno,” muttered Sin. He gave up his search; it was pointless. He still had the vial in his keeper – that would tide him over. He patted his chest and a sickness gripped him. He wasn’t wearing his harness. The new flight suit had prevented it. He scrabbled through the strewn clothes, his search even more desperate now. Beneath the bunk he spied the harness, but the keeper was missing.

Sin slumped onto the floor with his back to the bunk bed, the empty harness resting on his lap. His arms trembled. He’d never cope without the injections. Sometimes the thought of his next dose was the only thing that kept him going. He had to find the missing vials. Who would have done this?

Sin ran his fingertips absentmindedly around the hollow gap in the harness where his keeper should be. His skin brushed against something coarse and he was jolted from his thoughts. He lifted the harness closer to his face. There, trapped in the joint between two of the straps, was a single curly white hair.

“Jasper!” Sin surged to his feet.

He strode to Jasper’s cabin and kicked the door open. The top bunk was empty. On the bottom bunk sat Esra, polishing his boots. He started at Sin’s entrance.

Sin’s hands balled into fists. “Where is he?”

“Where’s who, chap?” said Esra, a look of surprise on his face.

“Jasper. Where is he?” Sin spat.

“I’ve not seen him for hours. Someone left a secret note on his bunk and he cleared off.”

Sin smashed his arm into the bedframe, his flight suit absorbing the blow. “Who left the note?”

Dropping his boots, Esra held up both hands. “Steady on. What’s got your dander up?”

“Jasper has. Who left the note?”

“I don’t know. That’s pretty much the meaning of secret.”

Sin slammed the door behind him and flexed his fingers, trying to ease the tingling in his arm. Where would Jasper go? His only real friend was Zonda, so that was the best place to start.
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The Panoramia was an ironglass and litanium passageway that connected the port and starboard gondolas. The curved ironglass walls flattened out to form a transparent floor that gave a dizzying view of the ground below the airship. Despite knowing the material’s strength, Sin hated walking on the ironglass. It was, however, the quickest route between the male and female quarters, so he hurried along the passageway and onto the transparent floor.

Near the port gondola Velvet slumped motionless, her forehead pressed against the ironglass. Sin sprinted towards her, ignoring the impression of nothingness beneath his feet. Had Velvet been a victim of the storm too, or was this somehow Jasper’s doing?

He kneeled beside her. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

Velvet shuddered then mumbled, “He would have killed someone.”

A thousand yards below them, wooded hillsides drifted past. A dizzying nausea giddied Sin. He forced his eyes from the view and focused on the shiny litanium deck plate where the passageway joined the gondola.

“I wanted to have it out with Jasper.” Velvet lifted her head and twisted her neck, turning away from the view below.

“Yeah. I’m looking for him too.” Sin eased Velvet into a sitting position, then, supporting her beneath the arms, hoisted her to her feet. “It’s all right. You’ve had a bit of a shock, that’s all. This probably weren’t the best passageway to use in the circumstances.”

Velvet’s head jerked up and a tear trickled down her face. “Jasper. Falling.”

“I know, but you’re safe now. I saved you, and Jasper’s been reprimanded.” Sin shuffled a few steps, encouraging Velvet to walk with him. Her boots scuffed across the ironglass, her legs trembling. She tilted her head down, gazing through the floor. Sin gently lifted her chin. “Nothing ’cept trouble that way. Let’s look ahead.”

Several more paces and their boots found the litanium with a reassuring clank. “Do you think you can stand now?” Velvet sniffed and nodded. Sin released her. She swayed for a moment then her legs gave out. Sin caught her mid-fall and hauled her back up. “Maybe we’ll walk together for a bit.” He draped her arm around his shoulder and again they shuffled along.

Pins and needles prickled Sin’s body. What was he doing? He needed to find Jasper. Velvet’s head lolled sideways, and her sleek black hair brushed across Sin’s face, filling his nose with the scent of lavender. He was helping a friend, that’s what he was doing. Except Velvet wasn’t his friend, was she? She was responsible for getting him infected with the blue blood. He shouldn’t even like her. Only, now he’d saved her life, twice, and somehow that made him feel responsible for her.

A whistle sounded, and a voice spoke from the vocifertrump mounted in the ceiling. “All crew are to assemble for briefing.” Sin urged Velvet to pick up her pace. He wouldn’t have to hunt Jasper after all; he’d catch up with him at muster.
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The noisy banter of candidates swapping stories about the storm drifted from the galley. Sin walked into the hubbub, his arm wrapped around Velvet’s waist, supporting her. They eased onto a bench. The room fell silent, every eye upon them. Zonda sat at an adjacent table. Her gaze pierced Sin to his core like a steamdrill.

“At last, some quiet,” said Captain Hawk. “Thank you for joining us, COG Sin, COG Von Darque.”

Sin scanned the hall, looking for Jasper’s mop of curly white hair, but he was nowhere to be seen. The coward must be hiding. Searching the whole airship was impossible; Sin would have to bide his time and hope Jasper made an appearance before the worst effects of the blue blood kicked in.

“Thanks to your excellent crewing, candidates, we have weathered the worst of the storm,” said Hawk. “But not without loss. The port steering engine is currently inoperable and Staff Stoneheart is seriously injured.”

A murmur ran through the candidates.

Hawk rattled her cutlass and quiet returned. “Some of you are thinking that because of these setbacks we should return to the palace. However, this is not training, where we endeavour to keep you safe. This is a real mission with real dangers. The storm has bloodied us and sure as steam, there is worse to come.”

Hawk’s gaze strafed across the candidates. “COG Jenkins is to parade on the bridge and tell me why he missed muster. All crew are to ensure he gets that order, and if you’ve not done so already, check the roster for your new duties. Dismissed.”

Benches scraped backwards and the candidates stood to attention. Hawk briefly surveyed the candidates then marched from the galley.

Velvet hooked Sin’s little finger with hers. “Thanks, I owe you,” she said. Lifting her head haughtily, she joined the candidates crowding around the roster sheet.

Stanley sidled over and loitered at Sin’s side. “Did you find him?”

“Jasper? No.”

Running his hand over his hair, Stanley leaned in closer. “It’s all good, brother, you can tell me if . . . you know.”

“You know what?”

“If you did for him,” whispered Stanley, his mouth hidden behind his hand.

Sin frowned. “I didn’t find him.”

Stanley winked. “I get it. Can’t lie about what I don’t know, aye?”

“He wasn’t in his cabin, then I ran into Velvet.”

“Yeah, course. Probably best to keep it on the down low, what with . . .” Stanley trailed off and nodded towards Zonda, who was across the galley examining the roster sheet.

Sin threw his hands into the air. “What have I done to upset her now?”

“You mean apart from waltzing in here with your arm around Velvet?”

“Velvet was in shock,” Sin said gruffly. “I was helping her.”

Puffing out his cheeks, Stanley said, “Yeah. Not sure that’s going to make a difference.”

“I’m in Zonda’s bad books any roads. I’ll just keep well clear for a bit.”

“Ain’t going to happen, brother.” Stanley placed his hand on Sin’s shoulder. “Nimrod’s rostered you and Zonda to help assess the engine bay damage.”

Sin sighed. “Oh, deep joy.”
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The smoke was gone but the burned smell lingered in the engine bay. Dark trails of sooty foam coated the litanium ceiling where the fire had raged its fiercest. Sin returned to the gash in the floor caused by the lightning strike. Caught on the jagged metal was a scrap of turquoise NB3O. It shimmered in the daylight streaming through the rent in the gondola’s hull. Sin crouched by the gaping hole and examined the material. It couldn’t be from Stoneheart’s accident; she’d still worn her tarnished leather flight suit. He bent closer, and pain shot through his hand.

A curved shard protruded from the fleshy skin on the heel of his palm. A residue of blue liquid glistened on the broken glass – it was from one of the spare syringes Nimrod had given him. They were old, and not made from ironglass like the ones he’d lost aboard the Swordfish. Sin leaned out, over the rip. In the melted mess of litanium struts rested his keeper. The ship shuddered, and the keeper rolled towards the ragged edge. Sin grabbed for the tube. His fingertips brushed the brassanium before it rolled further away. He lunged into the void and his hand curled around the metal.

“Don’t let me stop you if you’re thinking of jumping,” said Zonda behind him. “In fact, I’m quite tempted to push you.”

Sin hauled himself to safety and stealthily pushed the keeper inside a pouch on his work belt. “I ain’t apologising. I told Hawk the truth about Jasper.”

“Oh, I’ve moved on from Jasper. I’m talking about you hugging Velvet.”

“I wasn’t hugging her, I was helping her walk. She was in shock.”

Zonda tilted her head. “What about on top of the stabiliser? Don’t try to deny it. Jasper told me.”

Sin clenched his fist, a trickle of purplish blood leaking from the cut on his hand. “It’s not bad enough that he let her fall, he’s got to try to drop me in it too.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“Velvet nearly plummeted from the airship,” Sin said. “She was emotional, that’s all.”

The toe of Zonda’s rigair boot tapped against the metal deck plate. “So why didn’t you mention that earlier?”

“It hardly seemed like the time when you were doing your swede at me in the galley.”

Zonda looked at the ground. “About that, I was angry, and I didn’t . . .”

A clanking sound rattled down the passageway, the commotion interrupting their conversation. A massive metal machine stomped towards them. It was humanoid in shape, like a larger version of the watchmek, and strapped inside its hollow frame was Nimrod. He skilfully piloted the logistical-loader, which seemed to mimic the movements of his own arms and legs. From one of the loader’s massive clawed hands dangled a sealed brassanium bucket, while clamped in the other was a stack of litanium sheets.

With a hiss and a clunk, Nimrod brought the loader to a halt. Its chunky arms extended on pistons and it lowered the bucket and plates to the deck. “Let’s get these holes in the hull plugged. We’ll have her shipshape and Bristol fashion in no time.” Nimrod operated a switch with his thumb and the padded bars securing him into the machine withdrew. He jumped down and seized the bucket’s handle.

“COG Chubb, Captain Hawk says you can pilot a loader?”

“Yes, Sir. When father was still in the regiment, I spent one Easter holidays at the logistics depot moving munitions.”

“Excellent. Grab a sheet and align it over the damage.”

Zonda climbed into the loader and strapped herself in. She grasped the brassanium joysticks and skilfully peeled a single sheet of litanium from the stack. Extending the loader’s arms, she rested it over the gash.

Nimrod removed the rubber lid from the bucket. “This is thermoweld, a blend of powdered aluminium, iron oxide and several secret ingredients of my creation,” he explained to Sin. The scientist gestured to the silvery-grey mixture in the bucket. “We’re going to use it to weld these plates in place.”

He took a handful of the substance, which had a texture like bread dough, rolled it into a long sausage and passed it to Sin. “Squash this around the edge of the plate.”

The thermoweld was pleasantly warm, and squishing it into the join where the plate met the deck was strangely satisfying. Sin dug another handful from the bucket and, making his own sausage, completed sealing the edge of the metal.

Nimrod inserted a magnesium fuse into the mixture. “You may want to stand back for this.” He flicked open a ZAPO lighter and lowered the flame to the fuse.

The magnesium burned brilliantly bright until it touched the thermoweld, which ignited with an orange-flamed WHOOSH! In its wake, the burning sausage left a glowing seam of fused metal.

“The secret is to use just the right amount of thermoweld. Too much and you’ll cut straight through the metal,” said Nimrod. “Chemically speaking, it’s fascinating stuff. On their own the constituents are quite stable, but add a catalyst and you get fireworks.”

Sin glanced at Zonda, who nodded earnestly from the loader. He and Zonda normally rubbed along well together, but add Velvet or Jasper into the mix and things got heated. Maybe that’s what Stanley meant when he said there was chemistry between them.
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Nimrod had taken the loader to see if the damaged engine was salvageable, leaving Sin and Zonda to finish up. With one last flaming flash of burning thermoweld they secured the final plate in place, making the hull airtight once again.

“Damn it!” Sin’s arms trembled beyond his control, making the task of replacing the rubber lid on the thermoweld bucket impossible. The pins and needles had steadily worsened from an uncomfortable annoyance to sharp, constant pain, the afternoon of lugging litanium sheets having taken its toll. Now the agony was excruciating, and all the harder to bear knowing that tucked in his belt pouch was the only solution to his discomfort. All he had to do was steal a syringe from the sick bay and he’d be golden.

Tutting, Zonda took the lid from his hands and secured it in place. Lifting the bucket, she marched off down the corridor.

“Zonda, wait,” shouted Sin.

She stopped and turned. Her green-eyed glower was as painful to bear as the pins and needles.

Sin clasped his arms around himself, trying to control his jitters. “Please, I need your help.”

Tugging at a pigtail, Zonda’s lips formed a narrow line, matching the crease of her brow.

“I’m in a bad way, Zon.” Sin slunk up to her and placed a trembling hand on her arm. “I’m messed up. I need a friend.”

“What about Velvet?”

Sin looked at the floor. “Velvet’s never been my friend.” It was true. He’d worked undercover with Velvet and saved her life on several occasions, but they weren’t friends. He couldn’t deny that there was something between them, some sort of attraction, but it wasn’t friendship, and it probably wasn’t healthy.

“And Jasper?” Zonda tilted her head.

A pained smile crept onto Sin’s lips. “He’s never been my friend either.”

“I know that, sillies. I meant what have you done with him?”

“Why does everyone think I’ve done something with Jasper? I’ve not seen him since the top of the airship, and that’s the truth. Honest, Zon.”

Zonda’s shoulders slumped and she sighed. “What do you need?”

“My medicine’s gone missing.” Sin held back from accusing Jasper. He had no real evidence, and he didn’t want to risk antagonising Zonda. Reaching inside his belt pouch, Sin removed the keeper. “The vial in here is all I have left. I need you to inject me.”
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The vocifertrump’s whistle startled Sin awake. A dull ache worried his muscles. The result of helping repair the gash in the hull, it was the healthy twinge of work well done, and not the clawing pain of pins and needles. The injection Zonda had given him had put an end to that. For the moment, anyway.

“Airship, ahoy! Five minutes to move,” barked the vocifertrump.

Sin swung his feet from the bed, narrowly avoiding Stanley, who dropped from the top bunk.

“You reckon it’s the Swordfish?” said Stanley.

Sin pulled on his flight suit. “Can’t be. We weren’t supposed to catch them for another day at best. It’s probably just another false alarm.”

Stanley grabbed both cutlasses from the cabin’s locker and chucked one onto Sin’s bunk. “Don’t reckon so. This time it’s got to be pirates. Hope it’s someone I’ve heard of.”

“’Cos it’s heaps better to be killed by a famous highwayman of the sky than just some nameless thug.”

“Nah, brother,” said Stanley, his eyes alight. “So much better to capture a name. Probably even get a reward.” He strapped his cutlass to his waist. “How do I look?”

“As fearsome a pirate vanquisher as I’ve ever seen,” said Sin, punching him lightly on the arm.

“Enemy, ahoy! Stand to. Stand to,” barked the vocifertrump.

Sin hurried to the bridge and took his position close by Captain Hawk. In the event of pirates boarding, he was to defend the bridge, and ultimately the Captain, with his life. Although, with a cutlass at her side and a steampistol holstered on each thigh, Sin suspected Hawk was more than capable of taking care of herself.

Velvet was Officer of the Watch. She leaned over the curved brassanium rail separating the bridge from the giant ironglass hemisphere that formed the airship’s nose cone, a pair of binoculars clamped to her eyes. “It’s definitely the Swordfish, Captain. Propellers are dead and there’s no smoke from her stack.”

Hawk snapped open her telescope. “COG Sin, second watch. It could be a trap.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” said Sin, taking the telescope. He joined Velvet at the rail and raised the steel tube to one eye. What had been a mere speck in the distance turned into the Swordfish.

“She’s coming about,” said Velvet. “Still no props and no rudder movement. She’s drifting, Captain.”

The airship swung slowly sideways and Velvet gasped. Sin adjusted the focus ring on the telescope. Draped down the side of the Swordfish’s envelope was a massive flag quartered into yellow and black squares. “They’re flying the quarantine flag,” said Sin. “And there’s something else. It’s . . .” His voice tapered off. Hanging from a noose, below the flag, was a body.

The Aether-Mare cut her engines to dead slow, keeping pace some three hundred yards from the drifting Swordfish. The injuries to the hanging body were gruesome. Congealed blood surrounded a hole in its chest where it looked like it had been hit with a cannonball, and the lower half of its left arm was missing.

“This could still be a trap. Prepare for a crash dive in case of enemy engagement!” Hawk barked. Across the bridge the crew scrambled.

Sin panned the telescope over the airship, looking for any signs of life. A glimmer on the orbital catwalk caught his attention. Deep gashes scarred the handrail, the freshly ravaged metal glinting in the sun. The bulkhead door that provided access to the catwalk sprang open. Sin started. His pulse spiked, then slowed. It was only the wind causing the Swordfish to list. He peered into the gloom of the passageway beyond. Another corpse lay prostrate on the floor, one leg twisted unnaturally. Something giant and spider-like skittered over the body.

The Swordfish rocked in the wind and the catwalk door swung closed again. Sin scanned left and right with the telescope. What had he seen? Could it have just been the shadows moving in the murk of the corridor? Or perhaps it was some piece of equipment rolling about as the airship drifted? He tried to convince himself that was the truth of it, but the cold creeping itch that ran along his spine suggested otherwise. Flexing his shoulders against his flight suit, he listened in as Velvet and the Captain argued behind him.

“I should go. Von Darques don’t get sick. If the quarantine is genuine, I’ll be fine,” said Velvet.

“And what if it isn’t genuine? What if it’s all a ruse? Then what?” countered Hawk.

Velvet flicked her hair dismissively. “I’ll come back.”

“No, you’ll be a hostage that they will torture in an attempt to force us away.”

Sin lowered the telescope. “I’ll go with her.” He’d had no luck finding Jasper or his missing medicine, and the mission would afford him an opportunity to retrieve the injection case from his trunk aboard the Swordfish.

Hawk shook her head. “You’re not immune to whatever plague they’re carrying.”

“Actually,” Sin fixed his eyes on Velvet, “since I was infected on a previous mission, I think I probably am.”

“It makes no difference; you’ll just be another hostage,” said Hawk.

Why was the captain being so stubborn? She seemed almost frightened. Sin pointed through the ironglass dome at the Swordfish. “We came all this way to get your ship back. Someone’s got to go over, and I’m the best fighter on the ship.”

The Captain’s hand went to her cutlass.

“Fine, the second-best,” said Sin, “but there’s no way you’re boarding the Swordfish until we know it’s safe.”

Velvet ran her hand over her hair. “You blamed us for losing your ship. Give us a chance to redeem ourselves and get her back.”

The Captain moved next to Sin at the brassanium rail. She took back her telescope and held it to one eye. There was a long pause, then she said, “I’ll manoeuvre the Aether-Mare above the Swordfish, out of range of her razor-fin. You two will skydrop down and enter through the top hatch. Once you’ve established the situation you can semaphore it to us.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” said Sin.

“If you need rescuing, fire a red flare. We’ll drop beneath and you can abseil to us. Any questions?”

They both shook their heads.

“Well, jump to it,” barked Hawk. “Prepare to board.”
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The Aether-Mare’s cargo bay was a cavernous space amidships the envelope. Girders arched like the ribcage of some giant prehistoric metal beast, above which bulged Litanium Lattice Aerogel gas cells filled with quarkoneium.

Sin waited with Velvet while the landing crew busily checked cables, pressure pipes and the equipment required for their descent. He wished he could get involved, do something to take his mind off their drop into danger, but everyone had their task, and his was to stay out of the way until they were ready to enter the drop-carriage.

Constructed from thick litanium bars with a chain connected to its domed roof, the drop-carriage looked akin to a giant birdcage. At its centre, a circular arrangement of high-backed padded leather seats pointed outwards. Hinged above the seats, steam-pressure harnesses waited to secure the riders in place, as if it were a fun-fair ride. Except there was nothing fun or fair about what they were about to do.

Sin scanned the cargo bay looking for the flash of Zonda’s blonde pigtails. When she’d given him his last injection, she’d seen how much he was suffering, and that he needed someone he could confide in. If she managed to sneak away from her other duties and say goodbye, Sin reckoned it would mean they were friends again.

“She’s not here,” said Velvet.

“I weren’t looking.”

Velvet raised her eyebrows. “And yet you immediately knew who I meant.”

Maybe Velvet was the reason Zonda was staying away. Things had happened so quickly, he’d not had a chance to explain why he’d volunteered to go with Velvet. Could it be that he’d thrown another spanner into the gears of their friendship?

“Open cargo bay doors,” instructed Hawk over the vocifertrump.

Jimmy removed the red canvas safety bag from a giant lever. Depressing the lock release, he heaved the lever downwards. Steam vented, hissing from the massive riveted hatch in the cargo bay’s floor. Red chemlights flashed and a klaxon sounded, then gears turned, and the hatch slid from beneath the ship.

White peaks crested on waves eight hundred yards below and a chill, salty wind sliced through the cargo hold. Sin saw Velvet shudder. “You good?” he asked.

Velvet’s head snapped up. “Of course. I’m a Von Darque.” She strode unnecessarily close to the edge of the open cargo bay hatch and took a seat in the drop-carriage.

The waiting was over, they were ready to go. Sin took his position next to Velvet, the padded leather surprisingly soft. The harness descended, pistons pressing it down, securing him in place. He pushed away the claustrophobic terror that clawed at his insides. The pressure gauge on the bar across his thighs glowed red; he wasn’t going anywhere until they were down, so he might as well accept it. A winch took up the tension in the chain above the cage, then the metal base scraped the deck and the drop-carriage began to move.

“Wait!” Zonda marched across the cargo hold, a steamrifle nestled in her arms.

She stepped onboard and the drop-carriage swayed.

“What are you doing?” asked Sin, his voice raised to counter the hiss of Zonda’s harness closing.

“The Captain wants me to act as top-cover.”

“She didn’t tell us,” challenged Velvet.

Zonda locked her rifle into a clamp on the harness. “It was kind of a last minutearooney thing.”

Sin tapped the rifle. “You good with this now?”

“I think so. You’ve got to get back on the horse or give up riding for good.”

“What changed your mind?” he asked.

“I looked at you and what you sacrificed for COG – what you’re continuing to sacrifice – and I realised that trying to stop the next Great War is too important for any of us to just walk away.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re here.” Sin gave her gloved hand a squeeze.

“Me too,” said Velvet.

Zonda’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

“Indeed. If I was going to pick someone to accompany me on a death-defying plunge out of an airship into the middle of a nest of murderous pirates where the chances of dying horribly are considerable, it would be you.”

“I think that’s probably the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” Zonda fitted her goggles over her eyes. “Although I’m not actually going with you. Once you’re on the envelope I’ll be winched clear and cover your entry from above.”

The cage jerked upwards, silencing any reply Velvet might have made. Gears clunked in the crane arm and they swung over the void. Thirty yards below drifted the Swordfish, and far below that churned the dirty, grey sea.

Next to the cage, Esra leaned out of the hatch. Secured by a safety line, he stared through a “bombsight”, waiting for the airships to align.

“Two degrees to port,” commanded Esra into a speaking tube to the bridge. “Slow. Slow. Riders away.”

A sickening weightlessness buoyed Sin’s stomach. The cargo bay disappeared above him. Surrounded by endless sky, he found it impossible to breathe, the freezing air ripping past his face somehow unobtainable.

“Woooo-hoooo-erroooney,” shouted Zonda with glee.

The carriage jerked, rapidly decelerating until its bottom bumped into the Swordfish’s envelope, jolting Sin’s lungs back to life. The harnesses sprang upwards and Sin sucked in the sharp, briny sea air. He stepped from the carriage and attached his rigair boots to the ratlines criss-crossing the airship. Adjacent to him, Velvet did the same. He sensed the cage rise behind him, a ripple bouncing through the envelope. Their connection with the Aether-Mare was gone. They were stranded on the Swordfish. He glanced at Velvet, who strode, head down, towards the aft hatch. The last mission he’d been on with her hadn’t ended well. Would this one be better? He took the pressure off one of his toe switches, disconnected his rigair boot and set off after her.

A sudden squall caught the Swordfish and it listed heavily to starboard. Sin bent his knees, pressing hard with his toes to keep his rigair boots clamped on. Behind him he heard the grating of metal, and a scream. The Swordfish’s razor-fin, now canted at an angle, sliced into the drop-carriage’s hawser. The sharpened metal shredded the steel cable like a knife through string.

“Zonda! Jump!” shouted Sin.

Ten yards above him, Zonda teetered on the edge of the carriage. She looked down, her emerald eyes full of fear.

Sin paced nearer. “Trust me!” he yelled.

Zonda jumped.
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Time slowed. Zonda drifted towards Sin’s outstretched arms. His hands connected with her waist, keeping her upright and arresting her momentum. Time snapped back. Her feet slammed into the envelope, sinking into the rubberised skin before rebounding upwards. Sin tightened his grip on Zonda, keeping her from falling. Overhead, the last few hawser strands parted with a twang, and the drop-carriage plummeted towards them. There was no chance to run, not unless he left Zonda. He pulled her to him and hugged her close, waiting for the bone-splintering crash of metal.

The airship listed further, and the drop-carriage slammed into the envelope a yard to their starboard. The impact’s shockwave rippled beneath Sin’s feet. The carriage spiralled over the side, plunging into the sea far below.

A moment’s nausea sickened Sin and his vision blurred. He’d nearly lost Zonda. It seemed he was forever putting the people he cared about in danger. How would he feel if he got one of them killed? How must the Major feel about Jasper’s father and all the others he’d led to their deaths?

“I lost my rifle,” said Zonda in a quiet voice.

“Stuff your rifle, you nearly lost your life.”

Zonda unzipped a pouch on her flight suit’s harness and pulled out a squashed currant bun. “Post dodged-death cake is the best type of cake.” She took a bite then broke a corner off and handed it to Sin.

He popped it into his mouth and chewed. The tart currants and sweet pastry tingled his tongue. “Good cake. I think you might be right.”

From across the envelope, Velvet shouted, “When you two have finished picnicking, we’ve got a job to do.”

Still chewing, they made their way along the ratlines to join Velvet at what little remained of the top hatch. The ironglass dome was missing, the hinges once securing it now buckled and bent. Deep gouges scored the rungs of the ladder that disappeared into the gloom. Far below, the passageway was dark, the chemlights dead. The fetid smell of decay wafted up from the murk. Sin unclipped the leather retention strap on his steampistol’s holster, readying it for a quick draw. He gestured to the ladder. “Ladies first?”

Zonda and Velvet stared at him, unmoving.

“Worth a try.” He rotated a brass lever on the chemlamp strapped to his harness and stepped onto the ladder. The jaws of his rigair boots clanged on the rungs, the sound sucked up by the dark below.

“You’ve decided to let everybody know we’re coming, then?” Velvet said wryly.

“Reckon if anyone was interested, the drop-carriage bouncing off the envelope would have alerted them.” Sin directed his light onto a bloated corpse festering on the passageway floor. “This fella certainly ain’t bothered.” The skin on the cadaver’s battered face was marbled in blotchy, purple tones. The body was missing its right leg. The tattered scarlet leather flight suit marked the man as one of Eldritch’s crew.

“I guess we know what that smell is,” said Sin, prodding the body with the toe of his boot.

“I find that less than entirely comforting.” Velvet dropped onto the deck next to him.

One hand clutching her nose, Zonda joined them. “Pong-erooney.”

Velvet drew her pistol. “Come on. Let’s get to the bridge.”

With a nasal twang, Zonda said, “I’m not sure the pistol’s necessary. I have a horrid feeling they’re all going to be like him.”

“I’m worried about who the hell did it to them,” answered Velvet.

“Or what,” said Sin, drawing his pistol too.

They stole through the ship, their chemlamps casting a dim glow over morbid scenes of carnage. Sin wanted to head for the crew quarters and look for his injections, but he couldn’t leave the others. There would be time enough later for his own little mission. He kicked aside a smashed steamrifle, abandoned on the chequer-plate floor at the entrance to the bridge. Spent nails lay scattered and stray rounds protruded from the bridge’s wood panelling. Dark splatters stained the walls and deck.

“Looks like there was an epic battle.” Sin lifted a scarlet coat that was draped over the ship’s wheel. There was no doubt it had once belonged to Eldritch. Now slashed and tattered, the leather was perforated with a profusion of nail holes. What had happened to the traitor? They were supposed to be capturing him, but it seemed someone had beaten them to it.

“Could it be a mutiny?” asked Velvet. “No honour among thieves. No offence.”

“You still see me as a thieving urchin?” Sin asked, his voice rough.

Velvet checked the coat’s pockets. “It’s how you still see yourself.”

“No I don’t”

“You and Stanley, always on about it. If you can’t leave it behind, no one else will.”

Sin rummaged through the charts scattered across the navigator’s desk. “It’s what made me. It’s who I am.”

“Proving my point exactly,” said Velvet.

Zonda pulled a battered journal from where it had fallen below the ship’s wheel. “I’ve found the Captain’s log.” She flicked it open to a bloodstained page lined with angular italic writing. “You need to read this.”

7 November

10.45 We have navigated the storm and are now making good time again.

12.10 Officer of the Watch reports twin black smoke trails on the horizon.

12.25 It is the Deadnaught. Why has she steamed north of Gibraltar to meet us?

12.30 Something is wrong. The Deadnaught does not respond to our semaphore.

12.40 We are preparing to repel boarders.

12.55 The hull is breached. The men topside slaughtered or worse. We cannot outrun them.

13.10 All remaining crew now defend the bridge. We will die here, if we are lucky.

“Well I suppose that explains what happened,” said Sin.

“Does it? What is the Deadnaught?” Zonda lowered the log, her hands shaking.

Velvet wiped smudges of blood from a set of binoculars. “And where are all the bodies?”

“They probably chucked them overboard,” said Sin, picking a nail from the wall.

Placing the log back on the map table, Zonda surveyed the bridge. “It doesn’t make sense. Why leave some and not others?”

“Slavers, maybe? Whatever the reason, it’s saved us the bother. We’ll hook a line to the Aether-Mare and she can tow us back to the palace,” said Sin.

Velvet gazed through the binoculars into the distance. “Oh, heck.”

Sin grabbed the binoculars from her and lifted them to his eyes. On the horizon, getting closer, rose twin black smoke trails.
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Sin sprinted along the passageway, in his hands a set of semaphore flags he’d taken from the bridge. If the timings in the Captain’s log held true, they had less than thirty minutes before the Deadnaught was upon them. Grabbing the handrails of a ladder and placing his boots outside the rungs, he slid to the deck below. Something spider-like skittered out of the range of his chemlight, retreating into the darkness. He froze.

“What’s wrong?” Velvet dropped down the ladder behind him.

“I don’t know. There’s something along the passageway.”

“Yes, our escape,” said Zonda, stepping off the bottom rung.

Sin panned his chemlight left and right. The weak glow failed to penetrate the gloom. “When I was on the Aether-Mare, I thought I saw something in here . . . something unnatural. I’d convinced myself it was shadows, or a reflection in the binoculars, but I just saw it again.”

“Well, unless it’s going to kill us, we’ve got bigger problems,” said Velvet.

Sin didn’t move.

Zonda drew closer. “Is it going to kill us?”

“How the heck would I know?” Sin said. “I don’t know what it is.”

Velvet drew her steampistol and pushed past Sin. She edged into the darkness, her chemlamp casting shifting shadows across the bulkheads. A rapid clicking noise bounced along the corridor and then something scuttled towards them. Velvet’s pistol screamed. She tugged repeatedly at the trigger, sending a barrage of nails ricocheting from the metal deck. The thing kept coming. Her pistol clicked; the magazine was empty.

Sin lunged, raising his boot. He stamped down and trapped the beast below the reinforced sole. Except it wasn’t a beast. It was mekanikal, a clockwork hand. Beneath his boot, the splayed fingers clawed at the deck. He bent down and picked it up. The mekaniks were a work of art, the brassanium beautifully inscribed with Chinasian writing.

Velvet slotted a fresh magazine into her steaming weapon. “It’s just a toy. Come on.”

Zonda took the hand from Sin, examining it with a sense of awe. “It’s no toy. This is like my father’s mekaniks, only far more advanced.” Wrapping her own hand around the metallic fingers, she forced it into the shape of a fist and shoved the balled metal into a spare pouch on her belt.

“What are you doing?” said Sin. “That thing could kill us.”

“It’s evidence of what’s happened here. We need to show Hawk.”

Velvet pushed open the door to the external catwalk. “No one’s showing anyone anything if we don’t make haste.”

The wind buffeted about them, the fresh air a pleasant relief after the stench of decomposition inside the Swordfish. A hundred and fifty yards away the Aether-Mare waited on station, her nose pointing towards them. In the distance, closing fast, loomed the Deadnaught, a giant hulk of an airship, three times the size of the Swordfish. Thick black plumes billowed from two enormous smoke stacks that jutted at forty-five-degree angles from her port and starboard sides. The top of her envelope was flattened, and bristled with cannon and harpoons, while a giant jagged saw blade ran amidships along the bow to the bottom of the armoured gondola.

“I’ll give Hawk the signal to rescue us.” Velvet drew a Very pistol.

Sin seized her arm. “There’s no time. They’d never make it before the Deadnaught’s upon them.”

“We can’t stay. I don’t want to end up like . . .” Velvet shuddered, unable to finish the sentence.

“Neither do I,” said Zonda, “but we have to warn the Aether-Mare off.”

Velvet shoved the pistol back in her belt. “I hate you both.”

His arms progressing through a series of rapid movements, Sin waved the semaphore flags. Run. All aboard lost. Deadnaught approaching.

Binoculars glinted from the Aether-Mare’s bridge and then the starboard propeller spun into life. The rudder altered to full lock and the airship slowly turned. Smoke and steam billowed from her aft exhaust port and the main rear propeller became a blur. Sin glanced over his shoulder. The Deadnaught bullied its way through the sky in pursuit. Perhaps if the Aether-Mare hadn’t lost an engine, she’d have had a chance. As it was, there was little doubt the Deadnaught was going to chase her down.

The elevator flaps on the Aether-Mare’s tail angled down and her nose dipped. She dived, picking up speed.

“Go on, Hawk!” shouted Sin.

The pursuing airship mimicked the manoeuvre, and any advantage was soon lost.

A jet of steam exploded from the bow of the Deadnaught and a boarding harpoon cut through the air, trailing a hawser behind it. The vicious barbed hook fell short and hung suspended below the airship.

“They missed.” Zonda clutched the rail surrounding the aerial gantry, her knuckles whitening.

“That was a ranging shot to gauge steam pressure,” warned Velvet. “The next one will hit for certain.”

The propellers on the Aether-Mare slowed, stopped and then reversed, bringing the airship to a standstill.

Velvet slapped the brassanium safety rail. “What the hell are they doing?”

“Surrendering, maybe?” guessed Zonda.

“You really think Hawk’s the surrendering type?” said Sin. After the dressing-down the Captain had given him and Velvet for abandoning the Swordfish to Eldritch, he couldn’t imagine her submitting to the pirates.

The Aether-Mare’s gas vents flapped open and she dropped towards the ocean.

“Something’s wrong. She’s going down,” said Sin.

Zonda’s grip on the brassanium handrail loosened. “No. This is good. What did Nimrod say? ‘Equally at home above, on or under the ocean.’”

The Aether-Mare hit the water and shuddered. Waves lapped over the rounded gondolas and she began to sink. The nose of the torpedo-shaped envelope dipped, burrowing beneath the waves. A lather of bubbles surrounded the airship then it submerged, a bright patch in the water becoming smaller and darker.

The Deadnaught slowed, hanging in the air, apparently flummoxed by this turn of events.

Sin waved a fist with delight. “Didn’t see that coming, did you? What you going to do now, aye?”

The massive airship turned slowly towards the Swordfish.

“Oh, cark. Back inside.” Pushing Zonda and Velvet ahead of him, Sin pulled the bulkhead door closed and dogged it down.

“Do you think they saw us?” Zonda clasped her arms across her body.

“Why else would they be coming back to a ship they’ve already raided? They want us as slaves.” Sin peered through a porthole.

“Von Darques have never been anyone’s slaves,” Velvet said fiercely. “I’d rather die.”

“It’s not going to come to that. I’ve got a plan,” said Sin.

“I hope this is better than your plan the last time we were stuck on the Swordfish,” said Velvet. “Because that was less of a plan and more of a death wish.”

Sin grimaced. “To be honest, it’s worse.”
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Light flooded the Captain’s cabin from a curved bay window. The room had once been finely decorated but, like much of the rest of the ship, it was now a vandalised mess after being ransacked by the marauders. Ripped leather chairs bled horsehair, the Captain’s desk was overturned, and the antique globe rolled across the floor. The viewing station hadn’t fared much better: one eyepiece was shorn off and dents covered the metal structure.

“Why are we here?” asked Velvet. “Surely the engine decks provide more opportunities for concealment.”

Sin ran his fingers over the wood panelling on one of the bulkheads. “Lottie mentioned once that she and Noir hid behind the Captain’s cabin when they were smuggled into Budapest.” He pressed one of the panels and, with a hiss of venting steam, a section of wall slid open, revealing a small room beyond. It was long and narrow, barely the width of a person. At one end nestled a military-style canvas cot. On a shelf above the cot rested a chemlamp, two books and an assortment of canned food.

A tin of Penfold’s Pickled Plums jittered against the wire rail surrounding the shelf. The Swordfish shuddered violently, and clanking vibrated through the litanium superstructure.

Zonda pushed against the walls for support. “They’re attaching docking arms.”

“And none too carefully, either. Hawk would not approve,” said Velvet.

Sin hurried back to the viewing station. “Pick an eyepiece,” he said to Velvet and Zonda. “Let’s see what we’re up against.” He pressed his eye against a rubber seal and an image of the sea below the Swordfish came into view. Sin turned the brassanium selection wheel and the image slid to that of the cargo hold. He turned the selection wheel again and the docking port slid into view. The circular iris valve spiralled open and a hunched figure dressed in what looked like black pyjamas with white cuffs marched onto the Swordfish. The figure stopped and cast its head about. A wide conical hat obscured its face, but it seemed to be sniffing the air.

Maybe it was because he was watching the image without any accompanying sound, but the jerky way the figure moved was inhuman. Sin feathered a wheel, rotating the periscope to follow the intruder as it marched further into the hold and then stopped. With a sudden sharp movement, the figure raised its head, looking straight at the viewer’s lens. The hat slid backwards, and Sin inhaled sharply. “God preserve us,” he said.

Half of the figure’s skull was missing, replaced with an ironglass dome fused to the bone. Beneath it ticked an impossible confusion of intricate clockwork, activating thousands of minuscule needles jabbing at the exposed brain.
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The intruder raised its hand towards the periscope. Smoke billowed, and in a shower of sparks a rocket blazed from a tube attached to its arm. With a dazzling flash the firework hit the periscope and detonated.

Velvet pulled her head from the eyepiece. “What the hell was that?”

“A Clockill,” said Sin, his vision still a starburst of colour from the bright explosion that had destroyed their view.

“Ha!” Velvet laughed. “The Clockill are a nursery rhyme designed to frighten children to sleep. They don’t exist.”

“They do now,” said Zonda.

Velvet’s face paled to a death-shroud white. “They’re make-believe, fairytales, like Spikey Clawskin or Bella Bloodthirst.”

Sin didn’t want to believe it either, but what they’d witnessed matched the nursery rhyme perfectly. “Heartless, invincible, with cogs for a brain. That thing had a clockwork brain.”

“There’s no such thing as a clockwork brain,” Velvet said stubbornly. “It’s not possible.”

“Actually, it is.” Zonda drummed her fingers against the viewing station. “The watchmek at the palace have clockwork brains.”

“But they’re machines, not human,” said Velvet.

“Your father, the Major,” said Sin to Zonda. “How do his mekaniks work?”

“I’m not entirely sure. The damaged nerves from his injuries were somehow grafted onto a bio-mekanikal interface.”

“Exactly,” said Velvet. “They’re not part of his brain.”

“Well, the monocle in his half-helmet is,” Zonda corrected. “It was experimental, but Yan Shi, the doctor who saved my father’s life, said it was connected directly into his cortex. I only remember because it kept popping out at the wrong time until Father got the hang of it.”

“That still doesn’t make that thing a Clockill.” Velvet’s lips formed a narrow line, pursed in denial.

Sin surveyed the chaos of the Captain’s cabin. Clockill or not, they’d decimated Eldritch’s crew of war-hardened soldiers. The three candidates had no chance in a stand-up fight. They had to hide. “Back into the secret room,” he said.

Velvet drew her pistol. “They know we’re here. They’ll rip the ship apart to find us. We have to fight, not cower and hide.”

“We will fight,” said Sin. “Just not yet.” The Fixer had taught him that you had to pick the battles you could win. And if you couldn’t win, you changed the odds.
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Wedged in the confines of the secret compartment, Sin hardly dared breathe. Zonda stood next to him, her hands pressed against the wall, while Velvet waited, pistol aimed at the secret door. On the other side of the thin wood panel, Clockill clattered about, searching the room.

The panelling thudded next to Sin’s head and Zonda gasped. Outside, all went silent. Sin imagined lifeless eyes turning in their direction and clockwork calculations deciding their fate. He grasped Zonda’s hand, entwining his fingers with hers. His heart hammered so hard in his chest he feared the Clockill would hear it. In the Fixer’s gang he’d fought murderers, thieves and villains aplenty, but what waited on the other side of the wall was worse than them all.

Their tense wait lengthened, heartbeat after heartbeat, and then the heavy thud of departing footsteps carried through the walls. Velvet reached for the door release. Sin blocked her arm and shook his head. Although not certain, he didn’t think he’d heard all of the Clockill leave. The Sheriffs had used a similar trick when he and Timmy the Nicker had been on the lam after robbing some sausages from a butcher’s cart. They’d gone to ground on the canal docks, only emerging from their hiding place after they thought they were in the clear, but one of the Sheriffs was still waiting and Timmy got his collar felt.

The minutes passed with an incredible slowness. Sin rested his forehead against the wooden wall. Pins and needles prickled his arm and he fought to keep the tremors at bay. How long could the Clockill wait? Did they get bored or would they just switch off until something happened? Was there even a Clockill lurking, or had he imagined it? The worm of self-doubt squirmed into his thoughts. He reached for the doorhandle. His fingers wrapped around the metal. Outside, a bell chimed, and then heavy footsteps shuffled away.

Velvet eased the pistol’s safety catch back into place. “What do we do now?” she whispered.

“I’m going to sneak onto the Deadnaught and disable it,” said Sin.

Zonda folded her arms. “You mean we’re going to sneak onto the Deadnaught.”

“No. You two should stay hidden. If I get caught, I’ll persuade them it was just me.” Sin wasn’t optimistic about his plan. Nimrod had once told him that destroying an airship’s boiler was the best way to disable it. On something the size of the Deadnaught a boiler explosion could be catastrophic, and his chances of surviving the blast.

“I should go and you and Zonda should stay,” said Velvet.

“No, it has to be me.” Sin clenched his fist, pushing away the pins and needles.

Velvet fixed him with her ice-blue eyes. “Why? You think you’re so much better than everyone else. You don’t always have to be the hero.”

“We’re all COG candidates,” said Zonda. “We’re all capable. We should draw straws.”

She was right: they were all capable. In fact, Zonda and Velvet were probably more capable than Sin. His body was shutting down, the effects of his last injection already wearing off. That was the reason he wanted to go. If he stayed behind, he might die anyway. “I’m used to taking a beating. It won’t matter so much if I get caught.”

Velvet pressed her hands to her face. “I don’t care. I don’t deserve to stay.”

“You don’t deserve to die,” said Sin.

“I’m not a good person.” Velvet wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “I killed Jasper. I knocked him overboard.”

Zonda’s knees gave out and she slumped onto the narrow camp-bed.

Jasper had never been one of Sin’s friends – in fact, Sin loathed him – but to throw Jasper from the airship? That wasn’t right. Surely he’d misheard, or misunderstood. His mouth hung open as he struggled to comprehend.

“I sent him a note after the storm and the fire,” Velvet continued. “I wanted to have it out with him for not helping me that day.” She grasped at her hair, her knuckles white. “He was emptying something into the gash torn in the ship by the lightning. I was still so angry I punched him. He slipped in some of the liquid he’d spilled and tumbled into the void.”

Sin swore. “That day I found you collapsed in the Panoramia . . .”

“It had just happened. I didn’t mean for him to fall. I was furious, out of control. Then he was gone, and it was too late. That’s why I should go. I don’t deserve to stay. I don’t deserve to be in COG.” Tears trickled down Velvet’s cheeks.

“No,” said Zonda. “Jasper didn’t deserve to be in COG.”

Sin shook his head, not believing his ears. Jasper had always been the golden boy, unable to do wrong in Zonda’s eyes. Sin had half expected to have to restrain Zonda to keep her from attacking Velvet.

“The liquid Jasper was pouring away. It was blue, wasn’t it?” asked Zonda.

Velvet sniffled. “What does it matter?”

“It matters because it was mine,” said Sin. He was tired of keeping secrets. “Ever since you got me infected in the lab, I’ve needed to inject medicine to stay alive. I don’t think Jasper knew what he was doing when he took it, but he’s killed me.”

“He may not have intended for you to die, but he understood more than you know.” Zonda sighed. “He found some notes in Nimrod’s lab back at the palace, and has been piecing together the facts ever since.”

Sin’s body stiffened and his palms prickled. This time it wasn’t the effects of the blue blood. “How do you know that?”

“He told me you were infected. I think he was trying to persuade me to go to the Heroes Ball with him.” Zonda dragged a hand across her anguished face. “Ever since your medicine went missing, I knew in my heart it was Jasper. I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.”

Velvet clasped Sin’s arm. “Why didn’t you say anything about the medicine before? Get Hawk to turn back?”

“I was hoping to find Jasper. Then we caught up with the Swordfish and I made a new plan: recover the spare vials left in my luggage from when Eldritch took the airship.”

“So let’s go get them now.” Zonda drew her cutlass. “Are you mission-ready, COG Von Darque?”

“Aye-aye,” answered Velvet. She wiped away her tears and pulled open the secret door.

They crept along the starboard passageway. The Swordfish’s litanium superstructure groaned under the strain of the docking arms tethering it to the Deadnaught. Sin had wanted to go alone, except Zonda and Velvet insisted there was safety in numbers. The Clockill were still noisily searching the ship. They were slow and had been easy to avoid so far, but their attempted ruse in the Captain’s cabin worried Sin. It showed a cunning more human than mekanikal.

Her cutlass at the ready, Zonda eased open the door to the crew’s quarters, Sin and Velvet at her shoulder. Broken furniture and spent nails littered the deck. A cracked chemlight dripped glowing liquid from the ceiling, the luminescent chemicals splattering across the chequer-plate. The scene was reminiscent of the devastation on the bridge. A furious and futile last stand had been fought here.

Zonda directed two fingers to her eyes, then pointed her hand towards Sin’s old cabin.

Making a circle with his thumb and forefinger, Sin signalled that he understood. Careful not to disturb the nails and other detritus, he picked his way along the passage. The door had been ripped off, discarded further along the corridor where it lay bent and twisted. Sin stepped inside the cabin. The thin mattresses had been pulled from the bunks and shredded. There was no sign of his steamer trunk, or any of their personal possessions.

Leaning back out of the doorway, he whispered, “It’s not here.”

Zonda emerged from the cabin opposite. “This one’s stripped bare, too.”

Further along the corridor a crash of smashing furniture rang from a cabin doorway.

“Careful, Velvet. We need to be quiet,” Sin said in a low voice.

Velvet poked her head from a cabin behind them. “That wasn’t me.”

A feeling of dread settled over Sin.
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From the cabin doorway emerged a man, or what had once been a man. The lower half of his right leg had been replaced by a giant spring and his left hand now consisted of a cylinder of gun barrels. An ironglass dome of clockwork shrouded one half of his head. From an otherwise empty eye socket shone a magenta beam. The coloured light swung about the corridor, coming to rest on Zonda. The Clockill raised its gun arm.

“Run!” shouted Velvet. She leaned from the cabin. Steam exploded from her pistol and a volley of nails thudded into the Clockill.

Unperturbed by the metal shards penetrating its shoulder, the Clockill’s head turned and the magenta beam flicked from Zonda to the pistol in Velvet’s hand. With a wicked whine, the cylinder of gun barrels that comprised the Clockill’s arm rapidly spun, and nails spurted from the ends of the tubes. Velvet’s pistol exploded under the onslaught and she screamed, her hand shredded by the weapon’s mangled metal.

Sin darted back into his wrecked cabin. His gaze fell onto a door ripped from his locker and discarded on the deck. The flimsy litanium would be useless as a shield, however the full-length mirror bolted to the inside offered another possibility. Hefting the door in front of him, mirror towards the Clockill, he stepped into the corridor. “Go!” he shouted to Zonda and Velvet.

Spent nails jangled beneath his feet. Behind him, he heard the sounds of more debris being kicked aside as his friends retreated. He backed away. The wicked whine of the Clockill’s weapon filled the corridor. So, they were smarter than the watchmek. Sin braced against the volley of nails thudding into the door. The sharp crack of the ironglass mirror shattering ricocheted off the walls around him.

Sin hurled the mirror at the Clockill and ran. Driven on by terror, he sprinted for the bulkhead door. Behind him the weapon whined. He launched himself at the opening, tumbling into the corridor beyond. Zonda barged the door shut behind him, a cacophony of pings peppering the metal. She thrust her cutlass through the door wheel, jamming it in place. It wouldn’t hold for long.

Blood streamed from Velvet’s mangled hand, which hung useless at her side. She panted rapidly and a clammy sheen of sweat moistened her ashen brow.

“She’s in shock,” said Zonda. “We need to get her to the sick bay.”

Sin lifted Velvet’s injured hand by the wrist and placed it across her shoulder. Taking her other hand, he guided it to hold her arm in place. He looked into Velvet’s eyes. Her pupils were unnaturally large. “You need to keep it there. It will slow the bleeding. Can you do that?”

Velvet nodded slowly.

“Excellent. We’re going to get you patched up. It looks worse than it is,” Sin lied.

Several minutes later, they ducked into the sick bay. Like the rest of the ship, it was a mess, with bottles and bandages scattered everywhere. Sin sat Velvet on a bunk while Zonda foraged for supplies. He drew the canvas curtain across the doorway. “How are you feeling?”

Velvet’s breathing was more even now, and some of the colour had returned to her face, which was taut with pain.

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “I’ve accepted my hand’s ruined; just bandage it up so we can get on with the mission.”

“It’s not that bad.” Sin squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “Madam Mékanique will be able to fix you up good and proper.”

Velvet held Sin in her cool stare. “You lie like a cheap Chinasian watch. I’ll be lucky to keep any of my fingers.”

She was right. The exploding steampistol had made a complete mess of her hand. Sin looked away, thankful for the distraction of Zonda, who dumped an armful of supplies on the bunk.

“I’ve got to remove the metal splinters before I can clean the wound.” Zonda ripped a bandagesic from its waxed paper packaging then wrapped the painkilling bandage around Velvet’s wrist. “This will help, but it’s going to sting a taderooney.”

Her teeth clenched, hissing at the pain, Velvet endured Zonda’s treatment. Sin kept guard, although he had no idea what he would do should they be discovered. The Clockill that Velvet shot hadn’t even noticed, and judging by the scenes of battle on the bridge, Eldritch’s pirates had also been unable to fight them off.

“That’s the best I can manage.” Zonda tied off the bandagesic, swaddling Velvet’s hand in the analgesic gauze.

Velvet inspected the bandage. “It’s good work. I was right about having you along after all.”

“Thanks. I think.” Zonda removed a crushed éclair from a napkin secreted in a pouch. “It’s my last one, but you deserve it. You saved me.”

“You’d give me your last cake?” Tears welled in Velvet’s eyes. She nibbled the end and handed it back to Zonda. “Let’s share.”

Zonda’s gaze flicked to Sin. The three of them passed the éclair around until all that was left was the memory of chocolate on their fingers.

“So, what do we do now?” asked Sin.

“I have an idea,” said Zonda. “We need to get to engineering.”

They slunk back into the corridor and climbed a ladder that provided access to the upper levels of the engineering deck. Their progress was slow, hindered by Velvet’s bandaged hand. After ten tense minutes they came to a catwalk suspended high above the Swordfish’s boilers. Far below, the engine bay appeared deserted, the Clockill probably drawn away by the search of the crew’s quarters. Wary, Sin scanned the surroundings. The trick with the mirror hadn’t worked, and the Clockill lurking in the Captain’s cabin showed they still had cunning. They may no longer be human, but they certainly weren’t oblivious machines either.

At the end of the catwalk they descended to the maintenance shed. Zonda tugged at the padlock securing the shed door closed. Scratches marred the metal shackle, which was twisted out of shape. She turned to Sin. “Do you think you’ll have more luck opening this than the Clockill?”

Sin examined the lock’s markings. “It’s an Enoch Jones. They’re tricky little blighters, and bally well near indestructible. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of ticks.” He eased a pick into the keyhole. Several deft movements later, the two metal half-loops at the top of the lock sprung apart, releasing the door. “You still haven’t told us what we’re doing here.”

“We’re going on the attack,” said Zonda with a gleam in her eyes.

Inside the litanium-plated shed were shelves stacked with cans of oil, spare engine parts and all manner of materials required for repairs. Zonda closed the door. “You two scavenge for magnets while I search for the special ingredient.”

“Where are we going to find magnets?” asked Sin.

“Magna-lamps,” said Velvet, leading Sin to a stack of emergency equipment. Among the envelope patches and ratline splices rested a crate of magna-lamps. Designed to magnetically stick to the superstructure and provide illumination while carrying out repairs, they could easily be cannibalised for their magnets.

“Bingoarooney,” said Zonda from an adjacent aisle.

Lugging the crate of lamps, Sin and Velvet joined Zonda. She held a large bucket of thermoweld in each hand. “I’ve hit the motherload,” she announced.

“I don’t get it,” Sin said. “What do we need thermoweld for?”

“We’re going to make pipe bombs.”

The audacity of Zonda’s plan began to dawn on Sin. When they’d repaired the gash caused by the lightning strike, the thermoweld had melted the litanium plates like butter on a hot crumpet. The Clockill may have cogs for a brain, but Sin doubted they would be indestructible or invincible if thermoweld bombs were involved.

Velvet laughed, delighted. “I saw pipe fittings and a tin of safety fuses by the pressure motors. I’ll go grab them.” She hurried back to the shelves.

“Excellent,” said Zonda. “Then we only need one more thing.”

Sin cast a wary glance at the thermoweld. “What’s that?”

“A very steady hand.”
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The clockwork hand they’d found earlier skittered into the aft docking passage. It clawed along the deck, dragging itself with spider-like mechanical fingers. Magnetically clamped to the wrist was a pipe bomb, its flaming fuse growing ever shorter.

Sin peeked into the corridor using his telescopic mirror. A Clockill patrolled the Deadnaught’s end of the walkway. The hand scuttled up to it and the Clockill stopped. Dropping to one knee, the mekanikal man picked up the hand and held it to its face. The pipe bomb’s sparkling fuse was reflected in thousands of tiny cogs beneath the glass skull. Sin withdrew the mirror and pressed his hands against his ears, muffling the boom of the explosion. Metal shrapnel pinged into the docking port and a wave of heat brushed his face. Pulling his hands from his head, he shouted, “Let’s go!”

Velvet, Zonda and Sin sprinted along the smoke-filled passageway. Broken gears and ironglass crunched underfoot but, thankfully, the lingering smoke from the burnt thermoweld obscured the worst detail of the Clockill’s destruction.

Exiting the docking arm, they emerged into a cavernous bay stacked with piles of wooden crates and exotic steamer trunks. The trunks towered overhead, lashed to rings in the floor to keep the high columns upright. Block stencil writing on the rough wood boards of many of the packing cases announced the ships they’d been plundered from. The Moritania, SS Summersong and The Idle Majesty were just a few Sin had heard of, but there were over two dozen more, many in languages he didn’t recognise.

Creeping between the rows of packing cases, they headed for the aft-most of the three cargo bay doors. The engine deck would be towards the rear of the Deadnaught, and close by would be the boiler room. Alongside the gangway, a collection of new-looking pine crates were chained, not roped, to the floor. Stencilled on their sides in thick black writing was the name HMS Pegasus.

Sin’s right thigh twitched, then pain like a million burning needles shot through his leg. He collapsed onto the deck and grasped the muscle, fighting back a scream.

Zonda kneeled beside him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Blue blood,” he said through gritted teeth. He thumped his knuckles into his leg and shook his foot. “It’ll pass soon.” The pins and needles were the most intense he’d experienced, and without the injections the attacks were only going to become more severe. He thumped his leg again and flexed his thigh.

“Someone’s coming,” whispered Velvet.

The cargo bay door slammed open and the sound of footsteps marched nearer, each footfall timed with mekanikal precision.

Zonda grabbed Sin beneath the arms and with Velvet’s help they hauled him behind the crates.

Sin shoved his fist in his mouth, biting down on his knuckles as a distraction from the agony in his leg.

Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock. The sinister sound of clockwork drew closer.

The Clockill marched into view, their terrifying profiles framed between the gaps in the packing crates. Each had a sword in place of their left hand and a metal collar around their throat. One sideways glance and the three friends would be done for. Sin’s leg convulsed. He bit harder on his hand, drawing blood. Unaware, the Clockill stalked past, the metronome-like beat of their footsteps receding.

The pain diminished, and Sin’s muscles stopped twitching. With Zonda and Velvet’s help he eased himself to his feet and stretched his leg. “You two should stay here. I’m dead already. This time it was my leg – next time it might be my heart. Don’t matter if I don’t come back.”

“It matters to me,” said Velvet. “Thick or thin, we’re doing this together.”

“I ain’t thick,” said Sino.

“And I’m not thin,” said Zonda.

Velvet frowned. “So perhaps not the most appropriate of idioms. The point is we’re a team and nobody gets left behind.”
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Unlike the Aether-Mare, where style played as much a part in the design as functionality, the Deadnaught was crude and utilitarian. The walls were rough and bubbled. Constructed from a metal Sin didn’t recognise, they appeared to be a rudimentary implementation of the Litanium Lattice Aerogel that Nimrod had demonstrated. Overhead, chemtubes provided stark illumination. The only adornments to the passageways were the industrial steam pipes and service ducts that crisscrossed the bulkheads and ceilings.

“Which way now?” asked Sin.

Zonda placed her hands on several of the pipes, feeling their temperatures. Sin didn’t understand how the confusion of engineering helped them navigate, but Zonda was certain they were approaching the boiler room.

A gong sounded and a Chinasian voice spoke over the vocifertrump. Sharp and succinct, the stream of staccato words held definite menace. The chemtubes swirled from white to red and the gong sounded again. This time the words were in near-perfect English; only a hint of a Chinasian accent could be detected. “Welcome aboard the Deadnaught. I am Doctor Yan Shi. Surrender to my crew and I will guarantee your safe escort to the bridge.”

“Yan Shi?” said Velvet. “Didn’t he . . .”

“Save my father’s life, yes,” said Zonda.

Velvet picked at her bandaged hand. “Do you think he’d help us?”

“Yeah, help us become Clockill,” said Sin. “We need to get to the boiler room quick-sharp. Which way?”

“I think we have to go down a level,” said Zonda.

Sin grabbed the side rails of a ladder leading to the deck below and, placing his feet outside of the rungs, he slid down.

The steam pipes in the lower passageway were much thicker than the ones above. Steam meant a boiler, and with the addition of the bombs, a boiler meant a big boom. They followed the pipe to where it disappeared through a bulkhead adjacent to an oil-smeared door.

Sin grabbed the door’s handle, the metal pleasantly warm against his skin. He cracked the door open and peered through. Beyond, partly shrouded in a fog of steam and smoke, were industrial towers of regulators, distributors and condensers, all interconnected by a maze of pipes.

“We’re here,” whispered Sin.

From behind a multi-dialled control panel emerged a Clockill. It trudged towards the door, writing on the clipboard in its clawed metal hand.

“Clockill. We need to hide,” said Sin, backing away.

Velvet hurried along the passageway to a storage locker and heaved the door open. “In here.”

The locker was not much bigger than their cabins aboard the Swordfish, and most of the space was taken up with cans of oil, cleaning rags and drums of engine degreaser. There was nowhere to conceal themselves. If the Clockill needed a resupply of these products, they’d be undone.

Sin pulled a pipe bomb from his bandolier and drew out a ZAPO lighter.

Zonda placed a hand over his and took the lighter from him. She nodded towards a shelf and whispered, “That engine degreaser is jolly flammable stuff. You don’t want to be producing any naked flames in here.”

Sin eyed the metal barrels and sniffed. The tang of solvents lay heavy in the air.

The Clockill’s footsteps marched past the door and Zonda relaxed her hand.

“Come on,” said Velvet. “Let’s get this done.”
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Stepping into the boiler room was like walking into the palace’s junglearium; hot, humid and oppressive. Pipes radiated across the ceiling like an industrial spider’s web, at the centre of which towered a trio of giant riveted cylinders. Each was five times the size of a steam locomotive and mounted above a raging furnace into which Clockill mekanikally shovelled coal. The heat from the fires burned and blackened their skin, but the human-machine hybrids seemed indifferent to the damage.

“I’ll cover you.” Zonda slid her pistol from its holster.

The nearest boiler was thirty yards away, easy enough to hit with a pipe bomb. Sin pulled one of the metal tubes from the bandolier on his chest and angled it towards Velvet. “Light me up.”

With the click of clockwork, a flame sprang from the ZAPO. Velvet held it below the Bickford safety fuse and with a spluttering spark it ignited.

Sin crept closer. Seeking a position of cover from which to throw, he ducked into the shadow of a pressure regulator. Pins and needles prickled his arms. Not now. All he needed was a few more seconds. Fighting the pain, he drew his arm back and took aim. From behind the tower of machinery marched a Clockill. Its head turned towards Sin, and beneath the glass skull, cogs spun. Quicker than humanly possible, the Clockill’s mekanikal hand shot out, grasping.

Time slowed. With a magnetic clunk, Sin attached the sparkling bomb to the Clockill’s outstretched arm. Metal fingers raked Sin’s chest. He twisted away from the claw-like grip and sprang towards Velvet and Zonda. Time snapped back. The bomb bandolier pulled taut across Sin’s chest and his head jerked upwards. The Clockill had a hold of the leather strap where it crossed Sin’s back.

“Gap it!” shouted Sin, his fingers fumbling at the bandolier’s buckle. With a mekanikal whirr, the Clockill hauled him backwards.

Zonda brought her pistol on aim and the weapon screamed. The nail thudded into the Clockill’s chest. It didn’t notice, intent on heaving Sin closer.

The steampistol screamed again and again, each nail striking home, each nail ignored. Velvet rushed to Sin’s side and punched the Clockill with her uninjured hand. The blow had no greater effect than the nails.

The fizz of the shortening fuse played loud in Sin’s ears. He pulled the leather tongue free from the bandolier’s buckle and the clasp flipped open. Springing away, again he was brought up short, the Clockill’s fingers locked onto the D-ring on the back of his flight suit. The Clockill tossed the bandolier away into a mass of pipes above the pressure regulator, then reached for Velvet.

“You’ve got to go. The bomb’s about to explode,” yelled Sin.

Velvet ducked away from the grasping metal fingers. “I’m not leaving you again.”

“Please. Save Zonda.”

With an apologetic hiss, the pistol in Zonda’s hand spat its last nail. She threw the weapon at the Clockill’s head. It bounced off the ironglass dome and clattered to the floor in pieces.

“COG Von Darque, you need to think of the mission,” commanded Sin.

Velvet stopped trying to free him and her gaze met his. “Always got to be the hero,” she muttered and sprinted to Zonda.

“We can’t leave him.” Her eyes full of tears, Zonda struggled against Velvet’s attempts to force her to safety.

“Genuinely sorry about this.” Velvet’s fist shot out and then, rag doll-like, Zonda crumpled to the floor. Grabbing the D-ring on the back of Zonda’s flight suit, Velvet started dragging her one-handed from the boiler room.

The sound of the hissing fuse grew fainter behind Sin. It was burning inside of the cap. He had seconds to live. He thought of his mother and wished he could remember her. He thought of Nimrod, his classmates. Velvet. Zonda.

Bright light filled Sin’s vision and pain pierced his brain.
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Bright light filled Sin’s vision and pain pierced his brain. Emerging from the tunnel of white, Sin slowly became aware of the room around him, although he was unable to fathom quite how he’d got there. The walls were hung with red tapestries on which golden Chinasian symbols were embroidered. Water trickled down a tall egg-shaped stone into a pool where large orange fish lazily swam. One of them came to the surface, sucking at the air before splashing away with a swish of its metallic tail. Around the pool, bamboo reached for the silk-swathed ceiling, brassanium leaves sprouting from the green stems.

Was he still aboard the airship? The last thing Sin remembered was the explosion and pain. His whole body felt like it had been run over by a traction engine. He lifted an arm. Someone had dressed him in what looked like the black pyjamas worn by the Clockill. Pins and needles stabbed the muscles where the sleeve of the fabric touched his skin.

He glanced down. He was seated on the floor, his legs stretching beneath a low table. Pressing his palm against the reed-matting, the familiar vibrations of engines trembled his hand. So, still aboard an airship. Surely it couldn’t still be the Deadnaught? The room was so different from the industrial functionality he’d previously encountered.

A door, which Sin had mistaken for a wall panel, slid open and a man-monster marched into the room. His entire face was a mask of brassanium, above which protruded a domed ironglass skull. Possessing a stature that would have dwarfed the deceased Johnny Knuckles, the small lacquered tea tray the giant held seemed absurd. He lowered it onto the table with mekanikal precision and then took up sentry behind Sin.

A tip-tapping like twenty cobblers’ hobnailing boots sounded from the corridor, then a man in a silk robe that trailed to the floor swept into the room. His cheeks were gaunt with a greenish hue, and from his chin trailed a wispy goatee. Across his eyes, a brass banded rectangle of smoked glass seemed to have been surgically attached to his face. “You will join me for tea.” It was a statement, not a question.

Sin stifled a gasp, and not because he recognised the voice as belonging to Yan Shi. Beneath the robe, Sin had glimpsed metal spiderlike limbs propelling the doctor in place of his legs.

Yan Shi lowered onto a cushion opposite. Sin tried not to think of the mekaniks involved.

“How are you feeling?” asked the doctor.

Confused. That’s how he was feeling. What was going on here? He didn’t know what he’d expected, but it certainly wasn’t tea. No, he did know what he’d expected. He’d expected to be dead. The pipe bomb had exploded. No wonder everything hurt. “I feel like I’ve been trampled by a flock of elephants,” answered Sin.

“A parade of elephants,” corrected Yan Shi. “It is fortunate that you survived. Your flight suit was made of a most ingenious material. Nimrod Barm’s special invention protected his special creation.”

Sin stretched. His back hurt like hell. Even so, he’d have to thank Nimrod if he somehow escaped. “You know of the Professor?”

“We studied at Coxford together. You could say we were competitors, both trying to create the perfect soldier. I built the first of my mekanikal men and Nimrod . . . well, he created you.” For a moment the doctor’s eyes glazed over before his expression hardened. “When Eldritch reported that the blue blood hadn’t killed you, he was tasked with bringing me Nimrod’s special boy. His crew were punished for letting you escape, as would Eldritch have been had he not spied you aboard the Swordfish.”

Sin scowled. Bloody Eldritch. That was why the Deadnaught had come back. They wanted him. “You’ve wasted your time. I’m dying. The blue blood don’t work.”

Yan Shi unfolded a hessian cloth on the tray, revealing a puck of dried leaves. “The blue blood failed on my creations too – until I improved it.”

“You’ve fixed the blood?” Sin wasn’t sure he’d understood correctly. Was it possible there was a cure to his condition? “Can you fix me?”

“Oh yes, I will fix Nimrod’s special boy.” Yan Shi dug a bamboo scoop into the centre of the crumbling leaves. “First, we drink. To Chinasians, tea is very important.”

“It’s pretty important to the Britannians too.” The leaves didn’t look anything like the tea Sin was used to. He supposed that the Chinasians did things differently.

“Let me teach you how it’s supposed to be drunk. Our great civilisation discovered tea many centuries before Britannia stole it from us.” With ritualistic reverence, Yan Shi placed the full scoop down, then poured steaming water from a chemkettle into an earthen teapot. “Britannia wants to steal my mekanika-men too.”

“That may be what Eldritch wants, but not COG,” said Sin. “We’re trying to stop the war.”

Discarding the water from the teapot into a bowl, Yan Shi added the scoop of leaves to the teapot and more boiling water. “Eldritch works for COG.”

“Eldritch stole from COG. He’s a traitor. You can’t trust him.” If Sin could convince Yan Shi that they had a common enemy, maybe he had a chance of getting free.

“He told the truth about you – about the Eugenesis project.” Yan Shi gently swirled the pot.

Sin didn’t understand what game Eldritch was playing. However, if Yan Shi had attacked the Swordfish there must be some bad blood between the two, and that was something he could use to his advantage. “He only tells the truth when it suits him. He just wants your clockwork soldiers.”

“The soldiers are not mine to give. Two thousand years ago, Yan Shi the Artificer created a mekanikal man for King Mu of Zhou. It’s been my life’s work to replicate his lost creation.” Yan Shi shook his head. “My attempts fail too quickly. The servant I build for Emperor Tongzhi must be perfect.”

Yan Shi poured the tea into two bowls then handed one to Sin. He bowed his head and raised his bowl to his lips. “It will help your blood.”

Sin took a tentative slurp. The tea had a flowery tang to it and left a warm afterglow all the way to his stomach. He gulped another mouthful, the anaesthetic effect on his pins and needles most pleasant.

Yan Shi placed his bowl back on the tray, his tea untouched. Sin’s head spun, and the room became a blur. The bowl slipped from his fingers and fell. He toppled sideways.

At the edge of his consciousness, Sin heard Yan Shi speak: “I will fix Nimrod’s special boy, then with my mekanikal additions he will make a most special gift for the Emperor.”
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Sin stirred from his stupor. He was bound hand and foot to a human-shaped table constructed from a sheet of litanium, around which ran an ominous-looking gutter. Trays of surgical instruments sat on a nearby trolley, their jagged blades, spikes and pincers like something from a torture chamber. On the walls hung detailed charts of human anatomy, interspersed with complex clockwork designs. Sin panted in short, sharp breaths, the air unpleasantly tainted with the vinegary smell of surgical carbolic acid.

What had they done to him? Was he now an inhuman Clockill? No. Surely he wouldn’t be thinking like this if his head was full of clockwork. The Clockill didn’t speak; if he could talk, he was still himself. “Not Clockill,” he mumbled.

“Not yet,” said Eldritch from behind him. “Yan Shi’s fixed your blood, and we haven’t got long until he makes his mekanikal modifications.”

Eldritch released the wrist restraints and eased Sin upright, then placed a thermogauge against his forehead. “Your temperature’s down. That’s good.”

“Get off me.” Sin batted Eldritch’s hand away.

“Steady on.” Eldritch took a step backwards. “I know we’ve had our differences –”

“You tried to kill me,” Sin said through gritted teeth.

“Yes, but –”

“Twice!”

“That’s true. However, if you stay here, you’ll be worse than dead.” Eldritch unstrapped Sin’s legs. “Can you move? What’s your escape plan?”

Bending his legs to his chest, Sin’s knees cracked. “Is this the part where you pretend to rescue me from the scientist’s lab, so I tell you everything I know? Then you try to kill me?” He swung his legs from the operating table. “Because I think we’ve done this before.”

Eldritch helped Sin from the table. “I must admit there is a touch of deja vu about the situation. This time it’s different. My motives are honest.”

“I’m not sure you understand the meaning of the word.”

Eldritch handed Sin a cotton undershirt, a battered leather flight suit and some well-worn rigair boots. “Put these on. They’re the best I could find.”

“You still haven’t explained why you’re here.” The undershirt was soft and warm against Sin’s skin, but every muscle in his torso complained as he shrugged into the leather flight suit.

“I need you to help me escape. We’ve got to detach the Swordfish and flee,” said Eldritch. “Yan Shi is insane.”

His spine aching, Sin bent over and pulled on the rigair boots. He didn’t trust Eldritch – only a fool would – however, he needed to play along until an opportunity to gain the upper hand presented itself. “I thought you were on his side?”

Eldritch sighed. “It’s become apparent he isn’t a team player.”

“Unlike you, who told him to capture me?”

“It was the only bargaining chip I had left. I’ve convinced him that because I know about the Eugenesis Project I’m worth keeping around.” Eldritch picked up a scalpel from a tray of operating theatre tools. “For now, he pretends we’re working together again. Once he decides I’m no more use, he’ll turn me into one of his creations, sure as clockwork.”

Sin took a tentative step, testing his legs. “And you expect me to trust you?”

“Oh, no. You definitely can’t trust me.” Eldritch made some experimental slashes in the air with the scalpel, evaluating it as a weapon. “You are still the proverbial thorn in my side, which at some point I intend to remove. However, the enemy of my enemy is my friend and all that.”

“I’m still not sure which of us is the enemy and which is the friend,” said Sin.

“Yan Shi was a friend. Unfortunately, a defective batch of the blue blood ruined a host of his Clockill and he seems to blame the King’s Knights.” Eldritch wrapped a strip of bandage around the scalpel’s blade. “He’s psychotic. Today I’m his friend, tomorrow I’m his experiment, and that really is a position I find untenable.”

“Why don’t you just kill him?”

Tucking the scalpel into the rear of his waistband, Eldritch said, “He’s built himself a most formidable bodyguard, a Shield. Also, I’m not sure Yan Shi can die. He’s like one of his Clockill: heartless and invincible.”

The Clockill weren’t invincible; Zonda had proven that with her pipe bombs. Sin rubbed his aching back. Where was she now? Was Velvet with her? Surely Yan Shi would have said if they’d been captured. Wherever they were, it looked like Sin was going to have to take care of Yan Shi alone. Well, maybe not alone. “Together we can deal with Yan Shi.”

Eldritch shook his head. “When the Clockill attacked us on the Swordfish, we emptied magazine after magazine of nails into them and they just kept coming.”

Sin rolled his shoulders and cricked his neck. “Someone once told me, never shoot a large-calibre man with a small-calibre round. You’ve been thinking too small.”
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Sin shuffled along the corridor with Eldritch’s steampistol pressed into his back. He was supposed to be taking Eldritch prisoner, not the other way around – that was the mission. The traitor had betrayed him before. Was it a mistake to let his nemesis put a gun on him? Maybe, but if Eldritch had wanted Sin dead he could have killed him in the operating theatre.

“I still think we should just flee,” whispered Eldritch.

“Yan Shi will come after us. We have to stop him and disable the Deadnaught.”

A pair of Clockill patrolled into the corridor. By their sides they held steel cutlasses, grafted in place of their hands. With clockwork-controlled precision they marched in unison, their boots clanking against the deck.

Eldritch shoved Sin in the back with his pistol. “I told you,” he said loudly, “Yan Shi wants to see you before the operation.”

The Clockill stopped dead, the only movement the myriad needles pricking their brains below the ironglass skulls.

Sin stumbled past. The Clockills’ heads turned, their dead eyes following his progress.

“Gentlemen,” said Eldritch, and raised a finger to his forehead in a half salute.

Playing the part of the subservient prisoner, Sin kept walking. They rounded a corner, out of view of the Clockill, and Eldritch lowered his gun. “God, I hate them.”

“Hate them or fear them?” Sin rubbed the spot where Eldritch had jabbed him.

“Both. I’ve been through some hellish battles. I’ve fought tough men, I’ve fought angry men, I’ve fought wave after wave of enemies determined to die for their country. But I’ve never fought anything like these lifeless machines. The dead should be allowed to rest.”

“You’d be dead if Yan Shi hadn’t put that plate in your skull,” said Sin.

“Indeed. I suppose I should thank him for this.” Eldritch rapped his forehead. “Right before I kill him.”

They let themselves into the landing locker, where the apparatus for tethering the airship was stored. Shelves of hawser line, clockwork winder wheels and racks of landing harpoons lined the walls. Sin hefted a harpoon and flicked the igniter to start the pressure boiler. “You reckon this is a big enough calibre?”

Eldritch hauled a second harpoon from the rack. “Let’s go and find out.”
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Sin and Eldritch paused at the entrance to the bridge, harpoons at the ready.

“No clever words, no hesitation,” whispered Eldritch. “You shoot the Shield, and once he’s down, I’ll shoot Yan Shi. Then we run for the engine deck.”

Sin nodded towards the door. “After you.” He still didn’t trust Eldritch, and wanted the traitor in front of him.

They strode onto the bridge, interrupting Yan Shi in the middle of giving orders. Eldritch headed to the right, leaving Sin to advance from the left. The Shield stepped in front of Yan Shi. With the loud ratchet of clockwork gears, steelridium plates unfolded from behind his back. Extending like massive metal butterfly wings, the protective barrier completely hid the doctor, preventing Eldritch from taking his shot.

Sin lowered his harpoon to the horizontal. Since the transfusion of Yan Shi’s improved blood Sin felt stronger than ever, and the massive weapon felt no heavier than a pop-gun in his hands. Sighting down the harpoon’s length, he squeezed the trigger. Steam exploded from the barrel and Sin was thrown backwards by the weapon’s recoil.

With a sickening squelch, the monstrous metal spike skewered the Shield’s chest. He staggered, then toppled to the deck.

Yan Shi pulled a hexagonal vial of yellow liquid from a leather wristband and hurled it at Eldritch’s feet. Shattered glass sparkled on the deck and the zesty scent of lemons filled the air. The harpoon dropped from Eldritch’s hands. He clutched his head and fell to the floor, his face twisted in agony. “What have you done?” he screeched.

Yan Shi stroked his wispy beard and sniffed the air, seeming to enjoy the fruity scent. “I added some additional safety features when I fixed the plate in your head.”

The bridge’s Clockill crew advanced towards Sin with a mekanikal inevitability. Behind them, the Shield raised himself to his knees and pulled the harpoon from his chest.

Sin glanced at the starboard bulkhead, where a framed engineering schematic hung. The fine pen-and-ink drawing of the Deadnaught diagrammed every deck in plan and elevation views. Sin fixed the image in his mind, then ran.
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Blaring alarms and the monotonous footfalls of the Clockill drowned out the clank of Sin’s boots pounding the metal deck. He paused, trying to get his bearings and catch his breath, except he wasn’t even panting. Yan Shi had not only fixed the blue blood’s rejection issue, he’d improved the blood in the process. Sin was as good as new. No. Better than new.

A pair of sword-handed guards entered the corridor. Sin turned and sprinted to a stairway. There was no way he was going to get to the engine room, and the Clockill were shepherding him upwards. Well, if they wanted him to go that way, he could use it to his advantage. He hurtled up the stairs, a plan beginning to form.

Yan Shi’s voice sounded over the vocifertrump. “I have captured your friend. If you do not surrender, I will be forced to operate.”

Yan Shi could do what he wanted to Eldritch. Good riddance to him. It was nothing more than the traitor deserved.

“Miss Von Darque has taken your place on my surgeon’s table.”

Bile rose in Sin’s throat and his stomach tightened. He grabbed onto a pipe for support, his legs suddenly like jelly. They’d captured Velvet. Did they have Zonda too?

“Eldritch says you are the heroic type. You have one bell to take her place. Otherwise, Miss Von Darque will be very different indeed.”

There was no way Yan Shi would release Velvet even if Sin did surrender. He had to get to the boiler room: destroying the Deadnaught was his only hope. He pushed up from the pipe, his legs recovering from the adrenaline-spiked shock of Yan Shi’s announcement. Finding a service ladder, he hurried upwards.

The expanse of brilliant blue sky atop the Deadnaught was invigorating after the airship’s gloomy interior. Sin stepped from the narrow walkway surrounding the top hatch onto the ratlines. The boots Eldritch had given him had seen better days, the clamps gripping the cables with an unhealthy grating of clockwork.

Sin paced towards the stern, enjoying the sensation of his rejuvenated muscles. They felt strong and energised without a hint of pins and needles. His plan required him to return to the claustrophobic confines of the airship’s depths, and there was a good chance he wouldn’t make it out again. Just for a moment he wanted to savour the sunshine, fresh air and view. On the horizon, if he squinted, he could make out the faint green outline of land. He’d never been outside of Coxford before he crewed the Swordfish, and now here he was, on top of the world, looking at a foreign country. He wasn’t sure which country, but it was definitely foreign.

He shaded his eyes with his hand and squinted again. Barely visible, a long shadow trailed the Deadnaught beneath the waves. The Aether-Mare hadn’t fled – it was following them. Maybe there was still a chance of escape?

Sin unbuckled his flight suit and, letting the top hang around his waist, he removed his sweat-soaked undershirt. He ripped the material in two, and with half held in each hand he jerked his arms in a series of sharp, precise movements, spelling out a message in semaphore.

There was no way of telling whether anyone had seen him, or even if the Aether-Mare was in a position to effect a rescue. He was going to have to carry out his plan regardless. Sin shrugged back into the flight suit, the old leather rough against his bare skin, then checked the winding dials on his boots. Both were in the red. Fifty steps along, then down the side of the envelope to the coal hatch – that was all he needed. On a new set of boots there was a comfortable safety margin when the needles hit the red. These boots were old and uncared for; the mainsprings would be tired, the fatigued metal exerting less power. He unclamped his foot and began walking. Would this clockwork, rather than that of the Clockill, be what killed him?

Steam-powered pistons held the massive brassanium coal hatch in place. Sin rotated the poppet-handle, and with a hiss the heavy shutters pivoted sideways. A wave of heat washed over his face. The large pipe ran all the way down to the coal bunkers. From the depths pulsed the drone of thrumming machinery. Like on the Swordfish, the boiler room would be close to the bunkers.

Suddenly, with an ominous twang, one of his boots detached from the ratlines and Sin flailed backwards into nothingness. His other boot shuddered, emitting a series of rasping clicks.

Fuelled by his reinvigorated blood, his body strained, bending upwards, fighting gravity. With a pwang of finality, the jaws attaching Sin to the Deadnaught gave up. He lunged and grabbed the hatch’s coal-dust covered lip, then hauled himself up onto one of the shutters and stared down into the tunnel’s void. Just like when he and Velvet had jumped from the Swordfish, his plan now seemed ridiculous. But foolhardy as it was, he had to try. He had to distract Yan Shi from operating.

Angling the dented chemlamp on the front of his flight suit so it pointed downwards, he adjusted the focus. With his feet wedged against the tube’s dirty sides, he lowered himself into the chute. Spiderlike, with all four limbs pressed against the metal, he descended.

The daylight from overhead dwindled and Sin became more reliant on his chemlamp’s weak beam. Coal dust grated beneath his right boot, the fine particles acting like a lubricant. They trickled from below the sole and he lost traction. His foot slipped, his body twisted and his hands juddered free. Suddenly he was sliding downwards, picking up speed. There was no way he could stop himself. All he could do was try to slow his descent, so that landing in the bunker wouldn’t kill him. Arms and legs jammed outwards, he stared into the gloom, hoping to see the circle of light that would mark the end of the tunnel. Instead, the chemlamp’s beam flashed across a jagged blade jutting from the centre of the pipe.

Time slowed. The blade drifted between his boots. The metal shimmered in glorious detail. Chipped and blunted from cascading coal, it would still cleave him in two like a pig in a slaughterhouse.

With all his new-found strength, he slammed an arm into the tube and jerked his body sideways. The blade slipped under his left thigh and skimmed his buttock. Pain ripped through his body, prolonged in intensity in this time-slowed place.

Ahead, a circle of light expanded. Time snapped back. Sin shot from the chute and spilled down a pile of jagged coal, tumbling over and over. Clattering to a halt on the rusted deck plates, he curled into a ball and puked, his body racked in agony.
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The pain subsided to an intense ache, emanating from every part of Sin’s being. He almost daren’t look to find out how badly he’d been hurt. Tentatively, he eased himself into a sitting position. Running his fingers under his thigh, he found not blood and torn muscle, but only ripped leather. The blade had snagged the rear of his suit, giving him the mother of all wedgies. Other than that, he seemed unscathed. He pushed himself to his feet and readjusted his flight suit. Gingerly testing his legs, he limped past the bunkered mounds of coal. A nauseous ache still gripped his body. The Fixer was a great believer in walking off the pain, and sometimes, when things had gone badly wrong, running off the pain. Sin grimaced and pushed onwards, into the boiler room proper.

The heat was intense, the fires casting a hellish glow over the cavernous hall. Hiding behind a bundle of pipes that dived through the floor, Sin got his bearings. At the centre of the room, arranged in a triangle, were the three furnaces that heated the overhead boilers. Clusters of pipes curved away from the massive riveted pressure cylinders to join banks of steam regulators. Sin identified the door they had used earlier, and also the point where they’d been ambushed. His heart leaped. High overhead, the bandolier of bombs still nestled among the pipes where it had been discarded by the Clockill.

Sin stealthed his way towards the pipe-trapped bandolier. His years of thieving on the streets of Coxford had served as an excellent apprenticeship. The secret was not to dart from shadow to shadow, but to take it slow and steady, with no sudden movements to catch the eye.

After an easy and equally slow climb, the bandolier was his. Five pipe bombs remained. It was a start, but Sin no longer wanted to disable the Deadnaught; he wanted to destroy it. And that was going to take an extra ingredient.

Sin slunk to the storage locker where he, Zonda and Velvet had previously hidden. From beneath a shelf containing spare gaskets, he pulled a couple of five-gallon drums of engine degreaser. The mineral spirits were excellent for removing stubborn grease, and were also highly combustible. That engine degreaser is jolly flammable stuff. Zonda’s words replayed in his mind and his stomach twisted. Where was she now? Was she safe? And if so, was he about to place her in mortal danger? He had no answers to his questions. Even if he did, he had no alternative plan.

Rummaging through a wooden toolbox, he found a sturdy screwdriver. He tucked it into his belt. The tool’s chipped blade would be ideal for his purpose.

Each drum of degreaser weighed forty pounds, and the drums’ handles cut into Sin’s palms. The oppressive heat of the boiler room added to his purgatory. He trudged onwards. There wasn’t a choice; he had to get it done before Velvet was turned into a Clockill. Drawing alongside a bank of oil pumps, he lowered the drums.

From the bandolier, he removed a pipe bomb. Attaching the explosive to the bottom-most oil pump, he curled the fuse onto the floor. Placing the tip of the screwdriver against the first drum’s base, he hammered his fist into the handle. The point pierced the metal skin and mineral spirits dribbled out, forming a pool around the fuse.

Sin again lifted the drums and, trailing engine degreaser behind him, hobbled to another piece of equipment, where he repeated the process. He wished Zonda was with him; she’d have been able to select the most important machinery, where the damage would cause the maximum chaos. As it was, he had to hope the trail of pipe bombs and engine degreaser would create enough havoc to scuttle the airship. He attached the final bomb to the rear of the cluster of pipes where he’d retrieved the bandolier. Sloshing more degreaser onto the deck, he positioned the still-leaking drum next to the explosive.

Near the door something moved. Between two pipes he caught a glimpse of curly white hair. It couldn’t be. Velvet said Jasper was dead. What would he be doing on board the Deadnaught? Unless, like Eldritch and Clark, he was a spy. Sin pressed himself against the machine, not daring to move, not daring to believe what he’d seen. He’d only caught a glimpse. Perhaps he was wrong, exhaustion and fear making him hallucinate? Footsteps came nearer. Whoever it was, they were now on the other side of the regulator.

Hardly breathing, Sin crouched and peered through a narrow gap in the machinery. All he could see was the figure’s chest. He bent lower, squinting up, and a fraction of Jasper’s face came into view. It was gaunt and oil-streaked, yet there was no mistaking him. Why was Jasper on the Deadnaught, checking gauges and making notes on a clipboard?

Jasper tilted his head down, examining the pool of engine degreaser forming at his feet. Clockwork spun beneath his ironglass half-skull, needles spiking the exposed brain. Sin swallowed, fighting the urge to puke. He’d never liked Jasper, but he wouldn’t wish being turned into a Clockill on his worst enemy. Well, maybe on Eldritch.

With a mekanikal gait, Jasper marched away from the regulator. Sin slid from his hiding position to watch him go. Was this his fault? If he’d not been so mean, Jasper wouldn’t have stolen his injections and fallen from the ship. Had it really mattered so much that the boy was a coward? Perhaps it had. Jasper let Velvet fall.

Sin pushed down the compulsion he felt to follow Jasper. He didn’t have time. Or, to be more precise, Velvet didn’t have time. He couldn’t bear to think of her turned into a lifeless automaton. Now having only one drum of degreaser to carry, he removed the cap from the full drum and upended the container, splashing the contents around the regulator. Retracing his steps, he doused mineral spirits over anything that looked important.

The boiler room door opened and another Clockill stepped through. Sin darted into the shadow of a condenser tower. He couldn’t fail now, he was so close. His throat itched, a combination of fear and the boiler room’s heat. He held his hand to his mouth, fighting the tickling cough that threatened to betray him.

More footsteps clattered all around, the tick-tock of clockwork filling the boiler room.

“There’s no point in hiding,” said Yan Shi. “You won’t escape this time.”

Sin palmed the ZAPO from the bandolier and stepped into the open. Yan Shi stood next to the steam regulator with a squad of Clockill. The Shield stood guard to his right, while to his left waited Jasper, his expression blank below the half-head of curly white hair. Bally Jasper. Once again, he’d dropped Sin in it.

Yan Shi’s mouth twitched. “Eldritch was right, you are special. I’m going to enjoy re-making you.”

“That ain’t going to happen. I’d rather die.”

“Death is no escape.” Yan Shi gestured to Jasper. “Your friend would testify to that if he could still talk. He was practically dead when he blew into our path. A fortuitous warning of the Aether-Mare.”

So that’s how they’d known. After falling from the ship, Jasper must have activated his buoyancy aid and drifted right into Yan Shi’s clutches. What a terrible realisation that would have been, thinking he was saved only to find he’d been rescued by the wicked scientist. Well, Sin wasn’t going to succumb to the same fate. “I won’t be turned into one of your monsters.”

“Your girlfriend is prepped and ready to be upgraded. Unless you choose to take her place.”

Something flickered on Jasper’s face. The blank stare was momentarily replaced.

A cold sweat prickled Sin’s palms. Did Yan Shi mean Velvet, or had he captured Zonda too? Sin guessed it didn’t matter either way. The scientist wouldn’t spare them even if Sin did surrender. He had to somehow escape the boiler room.

Jasper stared at Sin, and then his eyes flicked downwards. When Sin didn’t react, annoyance flashed on Jasper’s face and his eyes flicked downwards again.

Sin followed the direction of his gaze. They were all now standing in a spreading pool of mineral spirits.

With a snap of his thumb, Sin operated the clockwork on the ZAPO and a small blue flame danced to life. “I let this go and everybody dies,” he warned.

Transfixed by the flame, Yan Shi said, “You and the girl will die too.”

“Like I said before, I’d rather die. Better dead than half alive.”

“No, you won’t do it. You need to be the hero and rescue your friend.” Yan Shi nodded to Jasper. “Take the igniter.”

Clockwork whirred, and Jasper paced across the deck. Sin’s grip on the lighter loosened. If he dropped it, Velvet and Zonda would be doomed, but how many other lives would the destruction of the Deadnaught save? That’s what they did at COG – make sacrifices so many more could live. He had no choice. His fingers uncurled. Jasper gave a minuscule shake of his head.

Sin paused. Could he trust the coward or was this another betrayal? Jasper’s lips moved like he was trying to speak. No sound came out, yet his eyes told Sin all he needed to know. Perhaps there was a way out.

Jasper wrapped his fingers over Sin’s, his skin cold and clammy like a dead fish. He pried the igniter free, keeping the flame lit.

“Bring it to me,” commanded Yan Shi.

Jasper’s leg teetered, taking a single step, then he stopped.

“You will bring me the igniter. Now,” repeated Yan Shi.

“N . . . no,” stammered Jasper. His leg quivered, fighting the command.

It was the first time Sin had heard one of the Clockill talk.

Beads of sweat formed on Jasper’s brow. Beneath the ironglass skull, clockwork needled his brain. “T . . . tell Velvet it wasn’t her fault.”

“Thanks.” Sin gave Jasper’s cold, dead hand a squeeze.

“N . . . no. Thank you. For once I get to be a hero.” Jasper held the lighter out in front of him, his voice suddenly strong. “Try to stop him and we all burn.”
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A tremendous whoomph! issued from the boiler room. Sin sprinted along the passageway, a wall of flame surging behind him. He pumped his legs harder, fiery fingers clutching at his back. Diving through the bulkhead doorway, he turned and slammed the door closed behind him. A dull crump reverberated through the ship and the deck plates shuddered. The inferno had detonated the first of the pipe bombs. The airship was doomed.

Securing the door closed, Sin visualised the diagram of the Deadnaught he’d seen on the bridge. The image floated perfectly in his mind’s eye. He searched for the cross symbol, signifying the medical bay. It wasn’t too far – he still had time to rescue Velvet and make good his escape.

Surgical tools and smashed pharmaceutical bottles littered the medical bay’s floor. The fridge and cupboard doors hung open, their contents scattered. The Deadnaught now listed badly to port – a result of Sin’s sabotage – and the deck and bulkheads canted sharply to the right.

Through the operating theatre’s translucent ironglass door, Sin discerned the outline of Velvet strapped to the surgeon’s table. Was he too late? Had Yan Shi turned her into a half-human mekanika, like he had with Jasper? Sin unlatched the door and it slammed sideways under gravity’s pull. Velvet strained against the metal bands securing her. She looked up and the fear in her eyes changed to relief. “Yan Shi said you were dead.”

“Not yet. Things ain’t too flash, mind.”

Velvet rattled the bands clamping her wrists. “Get me out of here before they come back and finish what they started.”

What they’d started? What did she mean? Sin scanned Velvet’s head. She looked tired and scared, but her skull was untouched. Something niggled at his brain. When she’d rattled her restraints, the sound had been the metallic clank of metal on metal. His gaze drifted to her wrist. Sin’s stomach lurched. “Your hand –”

“– has been replaced, yes. It was ruined anyway, so Yan Shi has done me a favour. You need to let me out now. I really don’t want any further modifications.”

Sin pressed the ratchet release on the shackles, his arms seeming to act without his conscious control. He stared at the polished brassanium sparkling beneath the chemlight’s glare. They’d taken her hand.

With the whirr of clockwork, the cuffs lifted open. Velvet pulled her arms free and released the clamps on her legs. “What’s happening?”

“The ship’s on fire. We need to gap it.”

Velvet swung her legs from the table. “What have you done?”

“It wasn’t me. It was Jasper. You didn’t kill him.” Sin didn’t mention that Jasper had suffered a cruelness worse than death at the hands of Yan Shi. It was a secret Velvet didn’t need to know.

“So where is he?” Velvet clutched Sin’s arm, her metal fingers painfully tight.

“He sacrificed himself so we could escape.” Sin’s gaze fell to the deck.

“He’s dead?”

Sin nodded. He hadn’t seen Jasper die, but no one, not even a Clockill, could survive such an inferno.

A hard edge to her voice, Velvet said, “Well, let’s make sure he didn’t die in vain.” She grabbed two cutlasses from a rack and gave one to Sin. He weighed the weapon in his hand; presumably it had been destined for attachment to Clockill arms. He shuddered. Perhaps Velvet had been its intended recipient.

A strained shout came from an adjacent medical bay. “A little help, if you’d be so good!”

“Eldritch,” said Sin. “Well, ain’t that the cream in the cake.”

He slid the door open. On the surgeon’s table lay a cadaver connected to a machine that pumped green blood into its body. In the corner sat Eldritch, bound to a chair.

Velvet looked over Sin’s shoulder. “Leave him there.”

“I kind of owe him.”

“He tried to kill us and delivered the Swordfish to Yan Shi. You owe him nothing,” argued Velvet.

“I didn’t actually deliver the Swordfish to Yan Shi, he stole it from me,” said Eldritch.

“He’s nothing but trouble. Let him go down with the airship.” Velvet stepped from the room.

“Fair one.” Sin slid the frosted ironglass door closed. He was supposed to capture the traitor alive – that was his mission – however, he was past caring. Velvet was right, he was nothing but trouble.

“I know about your mother,” shouted Eldritch.

Sin paused, his hand on the door. Nimrod was always evasive about Sin’s mother, Eve, and Sin had many unanswered questions. Did Eldritch really know something?

Velvet tugged at Sin’s arm. “Come on. Leave him.”

“The truth dies with me,” warned Eldritch. “You’ve spent fourteen years looking for answers. Don’t let them perish. I know more about you than anyone. Remember the file.”

Sin slid the door back open. Eldritch had recruited him to COG. Whether part of the recruitment process, or more likely, connected to his traitorous spying, Eldritch had amassed a secret file on Sin. “You’ll tell me everything?”

“Absolutely, but mum’s the word until I’m safe,” bargained Eldritch.

The ship lurched. Velvet grabbed the doorframe for support. “Leave him, he’s lying.”

“You read some of the reports I discovered. That wasn’t all of them, not by a long ride,” said Eldritch. “I know why she died.”

“She died saving me.”

Eldritch stared into Sin’s eyes. “I know who killed her.”

Sin raised his cutlass and lunged towards Eldritch. With two sharp slashes, he sliced through the rope binding the traitor’s legs to the chair. “Any trouble and we’ll leave you.”

“Untie my hands, too. I need them for balance.”

Velvet hoicked Eldritch to his feet and shoved him in the back. “Not a chance.” Then, lowering her voice to a whisper, she said, “No tricks. I don’t need you alive.” She pushed Eldritch out the door.

Sin stooped and retrieved a hexagonal vial of yellow liquid, which was miraculously unbroken, from the floor.

“What’s that?” asked Velvet.

“Insurance. Rule Two of any rescue mission: never trust the person you rescue.”

They hurried into the cargo hold, their progress aided by the fact that the airship had righted itself and no longer listed. Either the fire was under control and the crew had pumped ballast or it was the chance result of a large explosion that had shaken the Deadnaught minutes earlier.

“Have you seen Zonda?” said Sin, wiping sweat from his face. The air inside the Deadnaught was now tinged with smoke and uncomfortably hot.

“Not since I was taken prisoner,” answered Velvet. “We were heading back to the Swordfish when three Clockill surprised us. She had a plan to rescue you, so I led the Clockill away. I think she escaped.”

Sin’s insides twisted. Leaving without knowing for sure that Zonda was safe ripped him up, however there was no way he could search the entire airship. Not even if it wasn’t on fire.

“I haven’t seen her either,” said Eldritch. “And I didn’t hear any mention from Yan Shi, so I don’t think she was captured.”

Sin pulled abruptly to a halt at the end of an aisle of towering crates. “What the . . .”

A large packing case floated above them, the chain tethering it to a ring in the floor pulled taut by the crate’s buoyancy. The wooden box spun slowly around and the stencilling on its side became visible: Lifting Gear – HMS Pegasus.

High overhead, banging against the cargo hold ceiling, drifted four similar crates. Broken chains dangled from their sides.

“What the heck is this?” said Velvet.

The penny dropped. Sin had heard the ship’s name before. It was in the letter from the Grand Vizier to Admiral Fairborne, the one he’d taken from Eldritch’s pocket when he’d netted him with the Entangler. “It’s some sort of experimental technology destined for the Sky Palace.”

“Fascinating as that may be,” said Eldritch, “we have trouble.”
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The docking arm groaned like the screams of an ancient prehistoric beast. The strain of securing the two airships as they sank towards the sea was pushing the engineering to its limits. They needed to cross to the Swordfish now, before the arm buckled and snapped. However, a trio of Clockill guarded the entrance, oblivious to the Deadnaught’s plight.

“It’s not going to last much longer,” whispered Sin.

“We can’t get past them and fighting isn’t an option, so we’re damned,” said Velvet.

Eldritch strained at his bonds. “Cut me loose and I can help you.”

“Help us or betray us?” challenged Velvet.

“I want to get to the Swordfish as much as you do. Maybe we can bluff our way past.”

Sin rubbed his chin. “It worked before.” He met Velvet’s gaze. Her ice-blue eyes pierced him. “What do you think?”

The airship shuddered, and the landing arm screeched.

“He’ll probably kill us, and if he doesn’t, the Clockill certainly will.” She leaned towards Sin and gave him a hug. “Thanks for coming back for me. I didn’t want to die alone.” She sliced through the rope securing Eldritch’s wrists and handed him her cutlass. “I really don’t know how you talked us into this.”

“I’m a survivor.” Eldritch took Sin’s cutlass, too, holding one in each hand. “War cuts down the weak and the unlucky. I am neither.”

“Let’s hope your luck holds. For the next few minutes at least,” said Sin.

They paraded to the docking arm, Eldritch brandishing the cutlasses at Sin and Velvet’s backs.

The Clockills’ heads turned, following their progress.

“Ship’s going down. Yan Shi wants the prisoners moved to the Swordfish,” said Eldritch.

Clockwork whirred, then in unison the three guards raised their sword-arms and marched forwards.

“Plan B!” shouted Eldritch and advanced through his mock prisoners to confront the Clockill.

He parried the first two strikes, pushing the bladed arms away. “Huzzah!” he cried and thrust both swords into the torso of the third of his opponents. The Clockill ignored the attack and slashed downwards.

Sin lunged into the fray. His hands connected with the Clockill’s metal forearm, pushing it upwards. Muscles battled mekaniks. He couldn’t let Eldritch die; he needed answers about his mother. Sin crumpled under the force, but he’d bought enough time for the traitor to duck clear of the blow.

The Clockill pivoted and swung its arm with inhuman strength. Sin flew sideways, crashing into the bulkhead.

Eldritch kicked at one of his assailants and tossed a cutlass to Velvet. “Show them what your mother taught you.”

Plucking the cutlass from the air, Velvet pirouetted away from the Clockill’s wild swing. She raised the weapon above her head and the Clockill’s blade smashed into it. Her legs trembled, the mekanikal power of the blow reverberating through her body.

Sin rolled sideways, dodging the slashes of the Clockill who was now upon him. The clockwork monster’s sabre scraped along the deck, showering him with sparks. Sin sprang to his feet and backed away.

Dodging sideways, Velvet thrust and skewered the Clockill. The mekanikal man appeared indifferent. Walking further onto her blade, he grabbed for Velvet’s throat. She released the cutlass and her own metal fingers met those of the Clockill.

Eldritch was faring no better. He slashed and stabbed his opponent. Blows that would have felled a normal man had no effect on the Clockill.

Cornered, Sin ducked to the right. The Clockill’s arm barred his way while its mekanikal hand slammed into Sin’s chest, pressing him against the bulkhead. Gears whirred and the pressure on his ribs increased. He heard a bone crack and pain blossomed through his torso.

The docking arm trembled against Sin’s back, a rhythmic clunk sending vibrations through the metal. Steam billowed from the direction of the Swordfish.

Clunk. Clunk. Clunk.

“Tally-ho-erington!” shouted Zonda from the roiling clouds, and a heavily modified logistical-loader emerged from the steam.

Zonda flicked a valve lever and a circular weapons-sight swung in front of her face. “Time to throw a spanner in the works.” She lifted the loader’s arm and pointed it at the Clockill that pinned Sin to the bulkhead. “And by spanner, I actually mean a jolly big harpoon.” With a jet of steam the sharpened litanium rod shot from a tube bolted to the loader’s arm.

The Clockill staggered, the harpoon skewering it from front to back.

Sin slid clear of its grip and edged away. The Clockill grabbed the harpoon and began to pull it free. Its head twitched and its arms shook, then it keeled over, its body locked solid.

“What the –” said Sin.

“Magnets,” shouted Zonda. A familiar whirr filled the air and the rotary blunderbuss welded to the loader’s other arm spun to life. “Help Velvet.”

Sin dashed to her, agony spreading through his ribs like fire. With a flying leap, he slammed into the Clockill’s arm, breaking the mekanikal stalemate between it and Velvet. “Take cover!” he shouted, and pulled Velvet with him to the deck.

His military instincts kicking in, Eldritch dropped too, flattening himself against the metal floor.

Steam roared from the blunderbuss. The loader’s arm scythed sideways and the Clockill exploded in a mess of green blood and clockwork.

The blunderbuss whirred to a halt, steam trickling from the barrel.

Eldritch pushed himself to his feet. “Now that’s a big enough calibre weapon.”

“Yes, it is. Drop your cutlass.” Zonda pointed the loader’s arm at him.

“It’s all right; I’m on your side.”

“No. You’re not.” Zonda’s eyes narrowed. “I shot you once. Don’t think I won’t do it again.”

Surveying the mess that had once been the Clockill, Eldritch uncurled his fingers and the cutlass clattered to the deck.

“Am I glad to see you!” said Sin, shuffling towards Zonda, with Velvet’s aid. “I thought you were lost on the Deadnaught.”

“After Velvet got captured, I decided I needed some mekanikal muscle of my own to rescue you both, so I created this beautiferous beastie.” Zonda waved one of the loader’s arms.

“I knew you’d do something fantabulous,” said Sin.

Another explosion rocked the Deadnaught. The docking arm screeched and buckled. The floor bent upwards and the bulkheads kinked.

“I appreciate I forfeited my position as your instructor when I tried to kill you,” said Eldritch. “However, may I suggest we leave?”

“Not yet,” said Sin. “Zonda. Forty yards to your front, packing crate floating on the ceiling. Rapid fire, engage.”

The rotary blunderbuss spun up to speed and the firing whistle shrilled. The crate disintegrated in a shower of splinters and falling planks. Released from their confines, a cloud of rainbow-sheened metal ingots clattered across the ceiling.

Whirring to a halt, the blunderbuss fell silent. “That can’t be,” said Zonda, in awe.

“Didn’t Nimrod tell us there were only a few ounces of gravitanium in existence?” asked Sin.

Zonda unstrapped herself from the loader. “There is.”

“Not any more.” Velvet offered Zonda a mekanikal hand, helping her down.

“Spectacular as that is,” said Eldritch, “it’s not going to keep the Deadnaught in the air. We need to go.”


[image: ]

The four of them huddled on the Swordfish’s envelope. Smoke and burning ash drifted past, filling the air with a million glowing fireflies. Concertinaed and contorted beyond recognition, the docking arms somehow still managed to tether the Swordfish to the blazing Deadnaught. Now less than ninety yards below them, the rolling waves grew closer with every passing second.

“Do you reckon we’d survive if we fell from here?” Sin stared down at the churning sea.

“Can you swim?” asked Velvet.

“Ten strokes, maybe.”

“It doesn’t really matter then, does it?”

“Suppose not.” Sin had wanted to wait until they were safe to tell Zonda about Jasper, but if they were going to die, he had to do it now. “Zon, I’ve got some bad news.”

Zonda looked up at him. “You mean worse than the fact that we’re crashing into the ocean attached to a flaming airship?”

“I saw Jasper aboard the Deadnaught. He died saving me. He was a hero.”

Maybe it was because Zonda already thought Jasper was dead, or the fact that they were all doomed, but she took the news better than Sin had expected. She rubbed the back of her hand across her eyes, leaving a damp, sooty streak. “I said you just needed to give him a chance.”

“You did, Zon. And you were right,”

“Airship ahoy,” shouted Velvet, breaking the moment.

To the stern of the Swordfish the Aether-Mare rose out of the waves, sea water streaming from her curved hull. Throwing off the weight of the ocean, the airship floated higher, accelerating skywards.

“Now that is impressive,” said Eldritch. “The Empire would be invincible with a fleet of those.”

“Which is precisely why Nimrod will never let them have it,” said Zonda.

The Aether-Mare drifted closer. The massive hatch in her belly that led to the cargo bay slid open and a gangplank lowered on steel hawsers. Stanley scampered along the narrow metal walkway. In his hand he clasped a speaking tube, which he used to give directions to the bridge, guiding the airship closer. With a gentle thud, the gangplank landed on the Swordfish’s envelope.

Eldritch and Velvet clambered up.

The nose of the Deadnaught hit the ocean and the Swordfish bucked. The Aether-Mare’s propellers buzzed louder, and the gangplank lifted away above their heads.

“When it comes nearer, we make a jump together,” said Sin, grabbing Zonda’s hand.

She looked down. “Would you hold Stanley’s hand?”

“Course I wouldn’t, but I wouldn’t kiss him neither.”

The gangplank drifted lower.

“I don’t see how that’s even relevant,” she said.

Sin pulled Zonda towards him and kissed her. Her lips were warm and soft, and her mouth tasted sweet, like cake. He lifted his head from hers. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

“I’m going to let that one go,” she said. “And I’m only doing this to prove that we’re equal.” She pressed her lips back against his and grabbed the back of his head, splaying her fingers over his hair.

The gangplank thudded onto the envelope and she pulled away from him.

“Jump,” they said in unison and leaped.
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While Stanley and Esra winched in the gangplank, the four survivors huddled around the open hatch. Far below, the Deadnaught slid beneath the waves, dragging the Swordfish with her. A plume of steam shot into the air.

“There go the boilers,” said Sin.

A tumultuous seething mass of bubbles churned the surface.

“That’s the envelope succumbing to the water pressure,” said Zonda.

“Hawk is going to be pretty peeved with us,” said Velvet.

Sin looked at Eldritch. “She’s going to be more peeved with him.”

“That’s why I’m not going to see her.” Eldritch retrieved the scalpel he’d concealed in his waistband and pressed it against Zonda’s throat. “COG Chubb and I are heading to the lifeboat. Anyone tries to stop us and it won’t go well for her.”

Sin discreetly slid his hand into his pocket. “We rescued you. We saved your life. For once, can’t you do the decent thing?”

“Decent isn’t really my style.” Eldritch backed away, pulling Zonda with him.

“Me neither.” Sin tossed the hexagonal vial he’d retrieved from the medical bay at the traitor’s feet. The glass shattered, and the scent of lemons wafted into the air. Eldritch dropped the scalpel and clutched his head, sinking to his knees. “You rapscallion,” he moaned.

Zonda punched Eldritch in the jaw, sending him reeling backwards. “People died because of you. Good people.”

“Captain on deck,” shouted Stanley.

Hawk strode into the hold. “COG Chubb, stand down. I’ll deal with it from here.” She walked up to Eldritch, who lay curled on the floor, and drew her cutlass.

Sin stepped between Hawk and Eldritch. “The Major wants him alive,” he reminded her.

“He stole my airship,” spat Hawk.

“Killing him won’t bring the Swordfish back. He may have important information for COG,” said Sin, not mentioning that he still needed to question Eldritch himself.

Hawk pushed Sin aside and rested the tip of her blade against Eldritch’s neck. “He doesn’t deserve to live.”

Sin understood the Captain’s anger and contempt for the traitor. He needed something more to stay Hawk’s sword arm. His mind blanked. He had nothing. “We need him. He knows . . . stuff,” he said, unconvincingly.

“Summersong,” mumbled Eldritch, still clutching his head.

Hawk’s arm quivered, then she lowered her sword. “COG Nobbs, secure him in the brig.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” Stanley replied.

Hawk pointed her cutlass at Sin, then at Zonda and Velvet. “You three have some explaining to do.”

[image: ]

Sin made his way to the brig, his mind and body exhausted. Hawk had spent two hours debriefing them and although he was fit to drop, he knew he wouldn’t sleep until he’d talked to Eldritch. He unlocked the brig door and stood in front of the barred cell. “You owe me some answers.”

Eldritch, now dressed in a tattered boilersuit, stood from the cell’s bunk. “I’ve always found that confined spaces make me want to reflect quietly on my lot in the world. Maybe if you could see your way clear to letting me out, I’d be a tad more talkative.”

“The Fixer had very strong views on people who welched on deals. He even had a little saying.” Sin pulled a steampistol from his belt and rested it on the bars. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, ain’t going to happen because you’ll have died horribly in excruciating pain.”

“Major C wants me alive,” argued Eldritch.

Bone-tired, Sin pinched the bridge of his nose. “Honestly, I don’t care.”

“Hawk won’t be happy if you kill me. It will be mutiny or treason or whatever the aeronautical equivalent is.”

“Well, here’s the interesting thing. Your one word, ‘Summersong’, got me thinking, ’cos I’d seen that before somewhere.” Sin tapped the steampistol against the bars and Eldritch backed away.

“Then it came to me. There was a picture of the SS Summersong on Captain Hawk’s desk. A bit of asking about and I discover that her fiancé was captain of the airship when it disappeared without a trace. Except it didn’t disappear without a trace, because I saw some of its crates on the Deadnaught. Mystery solved. I reckon Hawk’s going to be proper unhappy to know her betrothed was turned into a Clockill. She’s going to be even more unhappy when I tell her you were working with Yan Shi.”

Eldritch slumped back onto the bed, defeated. “What do you want to know?”

“Let’s start with who killed my mother.”

“I don’t actually know who killed your mother –”

“I knew it.” Sin cocked the steampistol. “More lies. I was a fool to trust you.”

“Hear me out.” Eldritch held his hands defensively in front of him. “I don’t know the person who killed your mother. I do know it was the King’s Knights who sanctioned it.”

“You’re a King’s Knight.” Sin sighted down the weapon’s barrel.

“I wasn’t then. I was still in the army. I didn’t agree to them trying to kill Nimrod and I wouldn’t have approved of targeting a mother and her child.”

For once, there was a visceral honesty to Eldritch’s words. Maybe there was a line even the traitor wouldn’t cross. However, Sin wasn’t willing to let go of his anger quite yet. “You were happy to hold a blade to Zonda’s throat.”

Eldritch shrugged dismissively. “You all made yourselves targets when you joined COG. You can’t merrily choose to run onto the battlefield and then complain when someone shoots at you. Life doesn’t work like that. Call yourselves what you want, but you’re soldiers now. Soldiers follow orders. I follow orders. That doesn’t mean I always agree with them.”

Sin lowered the weapon. His shoulders slumped, and he stared down at the floor. Much as he wanted to blame Eldritch, perhaps it wasn’t the traitor’s fault. Sin understood what it meant to do the bidding of dubious men like the Fixer, so he could hardly hold Eldritch to account for the attack on his mother. Even so, he wanted answers. “Why would they murder her – my mother? What had she done?”

“She’d created you.”

Sin’s head snapped up. He clutched the iron cell bars with his free hand. Nimrod and his mother had been part of some grand experiment that had resulted in his birth, that much he knew; how could he be the cause of her death?

Eldritch paced around the cell. “The Eugenesis Project wasn’t just any experiment; it was about creating a better soldier. When your mother realised you were less her child and more a piece of military hardware, she tried to run.”

“And they killed her for that?”

“She would have escaped to the continent with a Ransilvainian Baroness, taking the secret of how she created you with her. They couldn’t afford for that knowledge to fall into enemy hands.”

Sin breathed in deeply, fighting his weariness. “Can you find out who gave the order?”

“I could. But I won’t.”

Again, Sin levelled the weapon. This time Eldritch didn’t move. “Shoot me if you want. It’ll be cleaner than the punishment from the King’s Knights for betraying them. The penalty for treason is death. Horrible, agonising death.”

“They won’t know,” Sin promised. “I can keep a secret.”

“You think Mr Clark and I are the only King’s Knights in COG? They’ll know, and they’ll kill me. They’ll kill you, too, if you go up against them.”

Sin laughed hollowly. “Red Blades wanted to kill me. You wanted to kill me. Mr Clark wanted to kill me. Yet I’m still here. I’ll take my chances.”

Eldritch shook his head. “COG hasn’t been able to stop the King’s Knights, despite all their efforts.”

Sin locked the pistol’s safety catch. “Until now, COG didn’t have me.”
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A large log fire warmed Major C’s study, keeping the sharp November chill at bay. The pleasant heat made Sin drowsy and he had to dig a thumbnail into his hand to keep focused. The debrief with Captain Hawk and the Major had already lasted over an hour, the same questions asked again and again in slightly different ways, as if they were trying to catch him in a lie.

Outside, through the window, Sin watched the other candidates help moor the Sky Palace in preparation for the Heroes Ball. He wished he could be with his friends, enjoying the excitement rather than enduring the relentless interrogation. He dragged his gaze from the window and concentrated on the Major.

“You don’t think COG Jenkins was working with the King’s Knights or Yan Shi?” asked the Major, the sceptical tone in his voice suggesting that was his suspicion.

Sin shook his head. “Definitely not. He helped me destroy the Deadnaught.” It wasn’t a lie as such, just not telling the whole truth. He had deliberately not mentioned that Jasper had been turned into a Clockill to spare Velvet’s feelings. Even though the debrief was supposed to be confidential, Velvet’s mother was on the COG Committee and he was certain that details of the debrief would filter back to her.

Captain Hawk leaned closer. “Eldritch was working alone? There are no more traitors in COG?”

The predatory look in Hawk’s eyes drilled into Sin, as if she could see into his mind. She couldn’t. Years on the street had taught Sin the art of deceit and he answered with a righteous confidence. “Apart from Mr Clark, Eldritch was working alone.” The truth followed by a lie, just as the Fixer had taught him.

During their chat in the brig on the Aether-Mare, Eldritch had let slip there were more traitors inside of COG, and although Sin wanted to believe that the Major and Hawk were loyal, he couldn’t be sure. He couldn’t risk tipping his hand.

“One last question, COG Sin,” said the Major, his tone deepening. “Is there anything you could have done differently to save COG Jenkins’ life?”

All those times in training at COG, he could have tried to help Jasper rather then provoke him. Jasper was already doomed, turned into Clockill by the time Sin had boarded the Deadnaught, that was the easy answer, the one Sin wanted to tell himself. However, in his heart he knew there was plenty he could have done differently.

“No. Nothing,” said Sin. The biggest lie of all.
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The Heroes Ball was in full swing. The Sky Palace’s function room took up the full width of the building, gently curving around the massive central balloon. Swathes of black and silver fabric hung from the teak-panelled walls, framing lumograph projections of COG’s fallen heroes. At the very end of the room, Jasper’s giant face gazed down.

Every COG member not on a mission was in attendance and the dance floor heaved with the wild, the bad and the dangerous to know. The orchestra broke into a polka-trot and a cheer went up from the revellers. Major C took the hand of the recently returned Baroness Lilith Von Darque and they clanked across the dance floor with an almost regal confidence. His kilt flapping in a frenzy, Staff MacKigh spun Sergeant Stoneheart’s wheelchair in chaotic circles.

Around the room a riot of elaborate, stylish and often impractical costumes coloured the celebrations. Beautiful ball gowns, heavy-duty corsets, frilled shirts and waistcoats with leather and litanium armour plates were in vogue.

Sin stood by the exit to the terraces, the gilt doors pushed open to allow the cold night air to circulate. What Eldritch had told him about his mother had put a cloud over his head. A cloud that had grown even darker since Jasper’s funeral two days ago. He’d been in competition with Jasper to take Zonda to the ball, yet he’d give anything now to see them both twirling across the dance floor, smiles on their faces.

Jasper hadn’t wanted to be at COG from Day One. Hell, he’d not wanted to be there since before Day One, but his father’s dying wish had placed an emotional noose around his neck. The one thing that had probably made it bearable was his friendship with Zonda, and he’d been terrified that Sin was going to steal that away from him.

Death was a constant companion when Sin had been living on the streets. You didn’t get to grow old living in a gang. Looking at the meagre smattering of operatives in their thirties on the dance floor, it seemed you didn’t get to grow old in COG either. Jasper certainly hadn’t, and Sin couldn’t shake the feeling that he was to blame. He hadn’t given Jasper the chance to be a hero; his actions had ultimately forced Jasper into it. The death weighed on Sin’s conscience, and if he were to go against the King’s Knights, he would put more of his friends at risk. Was it worth it? And would he be doing it to help COG prevent a war or was his real motive to avenge his mother?

“Penny for your thoughts,” said Zonda. She’d returned from the buffet, her plate piled high with eclairs.

Since returning to the palace, the loss of Jasper had hit home and Sin knew she was trying to take her mind off the grief. He wished he could help. Nothing he said seemed to ease her pain. Maybe it was something only time would heal.

“I was thinking about my mother,” said Sin. “She was committed to her science, and she wanted to understand more about the world . . .”

“Only?” prompted Zonda, nibbling at an eclair.

“Only if she’d understood more about people, she would have known she was dancing with the devil.”

The music on the dance floor stopped. Velvet twirled to a halt then bowed to her partner, Noir. She dabbed her brow with a lace handkerchief and headed over to join Sin and Zonda. “When shall we three meet again? In airship laboratories, bound by chain,” she said conspiratorially.

Sin frowned, confused.

“Macbeth. The three witches. Winifrid Shakespeare.” Velvet shook her head. “Never mind. I got your message, so I’m here.”

“I want to tell you what Eldritch said.” Sin paused, uncertain. “But if I do it will change everything. It will put us on a dangerous path with no way back. I can’t do this on my own. I need the help of good friends. People I can trust.” Sin held out his hands, palms upwards. “Are you with me?”

Zonda placed her hand on his, interlocking her fingers. “I’ll always be with you, Sin.”

He nodded and smiled, then turned to look at Velvet. Her face was stark, displaying no emotion.

“I owe you my life.” Velvet grasped Sin’s fingers with her brassanium hand. “Von Darques always remember their friends.”

Sin squeezed both their hands. Zonda’s soft and warm, Velvet’s hard and cold. “We joined COG to stop a war, and to do that we must first stop the King’s Knights.”

Before he could say more, Nimrod walked across the dance floor towards them. He nodded to Zonda and Velvet. “Ladies, may I borrow COG Sin for a moment?”

“Absolutamon.” Zonda dropped Sin’s hand and took Velvet’s instead. “Would you honour me with the next dance?”

Velvet smiled. “Anything to get out of having to dance with Noir again.”
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Nimrod led Sin across the disc of formal gardens surrounding the Sky Palace to the embarkation ramp. Hinged at both ends, with a cunning concertina at its centre to allow for changes in buoyancy, the long litanium gantry descended to the roof of Lenheim Palace.

They clattered across the metal structure, an icy breeze swirling around them. It was a cloudless November night and although the moon had waned to a sliver, the stars shone brightly.

“There’s something I want to show you.” Nimrod guided Sin between chimneystacks to the top of the tower that formed the upper part of the scientist’s quarters. “I know you’ve wanted to see the observatory for a while, but I was waiting for the right occasion.” He grasped the arm of a cherub statue that formed part of the sculpture decorating the tower. Pressing it down, hidden mekaniks clicked and a section of stone wall swung inwards.

A sizeable telescope filled the tower’s interior, above it a large copper dome. Nimrod turned a wheel, and with the hiss of steam and the clicking of well-oiled gears part of the roof slid aside. “I realise I haven’t been the most forthcoming in respect to your mother.” Clockwork whirred and the telescope extended, stretching up towards the night sky. “Even after all these years, I find it so hard to talk about her.”

Sin saw the tremble of Nimrod’s lips and the watery sheen in his eyes. There was something else, too, etched in the lines of the scientist’s face. For the first time, Sin recognised a similarity between himself and his father – not in looks, but in the guilt they bore. “She died protecting me,” said Sin. “She deserves to be remembered by more than just you.”

“She does, and that’s partly why we’re here.”

Sin didn’t understand the significance of the observatory. Perhaps it didn’t matter. He was finally going to get the answers he so desperately wanted. “You’ll tell me everything?”

“I will. Although there may be things that not even I know. However, tonight we have other business.” Nimrod motioned to a chair beneath the telescope’s eyepiece. “Please, take a seat.”

Adjusting the chair’s height, Sin looked through the viewer. In the middle of a sea of black sparkled a bright dot that seemed to pulse with a blueish hue. “Is that a star?”

“It is. Although not just any star. I discovered it.”

“You discovered a star?” Sin pulled away from the telescope to stare at Nimrod.

Nimrod smiled. “I did. And that gives me naming rights.” He placed his hand on Sin’s shoulder. “I thought perhaps we could call it Eve Metis.”

Sin looked back through the telescope in wonder. The picture blurred, and he brushed a tear from his eye. So long as there were stars in the sky, his mother would always be remembered.

THE END
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But can he trust her? And will COG try to bury him with the
SECRETS he discovers?
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