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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Eyelet – Age Five
 
    
 
   WE DESCEND THE ALABASTER staircase into the marrow of the tallest bone, my hand clasped firmly inside of father’s, him dragging me along. 
 
   Bones. That’s what I call the buildings where my father works, because of the way they stick out of the earth—all smooth and white and jagged, like a body has come up out of the ground. 
 
   “Why are we in such a hurry, Father?” I squeeze his hand, the hard soles of my boots slipping on the wet stone steps.
 
   He doesn’t answer, just continues hurrying down a second flight of stairs, deeper into the dark belly of the Academy. 
 
   Father’s never in a hurry. I try not to be afraid. 
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “To the laboratory.” 
 
   He doesn’t look at me. Instead, his eyes search the adjacent hallways, before he yanks me across the landing and down another set of stairs. My arm hurts from being tugged.
 
   “Why are we going there?”
 
   “Because…” Father frowns down at my tiny pengulan boots clapping loudly—leather clapping granite—as I struggle to keep up. “I’ve something very special to show you.”
 
   We reach the bottom step, and at last he hesitates.
 
   “What is it?” I ask, tipping up on my toes. He releases me, and I clasp my hands in excitement. “Is it the space airship? Are you finally finished it?” My eyes dance over him. 
 
   I’ve waited so long. 
 
   Father promised me the first ride in it as soon as he was finished. It’s supposed to take me back to the day I was born, so he can take a picture of my brain and fix the problem. 
 
   My brain does not work like others. From time to time, it short-circuits, sending me spiralling into faraway universes, and I take a long time to return. I hate those universes. They’re dark and they frighten me. They make my body twitch.
 
   Worst of all, they frighten Mother.
 
   Sometimes they even make her weep.
 
   Father says nothing, just leans out and checks the hallway twice, pulling me from the last step, tugging me up the hallway. 
 
   I try, but I can’t keep up.
 
   He rounds a sharp corner and scoops me up into his arms. My feet no longer touch the ground. He jogs the final few strides, stopping in front of a giant cast-iron door. 
 
   “Here we are.” He places me down and pulls a piece of paper from his pocket. Hands shaking, he turns the lock. Turbines tumble as he dials it backward, forward, and back again, my heart starting and stopping as he does so. 
 
   At last a tiny bell clinks. 
 
   The sound echoes throughout the silent hallway.
 
   I turn to follow it, afraid of where the sound has gone. 
 
   The handle on the door whirs then shifts mysteriously downward, cranking magically open. Father snaps to one side, to avoid getting caught up in the door’s sudden sweep, then bolts swiftly through it, as though if we don’t pass through the slim opening at this very moment, the moment will evaporate.
 
   The door slams shut behind us on its own, causing me to jump. The heart dropping clunk gyrates through me as I take in the dark, dark room. 
 
   It’s cold and smells like a too-still stream. 
 
   I shiver inside its silence.
 
   Father reaches up and strikes a match. The smell of pinched phosphorous nips at my nose. The lone aether-fueled, incandescent bulb swinging on a cord above my father’s head blooms slowly, flickering and crackling, then finally glows. The hairs on the back of my neck sizzle as the tiny filament inside the bulb dances. 
 
   Inside the tiny cone of light, I can finally see the room. It is large with smooth stone walls and rough stone floors. Wooden shelves line the walls, lined with scientific apparatus and other junk—bits of this and that, hoses, tubing, glass beakers, clamps, gadgets, and wire. In the corner, something silver glints like fairy dust inside a brass-topped cylinder.
 
   Father whirls on his heel and bolts the door. He wears a worried expression. He casts his overcoat aside then lands bent-kneed beside me, making his impossibly tall body shrink to my tiny height, his eyes wide and playful. “You remember how much I like to play hide-and-seek?” He holds my hand in his.
 
   “Yes.” I nod, eager to hear more. 
 
   “Well…” He checks behind him then looks back. His anxious brows soften. He rakes a swath of sweaty hair from his eyes. “Right now, you and I are part of a game, only neither of us are it,” he whispers carefully, looking around.
 
   “You mean someone else is?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   He fixes his tie and I help him with it. “Who?” I grin.
 
   “Well, that’s just it. We don’t know.” He curls my hair around my ear. “We mustn’t let him find us, isn’t that right?”
 
   “Of course not.” I shake my head. “Then we’d lose.”
 
   “Right.” Then he takes both my hands in his and presses them together. “So we must be very, very quiet, no matter what happens.” He stares deep into my eyes.
 
   “No matter what happens.” I pull my hands back and cross myself.  
 
   “Good.” He nods and snaps to an unexpected stand. 
 
   My heart startles. It whirls in my chest as he stalks about the room, gathering supplies, clinking jars of silver dust, and sparking filament ends.
 
   “Are you ready?” he says. 
 
   “For what?”
 
   Father’s eyes slide from me to the curtain divider hanging across the back of the room. A sly smile creeps over his lips. 
 
   I follow his gaze. The hem on the curtain is badly frayed, like something has singed it. I look back at him, forlorn, and then it dawns on me. “You mean?”
 
   Father darts his brows at me. “He can’t find you if you’re away in a space airship, now can he?” 
 
   My eyes stretch bug wide. I fling my hands together in a soft clap. “Really?”
 
   Father nods. 
 
   “Ready, Captain.” I salute him, bringing my heels together with a clack. 
 
   “Excellent.” Father walks to the shelf that held the jars and reaches for a button hanging down from a wire attached to the ceiling. He yanks on it, and the wire extends. He smiles and depresses the button. 
 
   The room hums. The curtains vibrate. The sound and movement sputter throughout my body. The curtain pushes toward us on a billowing surge of wind, and I suppress the urge to run and hide behind him. 
 
   Father races over to the curtain as if some invisible force has sucked him there. He peels back the velvet fluttering cloth, revealing a swell of dark smoke that slowly, frightfully, clears. 
 
   A single steambulb chugs slowly to life, illuminating the dim space. The silhouette of an enormous wooden cabinet appears below it. It stands the full height of the room. Massive glass doors, fastened on with bright copper hinges, take up the top half of the cabinet. The inside of the glass is trimmed in lead, just like the walls of our apartment back at the castle. A pair of big brass bolts stick out from the front of the wooden cabinet’s frame on either side. On the ends of the bolts sit two brass cannon balls. Or at least, that’s what they look like to me.
 
   Inside the glass and lead cabinet, two gigantic plates spin—big enough for Alice, after she drank the forbidden potion and became a giant. Plates big enough to be used at the Mad Hatter’s tea party. 
 
   I stare at the spinning plates, mesmerized by their rhythmic whir as they hum and sing. I stare until I feel as though I may be falling into one of my faraway trances, watching them circle first one way, and then the other, creating a terrible heat. It crackles and snaps and jumps about me. 
 
   I feel it at work beneath my skin.
 
   There’s a bone-snapping pop. A bunch of snaggled wires shiver, that stretch from the sides of the cabinet to a metal halo mounted on a stand next to it. It’s then I notice there’s a metal bed below the stand. 
 
   In between the cabinet and the bed, an enormous, peculiar-looking glass tube sits propped up in an iron cradle. It doesn’t look like any other glass tube I’ve ever seen. 
 
   Not like any other in Father’s laboratory.
 
   This one is huge and has a very strange shape. One end is round and the other pointed, like the head of a hummingbird with a needle-nosed beak. The sharp end is pointed toward the bed, while the round end is pressed up against the machine. 
 
   Father traipses around the room, fixing and fussing with the apparatus, placing the great jars of silver on the cannonball mounts. “What do you think?” He grins at me over his shoulders. “Is it as grand as you expected?”
 
   “Grander,” I answer, weakly. 
 
   In truth, the pointed tube frightens me. Part of me wants to leave.
 
   He strikes another match, lighting the end of a snaggled wire. The smells of sulfur and singed copper mingle with the sour stench of the gutter water lying in the corners, seeping in through the cracks in the walls. He touches the wicks on the bulbs on the front of the wardrobe and they hiss awake, like snakes spiralling out of baskets. 
 
   At last the time has come to rid myself of my unwanted dreams, so why am I trembling? 
 
   “It looks just like a rocket ship,” I say, hoping to please him. 
 
   “Does it?” His moustache lifts. He lunges, scoops me up, and in a count of—one, two, three leggy steps we are across the room, where he plops me down on the metal bed. Its cool, hard surface shocks my bottom. I wriggle and wince, hoping I haven’t spoiled the game.
 
   “With this we’re sure to win hide-and-seek, aren’t we?” I ask nervously.
 
   “I certainly hope so,” he says to the air. A tremor of worry floats through his eyes.
 
   What does he mean, hope so?
 
   He crosses the room again, adjusts something on the control panel behind the machine, then returns to me. “Now remember”—he presses a finger to his lips— “whatever happens…not a sound.”
 
   “Not a sound,” I repeat. 
 
   I shiver as he unbuttons the neck of my frock, exposing my shoulders, and helps me lay down on my side. The cool metal surface of the bed bites hard at my skin. A breath of frost snakes down my spine. 
 
   Father takes his time, arranging me carefully. He props me up on one side and affixes the strange halo to my head. “Your helmet,” he whispers, tightening the screws. The pressure on my temples, causes me to wince. He straightens my dress and strips off my boots, then arranges my legs just so. Then he’s away, leaving me lying face-to-face with the giant tube in front of the wardrobe. The glass plates shake as they whirl faster inside. 
 
   “Father?” I say as he ducks behind the machine.
 
   He turns a crank and an enormous lens appears, dropping down in front.
 
   “Father?” I try again, but I don’t think he hears me. He’s too busy adjusting the lens. It creaks and growls, as he lowers it into place—a giant monocle over a monster’s eye. Then, he swings the peculiar looking pointed tube around, its pointed end poised as if to puncture me.
 
   My breath quickens. 
 
   “Father?” I say, a little louder than I should. “What is that?” 
 
   “What’s what?” He peers out from behind a black cloth he’s popped over his head, like those used by fancy photographers. 
 
   “That.” I reach out, nearly touching the tube’s pointed end. 
 
   He hesitates; I think he sees my fear. He changes his voice to scrub my fear away. “Why, that’s the nose of your space airship, darling.” He floats back over to the table to pet my head. “Nothing to worry about.” He bends, kissing my forehead with such urgency I fear perhaps he plans never to kiss me again. 
 
   “Now...” He arranges my hands criss-cross over my chest. “I’ll need you to lie very, very still for take-off. You can do that, can’t you? Lie very, very still?” 
 
   He smiles, and I think it odd his lips should be trembling. I glance down at the foggy patterns my breath is creating on the steel surface of the bed. 
 
   My eyes must have said yes, because my mouth has said nothing yet he’s whisked away again, leaving me cold and frozen in place. Rounding the end of the table, he ducks beneath the black sheet again and begins furiously click-clacking buttons. My heart jumps with every clack! 
 
   I hold my chin as stiff as I can. “Should I close my eyes?” 
 
   “Whatever makes you comfortable, my pet.”
 
   “But if I do, who will fly the ship?”
 
   “I will, darling.” His voice is a song. “You close your eyes and dream as only you can dream, and let me handle the rest.” 
 
   He disappears completely behind a large black screen at the rear of the machine, and I’ve the sudden urge to jump from the table. Instead, I close my eyes and lie as still as I can, listening to the shuffle of his shoes whisking over the top of the stones. 
 
   There’s a buzz and a flash. A bulb bursts into darkness. Another lights the whole room. I see all this through my stuck shut lids, which I’m too afraid to open. 
 
   Something churns with a whip and a snap, and my hair is set sail, fluttering back from my face, twisting about my shoulders. I have to open my eyes. 
 
   The pointed end of the massive glass inches moves. The snaggled wires zap and crackle. A strange prickly heat pinches my skin. Streaks of purple lightning gash the walls and the ceiling around me— like the arms and legs of a giant scurrying arachnid. 
 
   I gasp and try hard not to move as the wardrobe rocks back and forth. There’s a great gust of wind. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Father shouts through the commotion, his hair flying wildly back behind him.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   I can hardly breathe.
 
   The snout of the giant glass rocket ship inches ever closer.
 
   The pressure at my temples is searing. 
 
   “Father?” I shout, above the rattling ruckus. 
 
   “What is it, darling?” He pokes his head out from under a black cover.
 
   “Father, do you smell that?”
 
   “Smell what, darling?” 
 
   “The toast? You’ve burned the toast—” 
 
   In my darkening peripheral, I see him flinch. He leaps into action, his arms hurriedly churning the crank at the side of the machine, the flywheel whirling.
 
   The silver dust in the jars he placed on shelf mounts on either side of the wardrobe jumps and flutters. The brass cannonballs shake and sputter. Massive arcs of eerie green lightning fly between them, over and over and over. The glass plates inside the cabinet spin so fast, they are nothing but a blur. 
 
   “Father?” I say weakly, my lips going numb. 
 
   The halo on my head burns.
 
   Before he can answer, there comes a flash so big, so bright, it fills my head, my heart, the entire room with its searing light. 
 
   Eclipsing all that was and all that will ever be.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   “EYELET?” I FALL TO MY knees and scoop her up into my arms, rocking back and forth, crushing her to my chest. The fear-fuelled crowd presses in around us, panic etched on their faces. 
 
   Pan circles overhead, screaming, her voice like a swinging sword. It cuts me to the quick, draws and quarters me and leaves me for dead. 
 
   I crumble under its weight. 
 
   “Get back! Get back!” C.L. hollers, forcing away the gawking crowd, but my focus is on Eyelet—only Eyelet. 
 
   “Help me!” I turn my eyes to the sky. “Somebody help me, please!” 
 
   Her skin is ashen. Her eyes far away. Her mouth agape. 
 
   Her lips have begun to blue, their natural colour slowly swept away, replaced by creeping blue-veined webs that slowly crawl across her cheeks and mouth and down her throat—the spidery hand of death closing in. 
 
   My stomach hollows. “Please!” I shout. “Somebody, please—”
 
   “It’s not an episode,” C.L. assures me. “This is not how seizures act.”
 
   “What is it then?” I shout at him, not meaning to. My heart slams hard against my ribs. 
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening.”
 
   I turn to Iris, who frantically shakes her head. Cordelia lies dead in her arms, an arrow through her heart. Her blood stains the front of Iris’s clothes. 
 
   “Help!” I shout. “Someone, please help!” 
 
   My voice echoes throughout the park then falls down around me, suffocatingly still. I rock back and forth, sobs bursting from me. “Is there no one? No one that can help me? No one that knows what to do?”
 
   C.L., Parthena, Masheck and Iris stand silent at my back. 
 
   “I can help.” A weathered voice winds from the back of the crowd to the front of it, snaking through the milling bodies. 
 
   “Who?” My head snaps up. I wrench my neck, searching. I cannot find the owner of the voice. “Show yourself!” I shout. Masheck curls his fists.
 
   The crowd falls into a hush.
 
   With trepidation, they slowly part—an apprehensive retreating surf in an ocean of consternation. A hooded figure is revealed, cloaked in a shimmering, crimson velvet robe. Bent at the neck, its gaze is hidden from the world. 
 
   I startle at the sight of him, robe swishing toward me over the dried and brittle grass, like a teetering, ornately decorated bell. I squint, searching for feet beneath the robes, but there are none I can see. An embroidered pattern of suns and stars and moons extends down the length of either side of the robe. The golden thread glints as he teeters, temporarily blinding me. 
 
   I raise a hand to aid my sight.
 
   The figure rustles to a stop in front of me. He steadies himself on a crooked wormwood staff. The hand clutching the staff is corpselike, blue-veined and spindly, protruding from the cloak’s massive bell-shaped sleeves. A fearful vision he is, wavering before me inside the rolling mist. 
 
   “Who are you?” I ask. 
 
   Slowly the figure lifts its head. Dark, sunken eyes peer out of the shadow of the robe’s billowing hood, amplifying the illusion of mystery that swirls about the strange figure like a drape concealing a magician’s trick. 
 
   “I can help you, sir,” he states, his voice a grating, scraggy whisper. He bows his already badly bent and trembling head deeper, then struggles to return it to its previously angled perch.
 
   “How?” I snap, impatient. “On what grounds do you make this claim?” 
 
   “On the grounds that I am an alchemist, sir.” His voice is low and feathery, as if only intended for me to hear. “I’m well sought after in the land I hail from—” 
 
   “He is a witch,” a lone voice in the crowd shouts.
 
   My chin snaps up, and I fix the woman in my gaze. 
 
   “A cantationer from the North!” she adds, her anxious eyes settling on me. “A well-known practitioner of wickedry! A sorcerer, that’s what he is! Not to be trusted.” She reaches for the crucifix on her chain and draws it shakily to her chest.
 
   “She’s right. He’s evil,” another shouts.
 
   “Do not trust him, sir. I beg of thee.” 
 
   My head swings back and forth, tracking several more panicked faces. Distrust spews up from the crowd. All of them caution me to send the stranger away. 
 
   “Is this true?” I turn on the anomalous man standing steadfast before me. Despite all the accusations, he shows no cracks, though fear flutters in my chest. “Are you as they say?”
 
   A wind picks up, ruffling the hem of his cloak. Curled-toed, red-soled shoes are revealed.
 
   “I am, sir,” the stranger finally says, his harrowing gaze never leaving me. 
 
   The crowd gasps and shrinks back. They caw, curse and wail. 
 
   “But I am the only hope your young bride has of remaining in this world with you.” His milky eyes fall to the whey-faced Eyelet, lying lifeless in my arms, her heartbeat slowing against my chest. “Time is of the essence, sir.” He glowers through the dark opening of his hood. “I can help, but we must hurry. The window on that design is about to close.”
 
   Eyelet gasps—a convulsive breath—and I jump. Terror-filled poison trickles up my spine. 
 
   “No,” Livinea gasps as Eyelet’s eyes roll back. 
 
   Iris grabs my arm.
 
   The stranger’s gaze shifts from me to Eyelet, and back again. “I lay hands on her soon or she’ll be whisked away forever. But then again, by profit, I think you know that, sir.” 
 
   His words roll over in my head, slowly crushing me.
 
   There is something about his gaze. Something alluring and comforting, yet strangely… chilling. Profit? Whatever does he mean?
 
   Panicked voices slice the air: “Don’t listen to him! Don’t do it, sir!” 
 
   “Don’t trust him!” 
 
   “Your majesty, please.” 
 
   C.L. jerks forward. “Listen to them, sir.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do as they say. Don’t listen to him. I don’t trust this, sir.”
 
   “What would you have me do then?” I glare at him.
 
   C.L. shrivels back. Livinea weeps, and sniffs. 
 
   One of the patrons in the crowd falls to her knees. She crosses her chest and prayers her hands. Others follow, bowing their heads and muttering prayer-like chants.
 
   “Cast him out!” A burly man thrusts a pitchfork in the air—the same pitchfork that earlier was meant for me. The image bursts to the front of my brain. “Cast him out, or I’ll strike him down where he stands!” 
 
   “Hear! Hear!”
 
   The crowd’s anxiety thickens. They draw in closer, closing off the path that led the stranger to me, pressing in at our backs.
 
   “Stop!” I raise a hand, turning desperate eyes on the stranger. “Turn back your hood. Reveal your face. I cannot, and will not, entrust the love of my life into the hands of a man I cannot fully see.”
 
   The stranger hesitates, staring out of his hood.
 
   “I said, reveal yourself!”
 
   He reaches up slowly.
 
   “Don’t do it, sir.” An old woman shouts. “Don’t look upon his face. To gaze in his eyes shall be your death!”
 
   My heart trembles in my chest as his nimble fingers clutch the sides of the fabric. 
 
   “Send him away before it’s too late!” The crowd screeches and turns their eyes away. 
 
   The stranger draws back the sides of his hood, just far enough for only me to see. 
 
   He has a long, thin, pallid face set in a raw-boned skull with angled cheekbones that cantilever his weathered and shrivelled skin. His hair is threadbare, white and spindly, and flutters straight up from the top of his head. Though his complexion is parched, it casts an oddly reverent glow in the dim twilight of Brethren. 
 
   I’ve never seen anything quite like it. 
 
   Swathes of great, gothic mist move in, as if summoned, coiling reverently about his feet and arms. 
 
   His eyes, are intense, amber— the colour of rich ale—but I detect no signs of evil emanating from them. To the contrary, I find his gaze eerily soothing. 
 
   I shake my head to break the trance, taking solace in the fact that he is at least earthly. I breathe out a great sigh of relief, but shiver just the same. 
 
   “I am her last chance,” he says. “You must believe me.” 
 
   “Believe him and we all die!” someone shouts.
 
   Like dire hands, the alchemist’s gaze pulls at my will. “Please, sir.” He nods. “Let me help her.”
 
   “How do I know you can do as you say?”
 
   “Because I’ve been sent—”
 
   “By whom?” 
 
   “You shall see.” His voice is thin and trails away, an eidolon whisper of what it has been. The hairs on my neck fray. 
 
   “I don’t believe him.” Masheck steps up, fists clenched at his sides. “I think he’s lying.”
 
   “For what purpose?” I snap.
 
   “Banish him while you still breathe,” shouts the woman with the crucifix. “While we still breathe.” 
 
   “See him hanged and dipped as he should be!” the man with the pitchfork shouts. 
 
   The rest of the crowd alights in rip-roarious rebellion. Chants of hate twist in the air.
 
   I look out into their terrified faces, then back at the gaunt old man who stands before me—so decrepit, yet such a threat. 
 
   What do they see that I don’t see?
 
   My first test as Ruler and I’m failing. I don’t know what to do. 
 
   Eyelet’s body gyrates in my arms. Just a small quake at first and then, terrifyingly, with increasing speed.
 
   “Eyelet?” I clutch her to my chest, trying to stop the vibration.
 
   “There’s little time,” the stranger says. 
 
   Eyelet’s entire body begins to convulse. 
 
   Iris looks up and screams. 
 
   “Let her go! Let him take her!” Parthena clutches her heart.
 
   The stranger looks to me. “It is now or never, sir.” 
 
   I look up into his burning amber eyes. What do I do? Who do I trust? What do I believe?
 
   Something sharp twists in my heart. I look down at Eyelet in my arms, then to rest; Parthena pleading, Livinea weeping, Iris with Cordelia’s lifeless body still cradled in her arms.
 
   “Don’t, sir,” C.L. begs, as Masheck shakes his head, and the world around them becomes a blur. 
 
   Eyelet’s skin is now the colour of silver. Her veins bulge blue from her arms. The sheen of her skin glows, eerily translucent. It won’t be long… 
 
   “Please, sir.” The alchemist reaches for her.
 
    “Take her!” I thrust her into his waiting arms. 
 
   “Good God,” C.L. gasps and falls back.
 
   Iris crosses herself.
 
   “Sir?” Masheck says. 
 
   “Not now.” 
 
   Almost instantly Eyelet’s condition improves. The ends of her fingertips begin turning pink again, the life-blood creeping slowly backward toward her hands. Even the blue of her lips have lightened a shade. 
 
   The feeble alchemist starts away, his arms shaking under Eyelet’s weight. “I’ll need access to a laboratory, some hoses, syringes, and ultraviolet light.” 
 
   “For what?” I ask, running along beside him.
 
   He glares. “Do you have them or don’t you, sir?” 
 
   “Of course, we’ve access to everything, I believe...all but the ultraviolet—” I squint Parthena’s way—
 
    “Which I can easily conjure if given the right materials. You must see to it that I get the materials.” 
 
   “You will, I promise.” 
 
   The alchemist gasps. “Take me to them. The lab and the materials, please. And hurry.” He trundles on, breathless, staggering beneath Eyelet’s weight. 
 
   I reach out to relieve her from his arms. “No.” He tugs her back. “She must not leave me. Now please, let’s hurry. We must get through this crowd.” His eyes press me to react.
 
   “Masheck!” I call over my shoulder. “Help me cut through this crowd. Martin, Sadar, Wanda, stay back and help Parthena contain them. Parthena, can you address these people? Tell them they will hear from their ruler once I have Eyelet settled, but not sooner. Impress upon them to go back to their homes and wait in peace.” I glance out at the restless crowd. “There is to be no bloodshed.”
 
   Parthena nods and heads for the stage, crumpled skirts in hand. The rest take their places. Masheck and I draw poison-tipped swords from the sheaths on our hips and start swinging.
 
   The crowd falls back, aghast.
 
   “C.L., see to it the girls get safely back to the castle,” I holler, breaking into a run. “And bring Cordelia. We’ll see her buried properly, later.” I turn and spring for the gates through the confusion.
 
   The crowd, now an angry mob, surges.
 
   The alchemist follows me, floating effortlessly over the ground behind me, as if walking on a cloud.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   I HURRY THROUGH THE DOORS of the castle, swinging them open wide. The soles of my shoes clap hard against the stone steps as I bustle down to the belly of the basement. The alchemist follows close behind me, Eyelet in his arms. 
 
   Masheck passes us on the stairs and rushes ahead into the cold dark laboratory to set flame to the sconces lining the walls. Methane hisses as each vein is struck, flickers to weakly to life. 
 
   Eyelet’s father’s laboratory blooms around us—a sparse yet vibrant space. You can tell he was a man of measure, of quick mind and deep calculation, just by the medley of apparatus he kept.
 
   The alchemist hastens into the space behind me, bringing Eyelet to rest on a large anatomage stone slab in the centre of the room. Why on earth is it here? This is not an operating theatre. 
 
   Eyelet looks like a lifeless skeleton, yet winces when her back touches the cold surface of the stone table, a welcome sign that she’s still with us.
 
   The alchemist turns to me, a weary look in his eyes. “I will need you to gather some things for me: albine, coal chalk, terintimely, and saffron—”
 
   “Saffron?”
 
   “Yes, and the preparations for glassmaking: silica, lime, soda ash, fire. I’ll also need the furnace stoked to a tremendously high heat. And bring tongs and a bucket of cool water.”
 
   I just stand there staring at him.
 
   “Quickly,” he shouts. 
 
   I jolt to move, but Masheck beats me to it; leaping to action. He travels half out the door, then doubles back. “Where will I find saffron, sir?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know. Just hurry!” 
 
   Masheck turns to leave, but the alchemist grabs him by the sleeve. “You will find it where her heart grows,” he whispers, his voice barely a thread. “In a jar in the darkest corner labeled ‘freeze’.” He releases Masheck. Sparks flare from the alchemist’s fingertips. 
 
   Masheck’s eyes wax. 
 
   I stare in horror at the snapping sparks. What have I done? What am I doing, allowing him to touch Eyelet? What kind of a madman is he?
 
   Masheck scuttles from the room. 
 
   The alchemist feeble hands hover just above Eyelet’s body, sweeping them head to toe. He closes his eyes and begins a throaty, guttural chant, his fingers quaking. “Humbaluma. Humbalora. Humbalingaloom,” he chants. 
 
   The room fills with the strange smell of energy—metallic energy, quantum energy, tribal energy from lifetimes past, twisting through me, driving through bone, blood and cell. I’m helpless to stop it . . . whatever this is. 
 
   Helpless to stop him. 
 
   I reach out and clasp his arm, but he flings me aside. I’m suddenly no match for his strength.
 
   I cling to the wall as his chants clamour, bursting boisterously off the walls of the stone room. I dig my nails into the rock. I can’t move my legs. It’s as though they’re bound by chains, anchored to the floor by some invisible means. 
 
   On the table, Eyelet’s head tilts back, her neck forming an arc as her body rises beneath the swirling motion of his beckoning fingers. She levitates from the rock. 
 
   “What is this? What’s happen—” 
 
   “Hush!” The alchemist never breaks his attention from Eyelet. He draws his fingers upward, coaxing her to fly higher, and still higher, above the slab. His black magic holds her magically suspended in the air.
 
   I hold my breath, fearful he’ll stumble and his magic will cease, and Eyelet will fall and crack open her skull. Energy loops about the room in great swirling spirals of crackling light. They pull together into a hardened ball. 
 
   The ball is not solid, yet nor is it unsolid. It looks to be some sort of magical gas. 
 
   I duck as it hurtles past my head, afraid for it to touch me, afraid it might burn a path straight through my body. It passes overhead again and again, commanded by the alchemist’s flailing hand. With the other, he holds Eyelet in place. She is gently sleeping, head hanging back, hovering a good metre above the stone slab.
 
   Delicately, he guides the ball in a series of madly propelled figure eights around the room. He then directs it to loop Eyelet’s body, backward and forward, over and over, repeating the same pattern. The ball leaves a mare’s tail trail of ghoulish, greenish light wherever it goes. It sparks now and again, blinding me. I raise a hand and duck back.
 
   “Drawing on all that is power in the universe,” the alchemist chants, his eyes tightly closed, “I command thee into my possession. Guide my hands as I resurrect the life forces of this child. Reinforce not what appears to be her current destiny. 
 
   He reaches for some rock, clear and sharply edged. “Generate these crystals. Activate their healing force that she my draw upon them. 
 
   Hold this child in a place of pause, do not let her falter forward.” He rolls the rocks in his hands. “Help me bring her back from the brink of dark force.” He tilts back is head, his eyes wide to the heavens. “Light of all lights, bestow on me the power to save her. Keeper of the crystals, grant me the ability reverse her plight. In the name of all that is and all that will be, empower me. Here, now, in this very moment…”
 
   The ball of energy slows. Its spiralling light sparkles then gently fades, swallowed up in the flickering sconce-lit darkness of the room.
 
   The alchemist turns his attention to Eyelet, his eyes still tightly shut. Holding a steady hand over her forehead, he whispers, “Go not thee into the light, my dear child, but keep to the darkness. If only for this one time. Reverse your present plan.” 
 
   The ball of light bursts apart into thousands of tiny twinkling lights. They sail through the darkness, forming a luminescent cage around Eyelet, swaddling her like a blanket of fireflies. 
 
   I catch my breath as they glow brighter and bigger. The room shines like a night sky filled with vibrant stars. It is both beautiful and unnerving. 
 
   My chest heaves. 
 
   I’ve never felt anything like this before . . . this notion of exaltation in the face of doom. What dark power does this man possess?
 
   He places the healing crystals on the slab beneath Eyelet’s back, below where her heart hovers above. The crystals shudder, roll then crash to the floor, shattering wildly around us. They clink and tinkle, singing out in a chorus of struck crystal-shard chords. It is all at once musical, yet ominously deafening. I reach to cover my ears. 
 
   “No! Don’t,” the alchemist shouts
 
   He throws back his head and mutters something inaudible; the music is too loud for his words to be heard over the pulsing energy of the music. 
 
   And then it stops.
 
   The alchemist’s tongue falls silent mid-chant. He gasps as if being choked. His arms fall to his sides. The stars go out, and Eyelet falls like a rock through water. My throat closes over. I spring to catch her but strangely, miraculously, there is no need. She comes to an unexpected stop above the stone slab, then drops, slowly, gently, settles upon it, unharmed. 
 
   The alchemist stumbles backward, breathlessly. I reach to catch him before he crashes to the floor and he collapses into my arms, gasping. Perspiration pebbles his brow.
 
   “Are you all right?” My muscles strain. He is strangely, incredibly heavy. I grow weak in the knees.
 
   Then, as if a hand has entered our universe from another, he is lifted from me and placed gently back on his feet. His body takes on its withered form again, and it’s then I realize he had been a different man as he worked the cantation. His spine had been straight, his neck unbent.
 
    He reverts to his former twisted state. His neck drops forward, his head a heavy hook. His gaze fades to a dull shade of moss green. 
 
   “Your eyes,” I say. “They were amber before, the colour of ale—”
 
   A charge flashes between us, striking me back. I stumble, fighting to regain my footing against an unseen force. My shoes crush the shards of broken crystals that now coat the floor.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I look down, like a heathen caught sneaking into church. “I— I—” 
 
   “You must never speak of what you’ve seen here this evening. Ever.” The alchemist’s voice booms. He eyes me sternly. 
 
   “I shall never.” My cheeks warm.
 
   “Good.” His voice returns to its former frail state. He turns and shuffles about the room as if searching for something “If you do, you shall be thought a madman. And your fate will be sealed, as mine is.” 
 
   “I can change that for you.” I dart toward him, pity in my step. “I will change that for you—” 
 
   The alchemist turns, a pleasant smile on his lips. “I am afraid you are powerless in that realm, but thank you.” He bows. 
 
   “But—”
 
   He raises a cautionary finger. “Remember, the magic you’ve witnessed here must never be spoken of to anyone, not even Eyelet, or it will no longer be real. Everything affected by its power will return to its former state.”
 
   I frown. “You mean?” 
 
   “That’s right. It’s not for my protection that I ask this of you. In fact, it has nothing at all to do with me.” His eyes turn toward Eyelet and he shuffles away. 
 
   “But how?” I chase after him.
 
   The alchemist turns, raising his shaky hand to my face. “You ask a great deal of questions for someone so aloof to magic.” He stares.
 
   How does he know that I don’t—? I swallow hard, seeing him note the flash of shock in my eyes. 
 
   “I can entrust you with the severity of this secret, then?” 
 
   “Yes. Yes, of course.” 
 
   “And I have your word?”
 
   “I give you my word—”
 
   “‘Till your dying breath?” His gaze travels through me, white-washing my bones.
 
   “And beyond if necessary.” I gaze back, squarely. 
 
   “Good.”
 
   My eyes shift to Eyelet’s still-lifeless form resting on the stone slab. I start forward, but he catches me hard with a palm to the chest. 
 
   “No. Not yet.” His eyes are firm. “It’s too soon. The crystals. You must not disturb them. They need time to work their magic, son. After which, I’ll need all the items I spoke of before. The tubing, syringes and other things I mentioned early. Go hurry now to stoke the fire.” 
 
   “But Masheck is—” I point behind me.
 
   The alchemist’s eyes flash beyond my shoulder. He looks suddenly nervous, like he’s seen a vision. “And a potion. I will need to make the potion.” 
 
   “What potion?”
 
   “Immediately.” 
 
   He snatches me by the arm and whisks me from the room. His strength is incredible again. “It is time. Where is your hearth, boy?” His head twists, searching the hallway. His lips quiver.
 
   “In the main room. Why?” 
 
   “Go there. Stoke the fire. I will come.”
 
   “But what about Eyelet?”
 
   He folds his hands and they disappear inside his massive sleeves. “She is in the hands of the others now. We mustn’t disturb them. Now go. And be sure to bring the sand with you.”
 
   He pushes me, and I stumble forward over the tops of my shoes.
 
   When I turn back he is gone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   MUSIC FLOODS MY EARS, high pitched and fairy-like. As if thousands of tiny crystal bells were being struck at once. I see a light and I want to go to it, to feel its warmth on my face like our once shining sun. But when I reach out, the light eludes me. It shifts, hovering just beyond my fingertips. Each time I grasp for it, it moves farther away.
 
   Is this illusion or is this real? Where am I? Where is Urlick?
 
   Beyond the light, a paddlewheel turns, attached to the side of a plot of land, floating just beyond the tear in the jagged-edge in the sky. Birds sing. Grasses wave. Urlick waits beyond a fence. He reaches up.
 
   “Urlick?” I shout, willing myself forward, but I don’t move. 
 
   He waves to me through the distant light, then flashes from view.
 
   A barrier of belching black mist separates us. I push through the mist to find myself teetering on the edge of a bottomless crevasse. I throw my hands out and wheel backward to catch my balance, stopping myself from falling in.
 
   The plot of land moves farther away from me. 
 
   “No.” I shake my head. “No, please don’t go. Urlick? Urlick, don’t leave me, please!” 
 
   “Eyelet?” His voice is a distant whisper inside the mist. Sardonic laugh drowns him out.
 
   The wind picks up, wrapping me in a thick swirling blanket of darkening mist. I fight to get away but it shrouds me, trapping me within it—the closing lid of a coffin. I cannot move forward, yet I cannot retreat.
 
   The light no longer shines in my face. 
 
   Darkness consumes me.
 
   “Do not fight it,” a soothing voice tempts me.
 
   “No!” I ball my fists and try to punch through the mist, but it clings to me, encircling my wrists. “No,” I shout, turning my face away from its ominous gassy stench. The laughing air sits sour on my tongue. Copper pennies float up in my mouth. 
 
   I try to spit them out, but they are not real. 
 
   “What is this? What’s happening?” The air laughs again.
 
   A charge of electricity races through my veins. I jolt back from it and hug myself, rubbing the sting from my arms.
 
   There’s a sudden whoosh and a feeling of emptiness. It settles on me like the weighty hand of death, and I shriek and pull away from it, my stomach a hollowed tree. 
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   My voice comes back to me, frantic and shrill. I shudder at its helpless tone.
 
   The light comes again, spiralling over my head, a dancing, bouncing ball. I reach up to catch it but the ball explodes at my touch like a festive cracker on Christmas Day. I draw my arm back in shock as the flickering sparks dissipate from my fingertips. Lightning bolts shoot from my nails.
 
   I don’t understand this—none of it.
 
   All at once I cannot catch my breath. It’s as if someone, something, has stolen it. I gasp and rail and pound at my chest. I fall to my knees, as my trachea constricts, shrivelling to a thin, airless cord. I cough and catch blood and stare down at it. Panic strangles all my thoughts. 
 
   No. I gasp for air. No, this cannot be happening. This cannot be the end.
 
   I struggle to my feet, shocked to find ground beneath them, and lurch forward. I haul up my skirts and pick up speed, racing through the sour cloud cover.
 
   “Eyelet?” I hear Urlick’s voice calling me. “Eyelet, please, don’t leave me…”
 
   Leave you? “Urlick!” I reach for him in the darkness. “Urlick, I’m here!” 
 
   I take another step and I’m falling, falling, falling down a crevasse, through black mist, spiralling into another world. Spiralling and falling, twisting loose from my body. My skin trails after me. 
 
   I scream in pain.
 
   My soul is wrenched from my body, my body torn from soul until there is nothing left of me but flame.
 
   If the flame be doused, I cease to exist.
 
   I must not let it go out.
 
   “Urlick?” I whisper, and my flame bends. It threatens to flicker out. “Urlick, if you hear me,” I whisper as soft as I can. “Please help me. Please?” 
 
   A breeze traipses through the roiling cloud. It laps at my flame, tugging it sideways, dashing out its corners, causing the wick to hiss and scorch. I close my eyes and wait for the end to come. 
 
   For my tiny flame to relent. 
 
   But somehow, the breeze pulls with it oxygen that feeds the flame. It flashes bright yellow and draws it toward the sky—a dancing, thriving, thick golden ribbon, stretching higher and wider.
 
   “Eyelet, can you hear me?” Urlick’s voice feeds the flame.
 
   “Yes!” I shout. “Yes, I can!”
 
    “Come home, Eyelet. Please come home!”
 
    “I’m trying. Honest I am.”
 
   With every word, with every thought, the flame roars higher, wider. It burns stronger. I’m pulled into its essence.
 
   I’m melting, drifting, swirling, rising to the top of a new world, where I’m held, suspended and breathless in mid-air. There are ravens in the trees, and the same picket fence as before. Livinea hangs over it this time, waving…though not to me. 
 
   Iris is there too, along with Masheck and C.L. They are all strangely distracted by a man in an ink-black cloak. 
 
   His presence frightens me. 
 
   He has no face.
 
   Urlick stands closest to him, chanting something.
 
   Or is it the man in the cloak chanting?
 
   Swiftly, the layers of my body return, spinning back into place—bone, flesh, blood. I drop back into my skin and suck in an arduous gasp. 
 
   “Eyelet?” Urlick calls, and I’m falling again, sailing straight into his arms. 
 
   But before I reach him, a massive, black, steaming hand reaches out and seizes me by the neck.
 
   Somewhere in the distance, maniacal laughter plays in a continuous crackling loop as the hand rings my neck and chokes me. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   I FLY UP THE BACK basement hallway, meeting Masheck halfway. His arms are piled high with medical supplies.
 
   “What’s going on?” Masheck says. “What’s the matter?” 
 
   I stagger to a stop. 
 
   “How’s Eyelet? He hasn’t hurt her, has he?” His brows fiercely knit.
 
   “I…I don’t know, exactly.” I pace, raking my fingers through my hair. Doubt comes crashing in. What have I done? Have I made the right decision? 
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Masheck searches through the darkness. “Where is the old man?” 
 
   “Gone.” 
 
   Masheck nearly drops the supplies. “He’s what?” 
 
   “Mysteriously vanished. Right before my eyes.”
 
   “Is he coming back?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I told you not to trust him.” Masheck’s jaw sets and he starts back toward the laboratory. 
 
   “No, don’t.” I catch him by the arm, my fingers digging roughly. I’ve not realized my own strength. It’s as if someone else—something else—controls my movements. I unclench my hand and stare down at it. “He sent me to stoke the fire.”
 
   “It’s already stoked.”
 
   “A bigger fire.”
 
   Masheck stares into my eyes. “What happened back there in that room?” He jerks his head toward it.
 
   “Nothing,” I say, too quickly. My good cheek warms.
 
   Masheck tightens his sceptical look. 
 
   “Look, he warned me to never talk about it. Ever. So please don’t ask me. Now will you help me with this fire or not?” 
 
   Concern escalates in his eyes. For a breath, I fear he’s going to refuse me. “Fine.” he relents. 
 
   I slap his back, steer him around the corner, then gallop up the stairs.
 
   “It has to be hot,” I say. “Extremely hot. Hot enough to melt sand.” 
 
   “Sand? But that’s impossible.”
 
   “Trust me, from what I’ve seen, ‘impossible’ is not in the alchemist’s vocabulary.” 
 
   Together we race through the alabaster lobby and out the other side, through the parlour, and into the Great Hall. 
 
   The hearth is freestanding, perched in the center of the room toward the back. A massive structure, it stands at least twice a normal ceiling height. Cut from white stone, the arch over the top of the hearth features a pair of lion’s heads that jut out from either side. A bouquet of dying flowers fills the space between them. Embers crackle and pish past the lion’s heads, floating up toward the elaborately painted coved ceiling, sporting a scene of a heavenly hunt. The lions seem to snap at the embers on their way past, as they glow and rise in a winding spectacle of fading light. The whole vision is both alluring and disturbing. 
 
   I swallow down the ball of fear that rises in my throat and pull to a winded stop, searching the area for firewood. 
 
   “There!” Masheck points toward an odd seam in the wall behind the hearth. 
 
   I look to him, perplexed.
 
   He drops the supplies he’s carrying and hurries to the wall, pressing his palms against a strange coloured stone. He releases the pressure, which activates some sort of mechanism that grinds and churns as the stone pops back into place. Slowly, enigmatically, a portion of the wall about six healthy strides wide trundles back on creaky casters and, with soothsaying divinity, the wall sinks into the floor. 
 
   I falter backward, clutching my heart, casting Masheck a baffled look. “You discovered this how?” 
 
   “Quite by accident, actually.” His voice lilts. “I leaned on it.” He demonstrates, tossing me an embarrassed grin. 
 
   “And to close it again?”
 
   Masheck bounds over to the remaining partition of wall. “You just straighten this picture ‘ere.” He reaches up to the Monet hanging somewhat cockeyed next to the missing chunk of wall, then hesitates. “You’d better clear outta the way.” He waves me over.
 
   I hustle left, and he straightens the Monet. 
 
   A spine-jolting clunk follows. 
 
   An orchestra of turbines clack and twist and fall into place, and the wall shoots back up again. The sides of my jacket are fanned open and my hair tossed back on its great, gusty draft.
 
   “Amazing.” I stare up at where the opening had been.
 
   “It is, isn’t it?” Masheck leans on the wallpaper again, and the wall submerges with a great thunderous whoosh. “Almost as good as somethin’ I’d make.” He smirks.
 
   “Let’s not get carried away now.” I wink and pat his back. 
 
   Masheck’s haughty expression fades to a scowl.
 
   I examine the threshold where the wall has sunk, and then the sides of the now divided wall. “It’s not going to eat me or anything if I step inside here, is it?” 
 
   “No, as long as you don’t step right there.” He tosses a fire poker onto a suspiciously high piece of floorboard, crooked up at the centre of the opening. The floorboard snaps up like the jaws of a steel trap, pinning the poker to the sidewall.
 
   “I see. And how did you discover that one?” 
 
   “I didn’t.” Masheck gulps. “Not ‘till just now. High thievery in firewood perhaps?” 
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   We share an awkward, thankful look, and descend upon the woodpile, hurriedly getting to work. 
 
   The woodpile extends from the floor to the top of the fifteen-foot ceiling, and the wood crypt is piled three logs deep. “We don’t dare pull logs out from the middle of the heap or we’ll destabilize the pile.” I peer up. “But how on earth will we ever reach the top?”
 
   “We don’t ‘ave to. Watch.” Masheck reaches out, frees a small boom from the recessed sidewall, and yanks it toward him. A rope and pulley hoist unravels from the ceiling in a long loop of sling-like chains. A small platform is anchored to its bottom of them all, like the seat of a child’s swing. He steps out onto it; tests it for strength, then reaches over to the wall and plunges down a lever. 
 
   An engine whirs inside the adjacent wall as a giant steel pulley activates. Slowly, flywheels propel a series of chains, and he’s drawn slowly upward toward the ceiling, perfectly balanced on the flat board swing. 
 
   “Goodness,” I gasp.
 
   “I know, right?”
 
   Uncannily, it stops level with the top layer of piled wood, dangling him within perfect reach of the closest log. 
 
   I squint. “How does it know to—?” 
 
   “I’ve no idea.” Masheck hangs onto the chains, cockily crosses his ankles. “Send up the belt, will yuh?”
 
   I yank on a second chain and a wide cloth sling rises into the air, again, stopping miraculously in front of Masheck. He fills the sling with wood then tugs it twice to send it back down. Masheck lowers himself back to the floor, and together we take armloads of wood from the wall to the front of the stone hearth and begin to stoke the fire. Several trips later, we’ve created a monstrous flame. Orange tongues lick the mouth of the hearth and climb the massive throat flue. I stand back, admiring the roaring flames.
 
   “That should about do it?” Masheck dusts off his hands.
 
   “Let’s hope so.” I draw in a shaky breath, watching.
 
   “Excellent.” The alchemist appears, as if by magic, at our backs. 
 
   Startled, we wheel around. 
 
   He floats over to us at what seems an impossible speed for his enfeebled state, his cloak fluttering out at his sides like a pair of falcon’s wings, a long metal hook in one hand. I wonder what he plans to do with it.
 
   “Here.” He hands the hook to me and shoves back his sleeves, revealing his white, bony arms. “We’ve not a moment to waste.” He moves toward the fire, leaning so close, I’m afraid he’ll set his cloak ablaze. 
 
   “Where is the silica, the lime, the soda ash?” He turns back to us, his weathered cheeks flushed as if burning.
 
   “Over there.” Masheck cocks his head toward the bucket of materials, then glances at me, a growing distrust in his eyes. 
 
   “I will need a metal trough. An iron one,” The alchemist says. “Strong enough to withstand great heat.” His eyes are dark and strangely changing. He turns back to the fire and stretches out an arms. His fingers thread through the flames. 
 
   Masheck glares at me. 
 
   “R-r-right.” I wheel around and head for the kitchen, still stunned. 
 
   Masheck follows, jogging. “Did you see that?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What is he doing?” he hisses at my heels.
 
   “I don’t profess to know.” I look back at the alchemist, who is leaning even more dangerously close to the flame.
 
   “And yet you’re helping him?” Masheck studies me.
 
   “It’s for Eyelet. Not for me.” I stare at him. “We need to co-operate. For Eyelet.” I turn, bolt through the door of the pantry and begin combing the kitchen.
 
   “But—”
 
   “He’s all we’ve got, Masheck,” I shout over the clatter as I clear a cookery shelf of its pans.
 
   Masheck drops his doubting eyes to the floor. “Here,” I snap. “Help me with this, will you?” I toss aside another standing shelf of cooking pots and lids. “Grab an end.” I wrench the cook’s cauldron out from its position next to the wall. Its iron feet ring loudly. Together we haul it, feet screaming over the stone floors, out of the kitchen and into the other room.
 
   “Is this all right?” I call out to the alchemist as we slug the massive beast up to the hearth.
 
   “It’ll do spectacularly.” The alchemists’ eyes light up. “Now, add it to the fire.” He jerks his head toward the hearth.
 
   Masheck halts. “The fire?” 
 
   “Yes,” the alchemist barks in a forceful voice, not his own. His eyes are flaming amber. 
 
   Masheck jolts back. 
 
   “Let’s just do what he says,” I whisper, straining my back to pick up my end of the cauldron.
 
   Masheck picks up his end, never taking his eyes from the alchemist, and together we wrench the vessel up into the flames. It lands with a great wood-crushing clunk. Heat immediately devours its sides, thrashing out from the hearth, and we fling ourselves backward to avoid being singed.
 
   “Now, mix together the silica, lime, and soda ash,” the alchemist barks. “Quickly. We’ve no time to waste.” 
 
   He glares our way, and Masheck and I shoot forward, propelled as if by some otherworldly force, our bodies able to work at twice their normal speed. We shovel the ingredients into the cauldron at preternatural speed. The flames are so ferocious we should be burned, and so thick and hot we can barely see. 
 
   “This will help to soften the silica.” The alchemist reaches into the fire and drains a bottle of foul-smelling chemical into the cauldron. I choke and gasp on its caustic off-gasses, raising a hand to mouth to guard my lungs. The alchemist draws back without so much as flinching. 
 
   “It’ll lower the melting point and alter its basic molecular structure,” the alchemist adds.
 
   “Of what?” Masheck mutters, and I can tell by his tone that he’s not sure who’s structure is about to change—ours or the mixture’s.
 
   The alchemist turns stern eyes on him. “The sand’s, of course.” 
 
   I step toward him. “But won’t that take days?” 
 
   “Not with me here.” The alchemist turns to leave. “Now, fill it up to the brim.” He flicks his chin toward the cauldron. “We’ll need all the supply we can conjure.”
 
   “Wait! Where are you going?” My breath escapes. Is he about to disappear on us again?
 
   “To secure the missing chink.” He folds his hands inside his great sleeves and stares at me, amber eyes narrowing. “Once you’ve finished churning the mixture smooth, you’ll need to rake it.” He bends over the pile of supplies, selecting a multi-pronged instrument with metal-fingered ends, and stuffs it in my direction. “Both of you. But don’t look while you do it, or you’ll never see anything else again.”
 
   I know not what to think, so I just do as he says, my mind consumed with Eyelet’s welfare.
 
   “I don’t know about this,” Masheck mutters, as we finish filling the cauldron. “You sure you can trust that chameleon?”
 
   “He far surpassed trust about an hour ago.” I glance back over my shoulder to where the alchemist floated from the room.
 
   The steely fingers of dread seize my chest. 
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   It becomes almost impossible to stir, what with the flames and the heat, the tug of metal rake against the thickening grit. At first the mixture moves like clay, then stiff taffy, then at last like a churning river’s current, each round circling faster and faster, until we can barely keep up. 
 
   “That’s it, that’s it.” The alchemist clucks, swooping up behind us unannounced. I have to check twice to make sure it’s him I’ve really heard. “Now, extract the rakes and move away!” He shoots forward unexpectedly and drops something into the pot. There’s a punch of light and a rapturous boom as the mixture tears apart, swallowing what he’s dropped, whole.
 
   “What was that?” I scurry backward, shielding my eyes from the flames. 
 
   “So many questions from a man with so little belief.” The alchemist arches his brows. 
 
   Wild black flames, now rise out the front of the hearth almost touching the ceiling. Masheck scrambles after a bucket to douse them out, but the alchemist puts up his hand and stops him. “All in good time, my son. All in good time.” In the reflection of their eyes, I see the sand in the cauldron liquefying. I dare not look at it directly.
 
   “Stand back,” the alchemist shouts, spreading his arms an eagle’s breadth wide. He pushes us both aside with such strength we nearly topple, dipping the long metal hook into the solution. He twirls it around, his nimble fingers working freakishly fast then pull it from the fire. “I’ll need a cloth or newsprint,” he shouts, as if he were a surgeon barking for his scalpel. 
 
   Masheck jumps into action. He tears the tail from his shirt and stuffs it into the alchemist’s hand. Using it as a protective glove, the alchemist pats the blob of glowing glass, then rolls it in his hand, pressing his lips to the opposite end of the rod and blows. The glass expands. 
 
   With his gloved hand, he cups the growing bubble until he’s fashioned it into an oversized aether bulb, twice the size of a human head. 
 
   “Water,” he hollers, and I race for the bucket, returning just in time for the alchemist drop the fiery bulb into the water. It hisses and steams. Flashes of light spark and fizzle up through the air.  “Now, for a touch of ultraviolet.” The pulls a leather pouch from his pocket of his cloak and dusts the bulb with its contents. I hold my breath as he spins it the air, sprinkling it liberally. Mauve dust billows up, forming a fat purplish plume above our heads. The alchemist coughs and flaps the plume away.
 
   “There we are.” He holds the still-blazing bulb up like a trophy, raising it startlingly high above the stone floor.
 
   I gasp at its thin transparency, at the purple-blue shadows of reflected flames, dancing off the sides of the shimmering dark-purple bulb.
 
   “Perfection,” the alchemist declares, clasping the bulbs in both his hands, despite the heat of it. “Now, to start the transfusion.” He winks then whisks away.
 
   “The trans what?” Masheck’s mouth jerks open.
 
   “Gather all who love her that are near,” the alchemist shouts back to us, over his shoulder. “Have them join us back at the room where she lay. If we are to coax Eyelet’s wandering spirit back into her body, we’ll need all the soul-power we can muster.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Flossie 
 
    
 
   “That wench is on her last leg.” I thrust forward, muttering aloud, awkwardly jerking across the forest floor on my tentacles. The forest is quiet, brume-filled, and dark. I’ve not yet re-grouped with my followers. “She’ll need this more than ever now.” I yank the glowing pendant from between my breasts and stare at the luminescent liquid pulsing within the vial. “Urlick will do just about anything to get this back, I’m betting.” I twirl the vial. “Anything to save his little Eyelet …including saving me.”
 
   I stuff the perfect little bargaining chip back between my breasts and swing around, searching the skies for my disciples. Where are they? I shade my eyes and squint. I swear I’ve inherited the daftest souls in all the Commonwealth. I shake my fists. Instead of fleeing with me, they got themselves sucked up! What kind of idiot gives up the advantage when we’re the ones with the fangs? 
 
   I glance down at my arms, and realize they are now almost completely translucent. My once soft, slippery blue veins have turned into thick, shining silver ropes. I draw my hand back, repulsed at myself. 
 
   Quickly, I raise my skirts to find the fat, slithery tentacles that once replaced only my legs now also inhabit my thighs. They sprout straight out from my waist. 
 
   “Oh, good Lord,” I gulp, and fall back. 
 
   The end is nigh. Very nigh. 
 
   I clutch my chest and my hand slides on through it. I squeak.
 
   What will be next? What frightening creature am I becoming? 
 
   I look down again and frown, tearing away the tourniquets I bound ‘round my former thighs in the hope I’d be able to stop the Turn’s progression. “Fat lot of good these did.”
 
   I touch my head to make sure it’s still there and bony, not flaky and parchment-paper thin. I’m relieved to find that it is, though the hole in the back of it is still gaping. 
 
   How very unbecoming. 
 
   What’s this? I look up to see my fingers wiggling beyond my forehead. I can pop my hand straight through? “Oh, Lord,” I swallow hard. I must find Urlick and seduce him quick.” 
 
   I jerk across the forest floor, pacing and wringing what’s left of my hands.
 
   I must find him and convince him of his love for me, and surely he will help. He will know in his heart that it has always been me. 
 
   “Disciples!” I shout.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six 
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   THE ALCHEMIST ARRANGES EACH of us around Eyelet in a precise and meaningful order: C.L. next to Eyelet’s legs, representing her gumption, her unwavering refusal to be reined in. Iris at her side, her forever-constant companion, as loyal and true as Eyelet is with everyone. Masheck at her shoulder, representing her unyielding strength. Livinea at her head, a testament to her wise, yet currently absent mind. And I, next to her heart, for obvious reasons. 
 
   “What about the rest?” I panic over leaving the remainder of the crew out of the ceremony. They’re not back yet from calming the people at the square. 
 
   “This many will do just fine.” The alchemist stops bustling about the room. He pats my hand and places it over Eyelet’s chest. I draw in a short, startled breath. She’s cold—so frightfully cold. I’m not even sure she still draws breath. 
 
   I bend, ear to her mouth, listening for signs of life. Her breath is very slow and shallow, as if she’s suspended in some sliver of existence between this world and the next, and her return depends on all of us. I pull back from the stone, slab, table where she lies, her eyes closed and deathly silent. “So how does this work?” I turn my eyes toward the alchemist, as he takes his place in the circle around we’ve formed around her. “What are we to do?” 
 
   “We are to do nothing.” He smiles warmly. “It will be her doing, not ours, that propels her return to us today. If she is to return at all.” He speaks in a low, steady voice. “Though it will be the force of our collective wills that lures her back from the state she’s currently in.” 
 
   I shudder at the thought of that, feeling struck by a bucket of cold water. The Alchemist takes his place next to Eyelet’s thigh, and requests we all join hands. Clasping Masheck’s and Iris’ hands together, he steps inside the circle and throws back his head, closing tight his eyes. “What hath just been joined, let none here put asunder.” He glares hard at each of us, making a round of the circle, then closes his eyes again. “Do not break this connection, until it is broken,” he cautions. There is a thread of worry in his tone.
 
   My breath comes uneven. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
   “It will reveal itself in time, my son. Is everyone ready?” He waits for the collective, breathy, “Yes.”
 
   I speak it aloud, along with the others, but inside my heart beats unsure.
 
   “Very well then. The alchemist’s head tilts back from his shoulders. His face contorts, as if possessed by something otherworldly. “Let the retraction begin,” he sings. Both his arms snap up from his sides, and his body trembles. When his eyes spring back open, they glow with amber light. Their dull mossy green hue is gone. He whisks around the perimeter of Eyelet, inside of our circle, his arms outstretched, his fingers working at the speed of light. His movements are so quick; I am unsure if I’m watching hands, or a flickering figment inside an aether bulb, as they weave up and down and around Eyelet’s sleeping frame.
 
   Iris sucks in a wary breath. Her knees buckle. 
 
   “Steady now,” the alchemist shouts, sensing her movement. “We must be strong in her absence, for her to return.” 
 
   Iris rights herself. The alchemist swings around the end of the slab table. Ducking beneath our arms, he drags in a machine from behind a curtain at our backs, which I hadn’t noticed until now. The machine consists of a massive, black, box, covered in gadgets and dials, with scraggly wires protruding from either end. It’s a good thing he’d hidden the machine, for had I seen the it earlier, I may have demanded he halted the procedure before it began. The pulse in my wrists jump as he flips a switch, and turns it on. Garbled static rises and falls. He opens the set of doors on the front, and its working insides are exposed. Gears whirl and pulleys tighten. Steam chugs from a metal, trough spout on the top.
 
   He draws the machine closer, parallel to Eyelet’s arm, then slides around the back to cranks it up. The machine gasps and whirs. Dials whip about. Another set of scraggly wires crackle overhead. They lead from the main box to an odd-looking apparatus, made of twisted wire that hangs suspended on a hook high above Eyelet’s head. The whole thing looks like something out of a madman’s laboratory. 
 
   I open my mouth to protest but can’t find my words, as the alchemist moves in, his whip-like movements fast as light. Snagging a syringe from a metal surgical table he rolls up next to the machine, he affixes it to a long segment of clear tubing. He then attaches the other end to the great gasping machine. A ticking timer starts. Bellows puff and moan as they creak, feeding air through the tubing. 
 
   Without warning, the alchemist lurches forward and stabs Eyelet in the arm with the syringe. He drives it deep into the soft part in the crook of her arm, into the vein just below the skin. Strangely, Eyelet does not respond in any way. She doesn’t even flinch. It’s as though she’s devoid of pain, devoid of feeling, altogether. I’m troubled by that thought, and the thought of how helpless I feel all of a sudden. I have the urge to drop hands and strip the apparatus from her arm, but instead, I dip my head and silently pray that I’ve haven’t made a grave mistake, and set a madman loose on my loved one.
 
   The alchemist secures the needle in place with a strip of gauze he winds about her arm, then ties tight. “That should do it.” He looks to me, almost as though he’s sensed my discomfort. His burning, amber eyes are oddly soothing, in a mad scientist sort of way. 
 
   He removes his hands from her and I catch my breath. Swinging around the side of the machine, he cranks on a handle, then pumps a pedal at his feet. The tangled wires snap and spark around us. I twist left and right, tracking them. 
 
   The machine vibrates, beside me. I feel its inner workings shimmying in my bones, as it noisily chugs and hums and churns, smoking. The main big, black, box with a wire-cage window in front, a beehive of unexplained activity. Inside the box, a bevy of cogs and cranks, sputter and whirl, producing uncannily sinister sound. Another set of wires fed through the boxes side, hang out the other, all frazzled and twisted like a madman’s toupee. Above Eyelet’s head, suspended from a grappling hook, hangs an empty medical bag. An array of hoses, connected by valves, lead up to the bag from the side of the machine and then back down to the syringe in Eyelet’s arm, shunting unidentified liquids in a circular motion, like the function of the aorta in the heart. 
 
   The alchemist flips a switch and a surge of blood draws up the syringe from Eyelet’s arm, through a set of tubes and into the bag over her head. Then the blood shoots down again, through the middle of the churning, whirling machine, where it comes out the other side a full shade lighter than when it went in. From there, the blood is force-fed back into Eyelet’s arm, via the same syringe that took it out. All of this is fueled by a pair of steam-driven pistons and a creaky set of bellows that gasp and wheeze as the blood is pumped. It all seems gut-flippingly archaic. An acrid taste floods my mouth. 
 
   Whilst inside the bag, Eyelet’s blood sifts through a maze of crystal-like prisms, reflecting a kaleidoscope of dazzling colourful protozoa-type images across the wall of the lab. They sail over the stones, glinting pink to red, mauve to violet, as the gears inside the guts of the black box whistle and puff out smoke. Steam pours out of every orifice, as if the box were straining. 
 
   Outside a storm is brewing. Wind rises up and slams against the walls. Between the storm and the machine, my heart beats frantic. I cannot wait for this to be over.
 
   In the opposite corner of the room, sits a large dome-like contraption, made of solid steel. It begins to rattle, regulator spin. “What is that?” I swing my chin toward it. The alchemist ignores me. He reaches back and yanks on a throttle at the back of the black box, which strangely fuels the clattering dome. Then, he hurries over like there is no time to waste, and injects the bag with a fat syringe full of something vibrantly orange.
 
   “Answer me!” I shout at him as he passes. He reaches for yet another device. “What are you doing? What’s going on?” I track his erratic movements about the room. The storm rages outside. Thunder cracks and the winds thrash against the windows, and I jolt. There’s asudden whoosh, and the vein in Eyelet’s arm jumps. 
 
   The alchemist adjusts a valve, sending Eyelet’s blood in the opposite direction through a small triangular metal tunnel in the rattling dome. The dome is lit by the alchemist’s homemade aether bulb. It lights up an eerily ultraviolet. From there, Eyelet’s blood is pushed back into her veins. 
 
   Slowly, the edges of her lips begin to turn pink.
 
   “Oh, good, Lord,” I gasp, noting the changes. The alchemist smiles at me. Then he throws back his head and begins to chant—in a low guttural growl. “Oooooolah… Oooooolaahhhmannnaaaa…” The lights in the room flicker, then dim. The machine’s wires sizzle. A stench, like burning flesh fills the room. 
 
   “What is that? What’s happening?” 
 
   “Hush!” the alchemist breaks from chanting, long enough to scold me.
 
   Masheck and I share a strained, troubled look. I know not what to do.
 
   The alchemist continues chanting, his arms waving over his head. “Macha deeenah ballete…” He journeys the length of Eyelet’s body, threading his fingers through the air, dancing on the tips of his toes, knocking each of us slightly out of position as he flickers past, our backbones waving like saplings in a winter storm. 
 
   “Call to her,” the alchemist says, his voice strangely demonic. “Call to her, let her know you need her back.” He turns wild eyes on me. They’re hypnotic and slitted like a serpent’s. “Call to her. Now!” he shouts.
 
   The burst of his voice causes me to find my own. “Eyelet?” I blurt, frightened.  “Eyelet, can you hear me? Eyelet, please?” 
 
   “Again,” the alchemist shouts.
 
   Iris lets out a whimper beside me. I crush her hand and call to Eyelet again.
 
   The alchemist’s head shifts side to side, as though he hears music we cannot hear. “That’s it. That’s it!” A smile curls his lips. 
 
   “Eyelet?” I shout again.
 
   Gently, she stirs. Her finger lifts from the stone. I stare down at the movement, thinking it madness, thinking I’ve not seen what I saw. 
 
   “Call to her, again!” the alchemist coaxes. Energy cracks and frizzles around him. I am both terrified and mesmerized.
 
   “Eyelet, if you can hear me, come back, please come back!” 
 
   Eyelet flinches and my breath catches. Emotion clogs my throat. 
 
   “All of you now,” the alchemist beckons. “Call to her. One at a time! Let her know how badly you need her. Demand that she come home!” 
 
   “Eyelet?” C.L. says. “Can you hear us? Are you there?”
 
   “Eyelet,” Masheck leans closer. “It’s time to come back.”
 
   “Don’t you be goin’ nowhere’s without me, yuh understand?” Livinea lovingly strokes her hair. “You come on back ’ere, right now, yuh ‘ere me.” 
 
   “That’s it! Keep it going!” I look at Iris, who’s standing next to me, trembling. “Keep calling her,” the alchemist coaxes, his robes swaying over the stones. “Each of you. In your own words!”  
 
   Iris’s lips part. Her chin wobbles. Her mouth bobbles. Panic grows in her eyes.
 
   “Come on, come on. There’s isn’t much time.” The alchemist’s hands pick up speed, whirling in whip-like patterns above Eyelet’s head. 
 
   Iris gasps. She gurgles. She nearly cries, struggling to make a sound—any sound. Tears push to the front of her darkening eyes. She can’t speak. I nearly blurt it out. She can’t do this. 
 
   The alchemist floats about the room, chanting, his arms conducting an orchestra bloodsucking hoses and mechanical machines. Iris sputters then gurgles, what’s left of her tongue writhing against its limitations. “Hallujah duulaah leah…”
 
   Iris purses her lips and concentrates hard. Her eyes grow wide. She opens her mouth, stutters at first, then pushes out an inaudible squelching sound. I turn my head, and stares at her, her lips working to form the words...and then… she delivers them, stilted, slurred, but very distinct— 
 
   “Eyelet. Come. Home. Please.”
 
   The alchemist’s chanting grows louder as all the rest of us gasp. He breaks into a string long, strange syllables. The room is abuzz with energy. Aether flows in snake-like ropes in circles around the room. Behind me the dome rattles and shakes. Electricity niggles my skin. A sudden bolt of energy surges, knocking each of us back. It tosses us onto our heels and drives our hands apart—severing the connection. 
 
   We fall back, alarmed that we’ve let go, but the alchemist says nothing. Crackling energy continues to snake about the room as slowly, Eyelet rises, folding into a slow sit, her eyes still closed, her body limp. It is unclear how her bones are supporting her. 
 
   The alchemist drops his hands to his sides and Eyelet suddenly jerks back. 
 
   I lurch forward, ready to catch her, before her head strikes the stone. But there is no need. As quickly as she collapsed, she slows and unfolds, coming to a gentle rest on the stone.
 
   Blood courses through her veins again. Her skin shifts from greyish-blue to a soft marbled pink. The spidery-veins that once crept over her face, back at the square, begin to retreat. They seep from her body, onto the floor, draining from the back of her neck, out over the edges of the stone table. We jerk back to avoid them hitting our feet. 
 
   Slowly, Eyelet’s eyes flutter open. Groggily, she speaks. “Where am I?” She attempts to lift her head then falls back again. She stares up at me, her eyes glisten like fresh-spun toffee.
 
   “Home,” I say, and dive forward kissing her, eyelids, nose, cheeks. “You’re home, darling. Back home with me.” I raise her to my chest, my heart a boisterous parade. I kiss her over and over, lost in her taste. 
 
   She reaches up, and runs weak, shaky fingers through the sides of my hair—welcome food to the starved. “I was so afraid,” she whispers. “I thought I’d never see you again.” Her eyes glass over, she shivers, then she kisses me long and hard. 
 
   It’s all I can do to keep from sobbing.
 
   “You were there with me, you know,” she whispers, drawing back. “In the other world, with me. But you were so far away from me. I couldn’t reach you. I tried, but I couldn’t.” Her eyes glaze over, again. 
 
   “It’s all right.” I kiss her. “We’re here, together again. Everything’s going to be all right.” 
 
    The others rush in. 
 
   “You were all there, too.” She turns to each of them. “In Limpidious, with me.” She acknowledges each, C.L., Livinea, and Masheck. “It was beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.” She gazes dreamily away, as if in her mind she has returned for the moment. 
 
   “I was there. You were there.” She turns to C.L. “You were all there.” Her gaze makes a round of the room, landing on the alchemist. “Even you,” she says, in a quiet voice. “Only your cloak was black, not red.” She grimaces. 
 
   I lower her gently back down to the stone, and rake the sweaty hair from her eyes.
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?” she says. She studies my sour expression. “You don’t believe me, do you? You don’t believe in what I’m saying.”
 
   “It’s not that, it’s just—” Old stirring of disbelief rises in my soul. I wrestle with her tale of magic, with all tales of magic. She scowls at my resistance. “You’ve had a very traumatic experience, Eyelet—”
 
   “No.” She shakes her head and attempts to sit up. “No. It happened.”
 
   “Rest, child. Rest.” The alchemist steps in. He pats her hand. “You mustn’t get yourself upset.”
 
   “I’m not upset,” Eyelet objects. “I know what I saw.”
 
   “Let’s just be thankful it’s all over with, shall we?” I squeeze her hand. “And you’ll never be sick like that, again.” 
 
   “I’m afraid not,” the alchemist interrupts. 
 
   “What?” I turn my head.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not over with.” 
 
   His voice is an unwelcome worm. 
 
   “What do you mean? You just cured her. I saw you do it. We all saw you do it.” I turn to the rest.
 
   “What you saw is only a temporary solution,” the alchemist says. I gasp and fall back. “She will relapse,” he continues. “Her condition will worsen. Slowly but surely. The coughing, the blood, the weakness, it will all return. Unless she ingests the antidote her father left for her.”
 
   “How did you know—?”
 
   “Without it, she will return to her previous state. All that has been done today will come swiftly undone. And there will be no doing it again. She must ingest it before the symptoms begin again.” 
 
   The alchemist’s words crash around inside my brain. The unthinkable rises to the top. “You mean—” I look for clarification trying to wrap my mind around what he’s said.
 
   “Death, yes, is eminent without it.” 
 
   My gaze falls to Eyelet’s. Panic floods her eyes. “I must go and get it. I will leave immediately—” I stand. 
 
   Eyelet hauls me back down by the arm. “No,” she says. “Not without me.” 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t possibly go.” I try to pull away, but she squeezes my arm harder. 
 
   “With my dying breath I will not see us parted again, do you hear me?” Her words are sharp, her eyes determined. 
 
   “But Eye—” She presses her finger to my lips. “Nothing you can say or do will change my mind. Either I make the journey with you, or it is not made at all.” She grits her teeth and sets her jaw. “This is my battle. I will not have you fight it for me.”
 
   I turn my eyes to the alchemist. 
 
   “You heard the girl.” He folds his arms. “Her will has taken her this far. I think it ill-advised to challenge it now.” 
 
   “But—”
 
   He bows his head and stills my words with his hand. 
 
   I look again to Eyelet. Her lips are tight. “I will not lie here in wait concerned for your safety, while you risk your life for mine.” She takes a shaky breath. “I’d rather go with you, drawing my last breath in your arms, should it come to that, before I’d wilfully allow us to be separated in this world again.” 
 
   She stares into my eyes, tears sweeping her lashes, her voice a trembling drum.
 
   My heart breaks at the thought of giving in. I shall cease to exist if I lose her. I can think of no torture greater in the world, but her mind is set. And knowing Eyelet, no amount of my groveling will change that. “We’ll make the journey at first twilight, then, after you’ve rested.” I gently curl a rogue lock around her ear, looking to the alchemist for approval. He nods, and I fight to push the worry from my mind, lowering myself to kiss her again. 
 
   “The journal.” Eyelet’s eyes bolt wide in the middle of the kiss. She flings me away. “Where is it? The journal?” She searches the bed with her hands.
 
   “What journal?” 
 
   “Soleil? I was carrying when—” She looks up, her eyes dashed with fear. “Where is the book I had when I arrived at the square?”
 
   I vaguely remember. She was holding something red…a book pressed to her chest…when she arrived at the foot of the stage.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.
 
   “There was no book found, mum.” C.L. steps up.
 
   “But there must have been. I had it with me.” Her body trembles. 
 
   “Perhaps it’s still out there, Miss,” Livinea offers. “Left lyin’ in the grass.”
 
    Eyelet shoots a panicked look my way. “I have to have it. It must be found—” She tosses back the covers about to stand.
 
   “All right, all right.” I hold her back. “C.L., Livinea, why don’t the two of you go search for it, while Eyelet gets some rest.”
 
   “Good idea, sir.” C.L. says. “Don’t you worry, mum.” He assures her. He winks and pats her hand with his foot. “If there’s a journal to be found, we’ll find it.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part Two
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   “SO WHAT DO YOU THINK?” Livinea loops her arm about my waist as we stroll through the mist.
 
   It’s a cool Brethren night and the winds are picking up. Strange for Brethren. It’s rarely windy here.
 
   “Now that Urlick’s the Ruler, do you think he and Eyelet will take up in the castle and become all hoity-toity, royal-like and stuff?” She bats her lashes in that luscious way she does. I swear this girl is like a stick of dynamite always ready to ignite. 
 
   “Well, ‘e is the Ruler. ‘E does ‘ave to play the part.” I smile her way. 
 
   She reaches over and pats my chest, lettin’ ‘er cool fingers linger there a little longer than they should. I’m still half-dazed by the concept she’s interested in me. 
 
   In my mind, she’s a never-endin’ blaze.
 
   She pushes up closer, walkin’ her breasts nearer me chest. The sides of ‘em brush against me ribs. “I wonder when Urlick will make good on his promise?” She cocks ‘er ‘ead, criss-crossin’ ‘er feet, bumpin’ intentionally into the side of me.
 
   “What promise is that?” I stammer, almost unable to speak.
 
   “You know,” she shrugs, “the big one.”
 
   It surprises me she knows. She and Eyelet must have been sharing secrets. Though, honestly, I’m mostly amazed she remembers. 
 
   “Oh, expect he’ll get around to it eventually.”
 
   “Eventually?” She stops dead. “I’d ‘ave thought it’d be foremost in his mind. Don’t tell me you’re of that camp.”
 
   “What camp is that?” 
 
   “The love ‘em and leave ‘em camp.”
 
   “‘Oo said anything ‘bout that?” I give her a sorely offended look and she giggles. 
 
   “You the Casanova type?” She spins around, walking backward on ‘er ‘eels like a girl.
 
   “I’m no rogue, if that’s what yer askin’.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad.” She swings around, striding ahead of me quick-gaited, glancin’ back over ‘er shoulder at me. “I like me a good Casanova.”She winks, whilst wearin’ a provocative grin.
 
   “In that case, I can certainly make an exception.” I puff out my chest and race to catch up with her.
 
   She laughs, and we jog up Dover Street and down the path to Piglingham Square, stoppin’ only when we reach the gate. She presses her back against the cold iron rails as I unlock it, writhin’ against the bars, her breasts risin’ and fallin’ distractin’ me. She giggles when I fumble and drop the lock.
 
   “You know,” she purrs, slinkin’ closer. “I’ve been waitin’ a long time to get alone with yoo.” She lets her hand fall to her chest, tracing her steep cleavage with a nail. I watch as she drags it the length of their curves, and shiver. 
 
   My breath stiches a might. “You ‘ave,” I manage, though it sounds like I’m chewin’ marbles. 
 
   “I ‘ave.” She arches her back again.
 
   “What for?” I say, stupidly. She couldn’t be makin’ it any clearer. I still can’t believe this jammiest bit of jam shows any interest in me. Why if this keeps up, I’ll be huggin’ the bear with ‘er sooner than I think. 
 
   Come now, C.L., let’s not make a stuffed bird laugh. That’s completely preposterous thinkin’ and you know it. 
 
   Livinea reaches out, snatchin’ me toward her, walkin’ ‘er nails slowly up me chest.
 
   Or not so preposterous? I gulp.
 
   Sweat breaks out on my brow, and she wipes it away.She nuzzles close, her breath fallin’ hot on me neck. “You like women, don’t you?” She stares into my eyes.
 
   “You can’t tell?” I say, acutely aware of where she’s leaning.
 
   She smiles and leans even closer.
 
   The fleeting thought that I should try to kiss her crosses me mind, but then I chastise meself, not wanting to be the one to compromise such a fine lady. Though it appears she’d like to be compromised. She writhes against me, making herself irresistible—if I ‘ad ‘ands they’d be all over ‘er—then she tilts ‘er ‘ead and parts ‘er lips as if to offer them up to me, and a slice of me panics. My heart is a bumbling gazelle. I mean, she did kiss me once before but that’s when I was… and she was... well, not exactly all there. 
 
   But ‘ere, now, it’s completely different. 
 
   She leans closer and I swallow hard, her breath like a hair tickling on me chin. Her eyes simmer like two jugs of midnight-blue ale, beckoning me to indulge in ‘em. 
 
   I’m suddenly all a gigglemug. 
 
   “Perhaps we should look for the journal?” I say.
 
   “Perhaps.” Her lips press ever closer. She drags ‘er ‘ands tenderly down the side of me face.
 
   “Or perhaps that could wait—”
 
   “Yeah, it could do.”
 
   She reaches up, threading her arms around me neck, her fingers fumblin’ through what’s left of me ‘air, and my body bulges with excitement. Her breasts are pushed so tight up against me, I can barely breathe. My pants ‘ave become gas-pipes. 
 
   “Are you gonna finish this, or must I?” She looks at me, disappointed.
 
   “Oh, right, yes. Of course.” I duck toward ‘er, then pull back sharply. “You’re sure you want this? With me?”
 
   “Does it look like I’m expecting another?”
 
   “You’re not going to wake up in a moment and slap me face for accosting yuh.”
 
   Somethin’ giggles high up in the trees.
 
   Both our chins snap up. 
 
   The ‘air on the back of me neck twitches in that odd way it does when somethin’ sinister is lurkin’. I get the same gasp-breathed feeling when I sense a criminal in the woods. 
 
   “What was that?” Livinea blurts, and I clap a foot over her mouth. Her eyes bug wide over the top.
 
   I indicate for her to be silent and cock an ear. The wind is oddly active; I feel it in me blood.
 
   The bushes to the left rustle. I snap around, and Livinea sucks back a gasp. She clings to me now, shaking. Something dashes to our right—just a flash. A quick flick of air. A torrent of blurred white. I can’t make out what it is through the trolling fog. I jump to the left and take on my battle stance. The ‘airs on the back of me neck tug upwards.
 
   Through the top of the trees, I glimpse a swath of somethin’ greyish-white and ghoul-like, slinkin’ through the finger-like branches. Me adams apple bobbles in me throat. 
 
   Livinea follows my gaze. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
   “I think we’ve got company.” I cock an ear to the trees and listen hard. Somethin’ solid rustles the leaves.
 
   “Company?” Livinea swallows, her eyes as big as lamps “The over-for-dinner kind, or the we’re-about-to-be-dinner kind?”
 
   The treetops flutter again. Black, grey, ashen, white, moon, sky. Cackles mingle with the wind. “Come on.” I grab Livinea by the arm, open the gate, and push ’er through.
 
   “Where we goin’?”
 
   “To ‘ave a quick look around, and then get outta ‘ere, as fast as we possibly can.” 
 
   “But what about the journal? Ain’t we supposed to bring it back?” 
 
   “We can’t very well do now, if we’re not ’ere.”
 
   Her eyes dart over the treetops as I steer her toward the stage. An eerie sensation of being watched crawls over me. We set to pokin’ and prodin’ around quickly.
 
   “I don’t see nuthin’.” Livinea swipes the hair from her brow, peeking out from behind the bushes she’s been searching through. She looks bedraggled and defeated, and more than a heap load concerned, her eyes never leaving the skies.
 
   “I don’t either,” I say, scanning the treetops myself.
 
   Since we’ve been ’ere, there’s been a solid rustlin’ around us. A whisper of distant voices, not quite discernable, but definitely there. We’ve both ’eard it, and felt the creep of somethin’ lurking deep in our bones. I keep an ever-wary eye on the tree canopy as we speak.
 
   “You’re sure ‘dis is where she was standin’?” Livinea asks, directing the ‘air back into her bun. Her upsweep is all a frazzle, and I’m not sure it’s all because of the wind, though the winds don’t seem to be givin’ up. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear the winds were increasin’. But that’s not possible in Brethren, is it? What, with all booms and mills and extra precautions. I swallow ’earin’ another low howl rumble around us. At least I ’ope that’s just the wind. 
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “Urlick was standin’ ‘ere, and Eyelet was there.” I spin meself around, pointin’ the spots out. “I was over there. And you was there over ‘ere.” 
 
   “And Flossie was…?” Livinea tilts ’er ’ead.
 
   The winds pick up again, tossin’ aside Livinea’s hair and flingin’ open the sides of me vest. I look up, spottin’ the silhouette of a ghoul-like figure slippin’ through the trees. 
 
   Livinea stares over at me, lookin’ a bit like a ghoul ’erself. “You don’t suppose she’s—” Livinea gulps.
 
   The treetops nearest our ’eads shiver. I’m wary of the sudden ink-blot shade of the skies. A cold, hollow feelin’ shuttles down the length of me spine. 
 
   “Come, on.” I whirl Livinea around. I don’t want to frighten ’er, so I don’t tell ‘er what I’m thinkin’. “We’ll come and search again tomorrow.” I shuttle ’er out the gates. “When the sky’s a more friendly colour.” 
 
   I lock it behind us and ’urry away, trippin over somethin’ in me haste, but I’m so frazzled I don’t even look down. Glancing back over me shoulder, I realize me mistake. 
 
   I sense a sudden whoosh of a hand.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   THE ALCHEMIST SHOOS everyone from the room, all except me. I’m allowed to stay, but only until Eyelet falls asleep. 
 
   “Here,” the alchemist whispers, as the last of the group shuffles past him. We stand in the middle of the laboratory, bathed in a dim cone of aether-light. His shoulders are shrouded by the shadows behind him, his back U-ed. The virile body that had danced about the basement laboratory just moments before has shrunken back to its former decrepit state. He leans heavily on his wormwood staff. His head cruelly hangs. 
 
   The hue of his eyes has dimmed from amber to murky moss green. “You’ll need this, where you’re going.” He presses a small leather pouch into my open hand. 
 
   “What is it?” I look down. The pouch is similar to the one he struggled to open during the making of the ultraviolet aether bulb. The top of the bag is sealed, just like the last one, and trimmed in golden embroidery. The pattern matches the one on the lapels of his robe. “What’s this for?” I say, noting the leather sides are tooled with some message I cannot comprehend.
 
   “You will know when it is time.” He nods and turns to leave. 
 
   “Wait!” I reach out, tugging him by the sleeve. “What’s in it?”
 
   The alchemist turns. “Eternity,” he says.
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
   “You will. In time.” He turns to retrieve his cloak from a chair, and floats toward the door at great speed. 
 
   I chase after him. “Why can’t you just explain? Why all this strange riddling?” My voice slips into anger, though I don’t mean for it to. 
 
   The alchemist hesitates. “Even if I told you, you’d never believe me.” He hilts his brows and dons his cloak.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   The corners of his lips curl into a wry, all-knowing smile. “There are no shortcuts in this world, son. I would have thought you’d learnt that lesson by now.” He stares deep into my eyes, and, oddly, I feel his presence invade my soul.
 
   He pushes past me out into the hallway, and clutches the handrail to the stairs. “One must live every moment of one’s own journey. No one else can take that journey for them.” His eyes fall to the pouch in my hand. “But it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.” He turns his back and descends the stairs. “Keep it with you, always. Never let it out of your sight.” 
 
   “But wait!” I scuttle after him, but he is already charging down the stairs and I can’t seem to keep up with the speed he treads. “Why me?” I shout after him.
 
   “You seek answers that must be lived, not given.” He continues away from me.
 
   “And you talk knots that need unravelling.”
 
   He reaches the landing and turns. “You needn’t worry, son. At exactly the right time, the pouch will reveal its purpose. Just as we all do.” He winks. “Now if you’ll excuse me.” He turns his back and floats along the basement hallway toward the outer door.
 
   “Wait! Where are you going?” I chase after him.  
 
   “My work is finished here. It is time for me to leave.” 
 
   “Wait! Please! At least let me arrange an escort for you, after all you’ve done.” 
 
   “No need.” He waves the thought away and hurries on.
 
   “But where will you go? It’s already dark and... and…the people. They’re full of hatred for you. They could bring you serious harm.” 
 
   “Do not worry, son.” He hesitates at the end of the long, dark hallway, adjusting the hood of his frock up over his head, concealing his eyes in the same way they were when we first met. “No harm can ever come to me.” He reaches for the door.
 
   “Wait!” I race toward him. “May I at least know your name?”
 
    Slowly he turns, his eyes two beams of amber light. “Thale,” he says, then thrusts open the door. A searing light blinds me momentarily. Wind and rain rush in.
 
   I race to where he ought to be standing but isn’t, and lean out the door, my hands straddling the frame. Heavy wind and rain pelt my face. “Thale!” I shout into the storming darkness. “Thale?”
 
   Through the streaming rain, I see a flicker of crimson in the tree line. A robe falls to the forest floor in a puddle of red. A flash of gold rises up from the puddle and dances off the wind—like a pulled piece of embroidery thread. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   “SIR?” THE DOOR TO Eyelet’s room creaks slowly open. A guard pokes his head inside.
 
   “Yes,” I snap.
 
   “There’s something you should see.”
 
   “What?” I swing around. “Didn’t C.L. let everyone know I wasn’t to be disturbed?” 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, but this is no ordinary storm. We have Vapours registering.”
 
   “We have what?” I snap up, knocking the chair over behind me. I race past him, out of the room, down the stairs and to the end of the basement hallway, where the barometer gauges are.
 
   I tap the glass on the gauge and shake my head, then tap the second one. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
   “I’m afraid it is, sir. And it’s been steadily rising ever since the ceremony. Just a small taint at first, but now—”
 
   “Eighteen parts per million?” I turn my eyes from the gauge to him. “Has this ever happened before?”
 
   “No, sir.” He gulps. “The scrubbers and windmills have always prevented it.”
 
   “Something is wrong. Very wrong.” I lunge from the gauges to a nearby port-hole window, looking out over the back courtyard. Thick, black threads swirl through the cloud cover amid the wind and rain. 
 
   “It appears the purification unit has been tampered with, sir,” the guard says.
 
   “What?” I spin to face him. “But how? By whom?”
 
   “No one’s sure, sir, but”—he hesitates and clears his throat— “it appears perhaps by entities that recently gained illegal entry to Brethren.” 
 
   “Flossie.” I breathe the word through my teeth. “Damn that Penelope.” I slam a fist to the window. The guard jumps. “She had no idea what she was dealing with. She’s let a force into Brethren that will be a nightmare to eradicate.”
 
   The guard swallows hard.
 
   “Are all the windmills inoperable?” 
 
   “Just the ones on the forest side overlooking Gears, sir.”
 
   “So the ones protecting us most from encroaching Vapours then.” 
 
   “Yes. I’m afraid so, sir.”
 
   I turn heel and race up the hallway toward the outside door.
 
   “Where you going, sir?” the guard shouts after me.
 
   “To save my people.”
 
   The guard chases after me, his heavy boots clomping stone. 
 
   “Is there a place underground where the people could go?” I call back to him over my shoulder. 
 
   “Aye, sir. There’s a bunker underneath the city; a lead-lined shelter built under the Town Hall. The former Ruler had it erected for just such an occasion.”
 
   “So he suspected this would happen one day, did he?”
 
   “Aye, sir. He was most afraid of it occurring. Had us checking the gauges all the time.”
 
   “The mastermind behind it all. Of course he did.”
 
   “Pardon, sir?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   “It’s called the Worry Room.”
 
   “How apropos. How many people does it hold?” 
 
   “He claimed it was intended to house the whole city, sir, but we’ve never really had to test it.”
 
   “Is there anywhere else you can think of for them to go?”
 
   “There are the catacombs up at the Academy. And the private rooms here—lead lined, underground.”
 
   “Fine, we’ll use all of them. I’ll start the evacuation. In the meantime,”—I grab for a gasmask, then reach for the basement door, my hands landing firm on the trip bar— “deliver the people a directive in my absence. Inform them they are to evacuate the city at once. Direct them to the bunkers and the catacombs. Any overflow can be brought here to my private rooms.” I deactivate the seal on the castle door. There’s a whir and a hiss of steam.
 
   “But, sir.” The guard panics. “You mustn’t, sir!”
 
   I tear off my ascot, wrap it around my nose and throat, then pump open the door and step out into the raging wind. “Someone has to go see what’s happening.” 
 
   “But, sir! It’s too dangerous!”
 
   I punt across the courtyard toward the stables, the guard’s voice trailing off behind me, slowly dissipating into the wind. 
 
   I round the stables, free Clementine from her stall, and slip her bridle on over her nose. Forgoing the saddle, I hoist myself aboard and dig my heels into her sides. We gallop across the moors, cutting a swath through the raging, swirling, white-blinding storm. Rain pelts off our faces. Vapour threads through the air.
 
   I must do right by my people, but it’ll mean nothing if I’m lost out here. My mind drifts to Eyelet, lying asleep, unaware of any of this. I’ve got to check out the perimeter and get myself back before she wakes. If she finds out what I’ve done, she’ll be furious.
 
   “Hyah!” I lean forward, urging Clementine on. Her hooves thunder over the mucky terrain, tearing up the earth in our wake as we make our way to the outskirts of Brethren. At the top of the mount, just above the checkpoint to Gears, I pull her to a sliding stop, the muck curling beneath her hooves. She whinnies and snorts, throwing her head. Her chest is coated in sweat, and her withers tremble. Even she sees the danger.
 
   “What is it girl? What do you smell?”
 
   She stomps her feet and turns her head away as a great chunk of black wind sails across the border.
 
   The storm lulls just long enough for me to see the problem. The windmills are spinning at full force, squeaking, squalling, labouring, yet nothing’s happening. A twisting trail of black seeps between them. The scrubbers wheeze. Their decontamination fingerlets have been stripped. They pump faster than they ever have before. Like giant sets of gasping bellows, they fight to keep up. They’re pumping so hard, they’re steaming. Next to them, the purification booms puff and gasp as if they’re about to collapse. The force field below them glows an angry shade of red. Signals blink wildly, indicating the invasion of Vapours. 
 
   The Vapours are somehow overwhelming the entire system—a system that has never failed. 
 
   Donning the gasmask, I urge Clementine to gallop closer for better inspection, riding along the ridge of the city overlooking the dipping terrain of Gears. 
 
   Cords to the main arteries of the mills have all been cut. They hang dangling in the air when I get closer. Not sliced clean through, but gnawed at, as if bitten.
 
   “Sabotage,” I whisper. “She’s sabotaged us. Flossie and her band of merry idiots. This must be their work.” Clementine grows antsy beneath me.
 
   I trot the length of the dancing fence line, noting several large gaping holes. The mills above them have all been robbed of their charcoal filters and rubber backings. They flop and fling with every awkward rotation.
 
   “No wonder Vapour is getting in.”
 
   I stare up at the damage to the mills, the winds picking up, throwing back my hair in a gust. A curling wisp of black-grey smoke threads thinly through the booms. It coils up the hillside toward me like a slow, slithering eel. As it draws near, I reach out and pinch its strangely thick and oily consistency between my fingers, pulling a shred of it toward my lips.
 
    It tastes metallic, like oily copper on my tongue...with an arsenic aftertaste.
 
   There’s no mistaking it. Vapour.
 
   I turn my head and spit its vulgar taste from my mouth. Somehow, they’re getting through. I squint at the darkening horizon shifting beyond the grime of Gears. Something’s very wrong. The Vapours are not due to rise again for another full cycle of the moon. There are forces at play here that don’t make sense.
 
   Clementine’s ears prick. She senses something. She prances, impatient to leave. Another great gust of wind hits us. I choke and sputter, despite the mask. Clementine whinnies and leaps to a panicked, hind-legged stand.
 
   I whirl her around when she lands, jab my heels in her sides, and ride for the castle as fast as I can.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Flossie 
 
    
 
   The winds pick up, tussling my frazzled hair, blowing me back a pace or two. I dig in my tentacles and try to hold myself steady, as do my worshipers, but it’s impossible. This wind has a mind of its own. 
 
   I squeal aloud as I clap into a rock. 
 
   Several of my other worshipers follow suit. Tossed around like so much rubbish. 
 
   The wind’s never been this strong before. 
 
   They cry out as they tumble, snagging on the branches of low-lying bushes and become tangled in trees, yelping and squawking as their willowy bodies are flung about like drapery.
 
   I clasp hold of the sides of two trees, struggling to anchor my position, and shut my eyes against the wind’s sooty, gritty consistency. Bits of bone collect in my teeth. 
 
   This is no ordinary wind. 
 
   It howls and bays sardonically, ripe with the voices of dead. Or undead. 
 
   I gulp and raise a brow. 
 
   There’s an old legend I learned as a child. A haunting story grownups told when too much ale sploshed about in their gullets. The story of the Wind Men. Criminals left for dead in the forest, who were consumed by the wind and spat back out as Bone Men to spend eternity seeking revenge on the living. It is said their spirits were swallowed by the wind, in which their screams are heard forever. 
 
   Could this be what I’m hearing? Another harrowing howl reverberates through the trees. The revenge of the Bone Men? I swallow.
 
   Wait a minute. What do I care? I’m not exactly living. 
 
   I primp my hair and guffaw at the wind. It takes another shot at me, knocking me squarely on my arse. 
 
   Looking back, I realize the wind is not a normal wind indeed. It comes up from Embers. It’s spindly, sooty, wraith-like fingers rise up in waves over the ravine’s edge. Normally, the wind rolls down over the escarpment. They don’t fester upwards. 
 
   This is worse than strange. 
 
   I reach out, trapping a dark thread wriggling through the wind by the tail and taste it, then quickly spit it back out. Its vile, acrid, arsenic flavour pierces my tongue. 
 
   The Vapours. They’ve grown restless. Time to ravish again. I twist my head, staring at their encroaching black, toxic threads. 
 
   But why so soon?
 
   The Vapours usually roll like clockwork in a six-month moon cycles, no one knows why. But it’s not even been a month since their last ugly rearing. At the most, two. 
 
   Could it be, they are rising and falling whenever they feel like it now? The thought of that shudders through me.
 
   I must act fast. I’ll not withstand another Vapour storm, not in this condition. I look down at my fast transforming, holey self. 
 
   A good dose of the Vapours and I’ll finish Turning for sure.
 
   Another gust of wind brings a toxic clot which causes me to cough and choke. 
 
   That’s strange. 
 
   I’ve never been affected by the presence of Vapours in the air before.
 
   The wind tugs at me, flapping wide my cheeks, and caressing my breasts. Its flirtatious fingers thread through my hair. I sway in time with its intoxicating dance, spiralling off into a soothing, warm sleep.
 
   “No.” I snap out of it. “No, no, no, no, no! Get away!” Shaking my head, I pluck its gnarly fingers from my skin and toss them aside. 
 
   The wind laughs at me. It grasps at me again.
 
   “Leave me alone!” I slap down its groping hands.
 
   Then, as if called by something, it draws back its breath, and mysteriously I’m let go. I stumble face-forward into a bramble brush, palms slamming hard against the ground, and look past the whirling tail of the wind into the dark and murk-curdled sky. Something’s not right here. 
 
   Where have the clouds gone? I squint. Why have they parted? There’s a tear right through the centre of them. I gulp down the pancake of fear that gloms my throat.
 
   “Whatever this is, it’s not right.” 
 
   I pop to a sit and squint harder, trying to see what I saw before. Where is the land? The floating plots of land. My heart strums. The ones I saw before. The ones that appeared the last time the sky split? 
 
   Or perhaps I just imagined them.
 
   The tear in the sky pulls shut behind a swath of black, and the forest goes momentarily black. 
 
   I gulp, then shout, “Disciples!”
 
   My worshippers drop from the trees, their billowy bodies pulling loose from the clutches of branches they have been caught up in. They slide back to earth and reassemble, screwing back on their empty, worm-holed heads. They assemble before me like an army—an army of idiots—and fall to their knees. They bow their torn-parchment-paper heads. I look around, noticing a good half of them missing.
 
   “Yes, Messiah?” they chant as a crowd, raising their heads.
 
   “Look up, you idiots, I need your attention, now.” I fold my arms and they fall through. 
 
   One has the gall to hiccup-laugh.
 
   I raise a brow and dip the other, grasping him inside a seething look. “Before the storm, I sent you out on a very important mission. Who among you has news?” 
 
   Their heads swing. They evaluate each other like the dolts and doltresses they are. Their white, burning eyes are tinged with fear and confusion. 
 
   What a band of fools.
 
   “Speak up,” I bark and jerk toward them. “I want to know what’s happened. Why have so few of you returned to me? Where are the rest of you?” 
 
   “Caught up in the force field,” one answers bravely. “Their bodies went up in smoke like cloth.”
 
   I scowl at the speaker. “So they’ve got it working again?” 
 
   “Unfortunately so,” a waif of a wraith says, scratching her charcoaled butt.
 
   Damn that clever Urlick. Damn him. 
 
   “All right. Enough. Tell me what I want to hear. What did you find out? Were you able to reach Urlick? Did you deliver my message?”
 
   Their waving, cowardly chins drop. 
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter? Is Eyelet dead?” Oh, good God, no, that can’t have happened— I clutch my thumping chest. 
 
   “No, Messiah. She lives,” one of the group addresses me weakly.
 
   “Thank goodness.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Though I don’t know how. She lay turning blue, coughing up her own lungs, as I fled.” 
 
   “That is the word on the streets, Messiah.” A half-turned wraith twists his tissue hands and lowers his head. 
 
   “Though we are not completely sure it’s truth,” butts in another with half a nose and one ear missing.
 
   “What?” I spin in a dizzying circle. “Why? What are you talking about?” 
 
   He bends his head this way and that. “Well, some said yes she was alive and some said no. Before we sucked out their brains, of course.” He cackles.
 
   I quash his humour with a burning look.
 
   “Truth is, we couldn’t get anyone to really verify what was happening,” he adds. 
 
   “So, you just left her there, lingering. Even though I told you if she was alive to bring her to me.”
 
   “We couldn’t find her, Messiah,” the cackler speaks up. “No one seems to know where she is.” 
 
   “She’s somehow missing but still alive?” I strike out, clutching him by his holey throat. “How could it even be possible that she lives when I am in possession of this!” I yank the chain and vial containing the antidote from between my breasts and hold it out. The pendant swings from its glistening chain, mesmerizing the fool at the end of it.
 
   “Because...”—he gulps—“we found this.” He holds up a scrap of crimson cloth embroidered with the finest lock of golden thread. The thread is torn away from the fabric. Its broken end whirls in a tiny wispy circle, dancing in the forest’s breeze. 
 
   I try to touch it, to clasp the dancing wisp and extinguish it between my fingers like a flame, but cannot.
 
   “What is this?”
 
    “Evidence that she lives.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It’s proof she’s been visited by the healer from the North,” the waif of a wraith says.
 
   I stare long and hard at she who dares to spew this insanity. 
 
   “They claim a single touch from him can bring you back from anything,” the waif of a wraith adds.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s true, Messiah,” the cackler speaks up. “That is what they say.”
 
   “Then why are you all here and not in the North? Why have you not brought him to me?”
 
   “Because, Messiah, he does not serve the cursed, only the living.”
 
   I grab the cackling wraith hard by the scruff. “He’ll serve whoever I tell him to. Now, do not waste another second of my time.” I cast him away into a tree. “Go find him and bring him to me!” 
 
   The wraith springs back to the ground and draws himself back together. “I’m afraid we can’t, Messiah.” 
 
   I glare.
 
   “No one knows where he is. He can’t be summoned.” The wraith gulps. “He chooses who he serves.” 
 
   “Then how do I make myself a choice?” I snarl, my fangs snapping close to his worn-paper-like face.
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not possible either, Messiah.”
 
   “Nonsense.” I twist, sailing over the forest floor. “There must be a way. Elsewise, how would he have shown up for—” My chest heaves, my mind spins. “Urlick.
 
    Somehow, I’ve got to get to Urlick.” 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Eyelet 
 
    
 
   I STRUGGLE TO A SIT and reach for my clothes. Urlick doesn’t think I should be going, but I am. They will not inter sweet Cordelia to the ground without me there to pay my respects. Especially after she sacrificed her life to save Urlick’s for me.
 
   I shuffle over to the left of the bed and the room spins. I’m still woozy from the procedure. It’s as though my head and my body each have a mind of their own—as if they are no longer in sync, but rather at odds with one another. The alchemist assured me that this too shall pass. He just did not indicate when.
 
   If I’m to leave tomorrow for the forest, I’ll need to practice faking normalcy. What better occasion to start than a funeral?
 
   I grab the bedpost and slowly rise, my legs like creamed jelly beneath me. Tiny roaming spots float aggravatingly in and out of my vision, traipsing past like tufts of black cloud. I wonder for a moment if they are left over signs of the exposure. 
 
   But what exposure? From the ray, or something worse?
 
   I try to blink them away, but I’m unsuccessful. They continue to float out in front of my vision, tainting everything I see. If the symptoms are to clear, perhaps they will leave too. In the meantime, I try not to be unnerved by their slinking, smoky presence.
 
   “You’re up?” Livinea presses her porcelain face through the slight crack she’s jimmied in the door.
 
   “Just barely, but yes.”
 
   The door creaks wide and Livinea drifts into the room. She’s covered in black from head to toe and buttoned right up to the neck, her normal flamboyant style set aside for the occasion. She wears a modest hat, her face covered by a veil. Even her hands are black-gloved. 
 
   I manage a half-smile, though my heart is so heavy, I’m amazed I’m able to pull it off. All morning, all I could think of was Cordelia, the little red-headed waif of a child whose young life was filled with so much despair.
 
   Not unlike my own.
 
   “Just thought I’d pop in tuh see if you needed any ‘elp dressin’.” Livinea’s white teeth shine through the drape of black.
 
   “My corset might prove a challenge, yes,” I say. 
 
   I let Livinea help me out of my nightclothes and into my bloomers. I manage to drop the chemise over my own head. 
 
   I cling to the bedposts, as Livinea snugs up my corset and starts securing the laces. “They say Urlick’s sprung for a state’s burial for her.” She places her knee in the centre of my back and yanks. “At the real fine cemetery at the edge of town.” 
 
   I waver back and forth, grasping tighter to the bedposts as she works her way down the laces. “It’ll be the nicest thing that’s ever happened to that child.”
 
   “Aye.” Livinea grunts. She ties the bottom laces, dips down to bring my skirts up, and fastens them about my waist. “Was she really to be used as an experiment?” she asks as she turns me cautiously around.
 
   “Sadly, yes.” I stroke the hair from my eyes, hoping my vision catches up with the rotation. I’m so very dizzy. I realize I’m already perspiring and I haven’t even attempted movement yet. 
 
   “Good job Urlick’s father couldn’t bring himself to it.” She buttons my throat panel and puffs my mutton sleeve. “Or we wouldn’t have known the lovely little doll.”
 
   I think about that a moment—whether he’d really done her a service, or whether killing her might have been the more humane thing to do. She’d suffered so. Her episodes were so much more destructive than my own. 
 
   Then again, had someone made that same decision for me, I’d not be standing here now.
 
   I think about the differences in our episodes. How vastly they varied. Yet I wouldn’t trade life now, despite the episodes, for anything. I think about the plant in the terrarium room, and the power of restoration it had on both of us. I think about how, if I could only bottle that somehow, perhaps no one would ever have to suffer an episode again.
 
   All this time, I’ve been searching for a machine that does more harm than good, when really the answer to my problem was just a garden away—held under lock and key by a political conspiracy. 
 
   I wonder how many other illnesses they have the power to eradicate, but don’t. How many sufferers they’d prefer to institutionalize and use as guinea pigs. Perhaps, as first lady under Urlick’s reign, that’s something I can change. I draw in a deep breath, invigorated by the idea.
 
   I shall do it. I shall make that my mission and name it after Cordelia.
 
   “You all right? Not too tight is it?” Livinea bats her long lashes.
 
   “No.” I stare at my lucky self in the corner mirror, looking down at the modest two-piece black mourning suit with its brocade collar “It’s fine.” I smooth out the peplum skirt. “Everything’ll be just fine.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Urlick 
 
    
 
   EYELET IS A HEART-STOPPER, even at a gravesite. I don’t know how much more love I could harbour for a woman. 
 
   Her frailness worries me. If there’s anything Eyelet has never been, it’s a frail woman. In fact, she’s rather a tigress.
 
   The Vicar calls for prayer, and she leans against me. Just the movement of lowering her head has her nearly toppling. I take her hand and squeeze it tight, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath the gloved surface. She smiles at me, and I use her elbow to steady her at my side. 
 
   She waves in time with the gentle breeze as the Vicar speaks, her body not firmly planted on the ground. If she’s this easily disturbed by a waft of wind, a slight turn of her head, how on earth are we to make this journey tomorrow?
 
   The more I think of it, the more I think she should be left behind. She is not strong enough to fight her own fight. I know in her heart she believes she is, but in my heart, I don’t believe it’s wise. I cannot bear to lose her a second time, out in the woods where there will be no salvation from a laboratory. 
 
   I must talk some sense into her, after the burial, or we shall be interring her next. I gulp, swallowing down that wicked idea, and bravely raise my chin. 
 
   They loosen the ropes to lower Cordelia into the ground, and I heave in a breath, struggling to hold back the urge to spill my tears as her coffin disappears beneath the ground.
 
   “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust…” The Vicar swings his lantern of incense. The mild smell of spices mingles with that of Brethren air, slightly tainted by an invader. I turn my head, detecting its presence. 
 
   Vapours. They’re seeping through again.
 
   A thin oily ribbon snakes past the gravesite, tugged along on the wind. Nervous eyes track its scent. None among us moves.
 
   “Go gentle my child into the great sleep.” The Vicar raises his hand, crossing it. “After death, no reviving; after the grave, no meeting again.”
 
   Eyelet’s head pops up, her eyes wide, as if that should not have been said. “That’s not true,” she whispers to me urgently. “That is simply not truth.”
 
   I shush her. “It’s all right.” 
 
   “No, it isn’t.” She’s shaking. “I promised Cordelia she would always live. Right here.” She pats her heart. “Now and forever.”
 
   “It’s not the same—”
 
   “Of course it’s not, because he speaks an untruth!” She glares at the Vicar, his volume escalating and drowning out the end of his last statement. 
 
   He turns his head, and she glowers at him, then spins on her heels and stalks away before I’ve the chance to help support her balance.
 
   “Eyelet!” I call and jog after her. “Eyelet, please…” 
 
   “You can stay and support his thinking, but I will not.” She whirls around, her hands firmly clasped in front of her. “In my heart, she will always live, thus she will always be, and I won’t let him take that away from her.” Her voice is cutting, yet pulling apart. Tears thread uneasily through it. 
 
   “Eyelet.”
 
   She turns, her jaw set, her angled eyes dragging from me. “Our time together may be short, but life is not short for those who believe. I refuse to exonerate any opposing rhetoric. Cordelia may have passed, but she has not died.”
 
   She storms away, and I detect a slight cave of her chest as she catches her sobs. She throws open the door to the castle, passes through, and slams it shut behind her.
 
   I can’t help but wonder, is she really talking of Cordelia, or transposing herself into Cordelia’s shoes? Could it be that Eyelet fears the finality of this moment creeping upon her? A well of emotions clogs up my throat. She’s right. Our time here is very short. One must take every precaution to relish every precious moment of it. No plan or desire should be ever let to seed.
 
   I look back at the mound of dirt that will blanket Cordelia soon.
 
   I must not let the grass turn to dirt beneath my feet.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen 
 
    
 
   Urlick 
 
    
 
   I’M ABLE TO SNEAK into C.L.’s room, undetected, and poke him in the chest…a stranger in his room after midnight. Thank God I’m not a murderer.
 
   He wakes with a start, all crazy eyes and flailing legs, ready for a fight. What he lacks in arm strength, he makes up for in readied toes. 
 
   “Who is it? What chu want?” His head twists about, searching for the intruder through the darkness of the room.
 
   “Shhhhh!” I draw the aether lamp closer to my face so he can see who it is. 
 
   “Urlick?” His expression curls up into a question. 
 
   My breath clouds before my face. The rooms of the castle are vast and hollow, and the stone construction makes them very cold. There are few windows, and those that do exist are draped in great, gothic stone cornices, forming rather dark and ominous porches over them. Though it’s a castle, by design it could be mistaken for a morgue. 
 
   “I’ve just come to get you out of bed. Now, get up.” I slide across the threshold and head toward the massive wardrobe at the back of the room.
 
   “Why? What’s happened?” C.L. sits up abruptly, blinking. 
 
   “There’s been a change in plans.”
 
   “But I thought you and Eyelet agreed yuh’d be leavin’ in the morning.” C.L.’s gaze tracks me.
 
   “We are.” I place down the lamp on a night table and throw back the wardrobe doors. “Which makes my current mission even more critical.” 
 
   “Mission?” He looks at me, confused.
 
   “It’s a surprise. Now, get that arse of yours out of bed and stop asking me questions, will you?” I yank the clothes over the racks. “We haven’t got much time to make you look the part. Or me either, for that matter.” I smile at him over my shoulder.
 
   “You mean…” 
 
   I smile harder. 
 
   “Aaaaahhhh, I knew it!” C.L. slaps a foot to the bedrail and sprouts a snaggled-toothed grin. “I knew it. I just knew it. Livinea was right—”
 
   “Shhhhh!” I need him to lower his voice, or he’ll ruin the secret. “Now, I’ll need you to dress in something highly presentable.” I tug through the clothing rack, still unable to select something. “A coat with tails, preferably.” I consider one, then wonder about the sleeves. “Perhaps just a vest and ascot.” I think better of it. “And be sure to slick down that crazy hair of yours, will you? Maybe even part it to one side?” I glance back at what’s left of his wiry nest of hair. 
 
    “This should do.” I toss a selection of clothing on the bed. “Get dressed and meet me at the fireplace in the Great Hall in about twenty minutes’ time.” I collect my lamp off the floor and head out of the room, adding, “And don’t get yourself discovered beforehand.”
 
    “Right, sir.” C.L. nods, and bursts from the sheets.
 
   “Oh good Lord!” I shield my eyes with a quick hand. “Do you always sleep in the buff?”
 
   C.L. glances down, not even attempting to modestly cover himself up. “Is there any other way, sir?” 
 
   “Never mind.” 
 
   I fling open the door and float up the hallway. I could have done without seeing that.
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   The door to Masheck’s room could use a might bit of grease, but still he doesn’t wake up. I creep up to the side of his bed. He’s snoring. I hold out the lamp, keeping my distance, and poke him in the chest. He jolts upright, his right hook barely chaffing my jaw line. If I’d been an inch closer, I’d have lost my head. 
 
   I raise my arms. “Remind me to share a room with you if we’re ever under threat of attack.” 
 
   He squints, recognizes me, and lowers his fists. “Sorry, sir. I meant no offense.”
 
   “None taken.” I shake off the bounding deer in my heart.
 
   Masheck rubs the sleep from his eyes and focuses in on me through the aether-squelched darkness. “What’s up?”
 
   “I was wondering if you’d do me a favour?” 
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   From there, I tiptoe into Livinea’s room, feeling a little strange creeping into a lady’s room this late at night. I’m worried, considering Livinea’s malady, that she might get the wrong impression. 
 
   God knows, even without the malady she might. 
 
   The room is quiet, save for the tender purr of Livinea asleep. Neither the creak of the door or the sudden thrust of the lock has woken her up. I suppose she’d had to sleep through worse cooped up in MadHouse Brink for half her life. This is likely the best night of sleep she’s ever had.
 
   I sidle up to the edge of her bed and stand there quietly, trying to figure out the best way to wake her. She looks like a kitten, all curled in a ball on the corner of the mattress. She appears so small inside the great poster bed, head on the silk pillow, creamy white hands tucked under her chin. 
 
   I decide nudging is the best plan, so I shove her shoulder and jump back. Her eyes fling open, inquisitive, blue-centred saucers with long, lush lashes. Her pink petal lips tighten. “What is it? ‘Oo are you?” She scrambles to the other side of the bed, yanking the bedclothes up around her neck. “I’ve a blade and I’ll use it!” She produces one from between the sheets and starts swinging. It glints in the waning moonlight.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Livinea!” I rock backward, away from her wild swipes, and swing the lamp between us to better illuminate my face. “It’s me. Urlick.” 
 
   “Earl what?” She looks confused.
 
   “Urlick. Babbit. Eyelet’s Urlick.” Still nothing. “The Ruler.” I puff out my chest. 
 
   None of this is ringing any bells with her, by the squirreled up expression on her face. “Like… of the kingdom?” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s it.”
 
   Her eyelids drop to a dreamy half-mast. “Let me guess.” She writhes between her sheets. “You’ve come to ravish me in me chambers?” She reaching up, loosens the strings of her nightgown at her throat, and lets it fall.
 
   My eyes pop as she slinks toward me and begins petting my hand, slowly stroking her way up my arm.
 
   “No.” I steer her hands away, yanking her cotton frock back up over her shoulder when she drops it. “Look. Livinea. It’s not that kind of visit.” 
 
   She’s giggling. “It isn’t?” She slithers closer, ample breast bouncing.
 
   “No. Livinea, stop it, please,” I say, skittishly. “It’s me, Urlick.” I slap her hands from walking up my front and smile at her, showing teeth.
 
   She pulls back in a pout, and something registers. She squints hard at me. “Oh.” She flops back in bed and sighs, disappointed. “What’re you doin’ ‘ere?” Her eyes grow wide with worry. “Is there somethin’ wrong?” 
 
   “No. Quite the opposite, actually.” I fall back on my heels, terribly relieved. “I’ve come in search of a favour.”
 
   She looks perplexed. “I was just about to do you one,” she whispers.
 
   “Not that kind of favour.” I scowl. “It’s for Eyelet.”
 
   “Oh, anythin’ for Eyelet.” Livinea beams, all bottled up with a secret. “What is it? What are we gonna do?” 
 
   I lean over and drop the news in her ear. 
 
   Livinea falls back giddily, giggling. “Oh, that’s grand!” She flaps her hands, then draws them to her face in a burst of emotion. “That’s so wonderful!” Tears brim her lids. “I’ll bring the flowers. It won’t be a celebration without flowers.”
 
   “Wherever will you get them?”
 
   “Leave that up to me.”
 
   I smile. “That’ll be splendid.” 
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   I’ve left Iris for last, even though, for what I’m about to do, I need her approval more than anyone else’s.
 
   “Iris?” 
 
   She moans in her sleep. 
 
   “Iris.” I touch her shoulder, shaking her lightly. She stirs. Her mouth is slightly parted. “Iris, it’s me, Urlick. I have something to tell you.”
 
   Finally, I draw her from sleep. My face registers in her eyes, and dread takes over her expression. Her hands fly to her mouth.
 
   “No. No. Don’t worry.” I sit on the mattress next to her. “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
   Her lips part, her eyes seeming to ask, Then why are you here at this hour? and I take her hands in mine. I study her searching eyes. There’s a pounding in my heart. I can hear it in my ears and feel it in my veins.
 
   I can hear nothing else. 
 
   I swallow hard, and still the words don’t come.
 
   I need her to accept this. I need her to approve. I need her, more than anyone else in the world, to love the idea. 
 
   A crushing thought bears heavy in my head. We’ve been through so much together, Iris and me. What if she hates this idea? What if she’s jealous? 
 
   “What I’m trying to say is…” My cheeks flush red. I can feel them heating. I stammer a string of inaudible sounds.
 
   Iris widens her eyes, as if trying to help coax the words out. 
 
   “I want you to know, what I’m about to say changes nothing between us.” I strike out the air. “Nothing at all. I’ll always be Urlick, you’ll always be Iris, and we’ll always be—”
 
   Iris takes on a pained expression.
 
   “What I’m trying to say is…” Why is this so hard? It’s Iris. My best friend. My sister per se. Surely she’ll be happy for me… right? No one else could ever take her place in my heart. She must know that? 
 
   I swallow down the wet lump forming in my throat. “I was wondering if…”
 
   Iris examines me carefully through squinting, inquisitive eyes. Suddenly, her gaze fills with tears. She bursts into a smile and throws herself forward, crushing me to her chest in the world’s biggest hug.
 
   “You know, don’t you?” I say. She knows, though I’ve said nothing. 
 
   Iris whimpers and rocks me back and forth, patting my back like a mother would a child.
 
   “Of course you do. You’re Iris.” I reach up, awkwardly patting her back. Iris knows me better than I know myself. “So, does that mean you approve?”
 
   She exhales a soggy, happy, laugh. I don’t think Iris has ever hugged me prior to this moment—this long, hugging moment—and certainly never for so long.
 
   I pull back sharply. “I have something to ask of you.” 
 
   She looks somewhat alarmed. Her sad-dog eyes glaze with concern.
 
   “I know it’s rather unorthodox but, I was wondering…” I swallow. “Would it be awful if I asked you to be my best man?” 
 
   Iris stares at me strangely, her brows tightly wrinkled. 
 
   “It’s just that…, I guess I could ask C.L., but— well…, I know it’s odd, but I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have stand by my side than you.”
 
   Iris’s eyes flash bright as struck matches.
 
   “I’ve asked C.L. if he wouldn’t mind standing up for Eyelet, though you could have done for both, in all honesty—”
 
   Iris fills her chest with air. Elation sweeps her face, softening all the fine lines and stretching them out with her smile. Her long cheeks plump with joy. But her wide-brimmed happiness fades almost immediately, her face creasing with concern.
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter?” I frown.
 
   Reaching over, collects pencil and paper from the nightstand next to her bed, and wildly scribbles something down. Her lips quiver as she passes the note to me. Tears glisten in her eyes.
 
   I read it briefly, then rip it up. “It won’t be an issue. I won’t let it be. You can acknowledge with a nod.” I toss the note away. “Besides, you can sign your name as good as anyone else, right?”
 
   Her wet eyes brighten. She nods her snuffling head. 
 
   “Well, then, there’s no issue, is there? It’s the documentation that makes it legal, anyway.” 
 
   I find myself in her clutches again, being squeezed so firmly I can hardly breathe. “So I take it that’s a yes, then?” I gasp.
 
   Iris nods, sobbing—a short symphony of wet, rattling pulses. 
 
   “Are those tears I feel dampening my jacket back?” I ask, hearing a patter strike my coat jacket.
 
   Iris sucks in a withering gasp and clings to me tighter, sobbing even harder.
 
   It’s so unlike her—stoic, withdrawn, stubborn Iris—to show emotion. This is all Eyelet’s fault. Iris has become so much more alive, since her arrival. 
 
   We all have, actually. 
 
   “There. There.” I pat her back. “You best pull yourself together.” I try to peel her away, but fail. “I’ll be needing you to wake Eyelet with the news.” 
 
   Iris springs away from me, wearing a smile so wide her teeth take over her mouth. 
 
   “Could you do that for me? I don’t want to tempt fate, or the Gods, or whatever stands in judgement of bridegrooms who lay eyes on their brides before—”
 
   She presses a quick finger to my mouth, and her gaze searches the room, as if looking for the aforementioned spirits. Superstition dances in her eyes.
 
   “Very well, then. It’s agreed.” I rise from her bed, straightening the points of my mussed waistcoat with a tug. “Masheck’s on his way to wake the Vicar, Livinea’s after flowers, and C.L.’s dressing up the hall. You go wake Eyelet, give her the news and meet us at the hearth in the Grand Hall in about half an hour.” I turn to leave, then jerk back around. “That is, if she agrees with the plan.”
 
   Blood drains from my face. My knees wobble. I’d never thought of her refusing me. What if she’s changed her mind? “You don’t suppose she’ll—”
 
   Iris launches her notebook at me, and it clips me in the head as it sails past. “Right,” I say, acknowledging the gesture and rubbing the spot where it glanced off me.
 
    “I trust you can find something suitable for Eyelet to wear?” 
 
   Iris nods and springs from her bed, elated.
 
   I glide to the door, clutch the handle, and then turn back. “Oh, and Iris...” She blinks. “You do think me worthy of her, don’t you?”
 
   Iris shakes her head, no, and I gasp, my confidence dissolving. 
 
   “But you’ll have to do,” she mouths, and shoos me through the door. 
 
   I grin, relieved.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Urlick 
 
    
 
   I MAKE SHORT ORDER of the long hallway leading from the stairs to the main foyer of the castle, my shoes striking the stone floors and echoing back off the walls. The minacious sound sends a brittle chill up my spine. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this ominous place. All these vast rooms and endless dark corridors. It feels nothing like the warm, aether-bathed hovels of the Compound.  
 
   I catch sight of a quick shadow moving at the far corner of the main hall. The vision gives my heart a start. I spring for the dagger on my hip as the figure rounds the corner and appears in front of the grand piano. 
 
   I squint, making out a slack-fitted dress and the slim, bent-neck figure inhabiting it. “Matriarch Burgess?” I sheath my dagger and glide toward her through the dim, hissing aether light. “What are you doing up at this hour?” 
 
   She waves a frustrated hand in the air and sends a wrinkled smile my way. “Uuck. Can’t sleep.” She winces. “Terrible thing. Casualty of age, you know.” Her head tremors slightly on its crooked neck post as she speaks. She swirls the drink in her hand, then tips the curdling contents toward me. “Warm milk only gives you worms, and the sodium bicarbonate the doctor suggested only creates a folly of bubbles in the gullet.” The corners of her tissue-paper-thin lips tug downward. She rubs her stomach and passes the drink off to an invisible servant who’s not there.
 
   I swoop in to catch it before it hits to the floor.
 
   “What are you doing up at this hour? Can’t sleep either?” The Matriarch tilts her face my way.
 
   “No, actually.” I straighten. “I—I—I’m up for another reason.” I check behind me, hoping not to give the secret away. 
 
   “Oh?” Her silver brows jump. She’s sensed the unrest in my voice. Her fleshy jowls wobble. “Nothing troubling, I hope.” 
 
   “No, no, not at all.” I take her by the arm and guide her up the hallway, back toward her room. “In fact, it should prove to be rather fun in the end when it all comes together, I should think.” 
 
   “Really?” She grins in a strange, all-knowing way.
 
   I slow down. “Since you’re up, perhaps you’d like to join in the fun?”
 
   The Matriarch stops. “That all depends.” She bends toward me to whisper behind a hand. “What kind of caper is it this time?” 
 
   I laugh. “No caper. In fact, it’s quite the opposite.” I lean in too and mimic her whisper. “I’m planning a special celebration.”
 
   “Are you?” She pulls back. The milky fog clears in her eyes. “In that case, I’d be a fool to miss out. It’s not often this old girl gets herself invited to a party.” She smoothes down her hair.
 
   She makes me laugh again. “Well, I know Eyelet and I will be thrilled to have you there.”
 
   She teeters a little. 
 
   “That is, if you feel up to it,” I add.
 
   “Well, I am up.” She lifts her brows. “Come to think of it, I’m the closest thing to family Eyelet has left in the building, aren’t I?” She winks at me in a way that tells me she knows exactly what’s about to happen, though I’ve said nothing of my plans.
 
   Her comment about family strums deep down in my heart. I think for a moment about Eyelet’s mother. No one’s heard a word from her, nor seen her, since the moment the Alchemist showed up in the park. Still, how lucky Eyelet was to have had parents who loved her, even if it was for so little time. I think about my own mother, the one I never knew, and the father I wished I had not. 
 
   Matriarch Burgess breaks me out of my thoughts by laughing and pulling me in for a tight, shaky hug. “Thanks goodness for insomnia! See, there is goodness in all things.” She pats my back as she embraces me. “Eyelet is the best thing that’s ever graced the walls of this castle, you know? Along with you, of course—much better than my power-hungry, selfish son.” She sighs deeply, rocks backward on extended arms, and looks me deep in the eyes, though hers see nothing. “Oh, I do hope I get to stay around long enough to witness a smidgeon of your reign. But for now”—her nimble fingers work up and down my sleeves, assessing my clothes— “we must find you something suitable to wear. My goodness, tell me you’re not thinking of wearing this old thing?” 
 
   I’d be insulted, but there isn’t time. “Actually, I was just—” I point over my shoulder toward my chambers—rather the Ruler’s chambers.
 
   “Cromwell?” she hollers into a dark corner of the room. 
 
   She turns back to me. “How much time have we got?” 
 
   “We’re to meet in the Great Hall in”—I check my pocket watch— “fifteen.” 
 
   “Yes, Madame?” Cromwell swoops in, seemingly out of nowhere, a servant—I don’t even notice him. I glance around trying to figure out where he might have been standing, without my knowing. God forbid someone of ill favour be lurking the same way.
 
   “Go to the Ruler’s chambers at once and lay out some clothes.” Then, as though she senses the crinkle of his brow, she adds, “Something suitable for a Ruler to wear to the grandest of occasions.”
 
   “Yes, Madame.” Cromwell bows his head.
 
   “And summon Hurkley to wake the village goldsmith—” 
 
   “At this hour?”
 
   She peaks her brows. “Is there an hour that’s more appropriate for love?” 
 
   “No, Madame—”
 
   “Very well, then. Tell him his presence is required at the castle, immediately. Now, go.” She shoos him away like a child. 
 
   Cromwell takes flight. 
 
   “Oh, and Cromwell”—the servant turns back— “tell him to be sure to bring his finest collection. Something suitable for a future Queen.”
 
   She winks in my direction, then scowls back at Cromwell. “Now hurry along! We haven’t all evening. The sun will be up soon.” She flits her fingers at him.
 
   Cromwell turns and scurries away. 
 
   I think to correct her about the sun, considering it hasn’t made its appearance in years now, but then think better of it, realizing perhaps she doesn’t know, considering her condition. And why should she have to? A woman of her age. One less thing to keep her up nights.
 
   “Drop me off at the party room, will you?” She grins up at me, looping her spindly arm through mine. “I want to make sure I get a good seat.” She tugs me spryly forward.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   THE GOLDSMITH IS A WIRY-looking little fellow. I doubt he stands more than fourteen hands high and is only a good foot length wide. I’m betting I could easily fit both my hands about his waist. His face is drawn, his skin weathered, his beard a salt-and-pepper white. 
 
   The edges of nightcap and gown peek out from beneath his hat and overcoat. A woollen insulator toque covers his frizzy, hair-muffled ears. He yawns more than once during his introduction, which tells me he was indeed woken from his sleep.
 
   “And now may I present.” He opens his case—a box, carved of rare purple dashwood, the rarest wood in the land—unveiling a dazzling array of beautiful jewels. He displays each before me on a black velvet cloth. 
 
   “J.L. Golddoth’s finest.” He nods his head, introducing himself and his collection, with a bow. “Nothing less than a full carat, as directed.”
 
   A carat? Of what? Oh, yes…, gems, diamonds—specifically.
 
   I stare a little harder. Each of the rings speaks to me in a different way. Actually, that’s not true. None of the rings is calling to me in any way. I don’t know what to do. I’ve never seen such extravagance before, let alone be asked to choose. I scratch my chin and sigh, hopelessly. 
 
   “May I suggest this one?” The goldsmith holds up a massive blue gem. “Sapphires are always immensely popular among royalty.”
 
   He passes me the ring. Its glare forces me to squint. “So, this selection is a common one made by royalty then?” I fight to open an eye, seeing him nod. Common doesn’t seem to fit Eyelet, at all.
 
   The goldsmith says nothing, just wrinkles his brow and purses his lips. “Perhaps something a little more original.” He snatches the sapphire from my hand and trades it for a large, pearl and ruby-encrusted ring. “I can assure you this has never been selected.”
 
   “I can see why.” I slip it on, staring down at the oblong-shaped stone stretching almost the whole length of my finger. 
 
   “Maybe this.” The goldsmith holds up a rose-cut diamond in the shape of a full moon, or so he sharply tells me. On either shoulder sit striking inlaid, ebony steps, featuring a cache of rose-coloured diamonds embedded within them, arranged to form twin, tiny hearts.
 
   I stare down at all the rings and dab my brow. I cannot choose. Cannot. They are all so grand. But which one is grandest? Nothing but the grandest for Eyelet.
 
   But what would Eyelet think grand? I know nothing of jewels, or women, or women’s desires. I need an expert. Or perhaps two.
 
   I summon the guard to go find the girls.
 
   Iris and Livinea arrive moments later in a shuffle of silk nightdresses and flustered giggles. They swish over the stone floors of the East hall to my side of the foyer. Livinea’s night robe falls scantily off the edge of one of her shoulders.
 
   Iris slides it back up where it belongs.
 
   “What do you think?” I turn the selection box toward them as they slide in beside me, revealing the goldsmith’s fine collection of rings. They gasp, their eyes wide in the fluttering aether light streaming down from above. 
 
   “Oh my.” Livinea’s fingers tickle the air, itching to touch the gems. Iris falls back on her heels. Livinea reaches into the box, her tongue curling out the side of her mouth. She snaps up the flashiest ring from the box and slips it over her own long finger. 
 
   “That is an octagonal lux, split-shaft, halo sapphire diamond,” the goldsmith says, a wary tick in his voice, “with diamond-accented border, set in an eighteen-carat band.” He turns his nervous gaze on me. “Gold, of course.”
 
   I take it all this should mean something profoundly important to me, but it doesn’t. To Livinea either, judging by her puzzled expression. But Iris’ gaze sparks.
 
   The jeweller watches with fitful eyes as Livinea suddenly jerks out her hand, fingers waggling as she admires it. She grins. Iris grins too.
 
   “So, is that the one, then?” I grin, as well. 
 
   “For me, yes,” Livinea says, clutching the ring to her heart. “But for Eyelet, no.” She shakes her head. “This one is for Eyelet.” She reaches out, plucking a second ring from the box, much to the goldsmith’s chagrin.
 
    “That,” he snaps, lurching forward and snatching the first ring from Livinea’s grasp, “is a breath-taking, five-stone opal with eighteen-carat, yellow-gold band, featuring cabochon fiery inlayed opals, accented with twenty-six single Commonwealth cut diamonds. The finest piece I own.” The goldsmith eyelids flutter to a pretentious close. He gulps as I take it from him.
 
   “So, this is the one?” I turn to the girls, my voice high and hopeful, as both nod. Iris claps her hand. 
 
   I swallow. “You’re sure?” I look hard at Iris, thinking her the more sensible of the two. She smiles bigger than before. “The finest, you say?” I turn back to the goldsmith, my heart aflutter. 
 
   “None finer in all the land,” the goldsmith boasts.
 
   “How much is it?” 
 
   His mouth falls open, and a wee, shocked gasp slips out.
 
   Iris elbows me in the ribs, then snorts, giggling. 
 
   “What? What is it?” My head swings between them.
 
   “Does the price really matter?” Livinea looks at me oddly, smirking. “You are the Ruler, after all.”
 
   A flush of heat rushes through me. I suppose she’s right. As Ruler, I suppose I’ll never have reason to question the price of something ever again. “Oh… Yes. Yes, of course.” I say, feeling embarrassment warm me. I tug down the points of my very uncomfortable waistcoat. The outfit the Matriarch has chosen for me to wear is stunningly brilliant, but very stiff and restricting. I loosen the starchy collar. “Put it on my account,” I say, trying to sound official, to which the girls laugh again. “Or whatever it is that needs to be done.” 
 
   “Very well, sir.” The goldsmith bows, plucking the ring of choice from Livinea’s clutches. He snaps the selection box shut, and holds it up in his fingers. “Shall I wrap it, or will you take it in a box?” 
 
   I feel a bit of sick jump up my throat. I turn to the girls, stammering, “Yes, perhaps a…”
 
   Livinea shakes her head. 
 
   “No, no, I guess not.”
 
   “Very well then.” The goldsmith snaps out a polishing cloth and presses a monocle to his eye. He shines the ring until every ounce of it is sparkling. 
 
   “There you are.” Handing it to me, he plucks the monocle from his eye, and lowers his head. “Give my best wishes to the Queen.” He curtseys, then he whisks from the room, jewel box tucked ‘neath one arm.
 
   I stand, holding the jewel out at arms-length like it’s a foul-bottomed baby. “So, now what do I do with it?” I turn wide-eyed to the girls. They burst into giggling laughter.
 
   “‘Ere, let me ‘elp you with that.” C.L. pops in unexpectedly through the door of the parlour. “I believe in the end, I’ll be the keeper of it anyway.” He reaches out for the ring, but Iris slaps his foot away, and relieves me of the ring. She tucks it into her breast coat pocket, smug-faced, leaving a perplexed looking C.L. standing gape-faced.
 
   “I’ll explain later,” I say.
 
   The cocky flash fades from his famous, toothless grin. 
 
   I glance down at my watch. Better than fifteen minutes have passed. I’m struck by a thread of panic. “Has anyone seen the Vicar? Has Masheck found one yet?” 
 
   “Only the best in Brethren.” Masheck swaggers into the foyer from the rear door. The Vicar follows close behind in his bedroom slippers, a dishevelled vicar’s gown arranged over top of him. It appears he may be wearing it backward. 
 
   “Come now.” Masheck claps a meaty mitt to my shoulder as he greets me. “Wipe that scowl off your face, will you? You’re going to the altar, not the gallows.” He laughs.
 
   I look past him at the Vicar in the light. His face is drawn and ghastly looking. The last of his hairs stands straight up on his head. “You didn’t use force to get him here, did you?” I turn to Masheck.
 
   “Wasn’t I supposed to?” 
 
   “Oh, dear Lord.” I nearly crumble.
 
   “It’s all right, sir.” C.L. shoots in, nudging me away from the scene, scowling back at Masheck over his shoulder. “Everything’s gonna be all right.” He pats my back, flicking a quick look in Iris’s direction, who runs for water to revive the Vicar with. 
 
   “Just think,” Livinea slides up, doing her part to lighten my morose expression, “in just a few moments, you and Eyelet will be ‘appily married, and nothing can stop that from ‘appening now.”
 
   I glance back at the staircase and then at my pocket watch. I swallow. “She is coming, isn’t she?” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   I STILL FEEL SOMEWHAT weary from the treatment, but I am stronger. 
 
   I suck in a laboured breath, wishing I could loosen my corset. Good gracious, wedding attire is awfully demanding. Smoothing the satin accordion folds that adorn my waist, I turn and notice a vision of my mother has appeared in the glass across the room from me. I draw in a sharp breath.
 
   How much I’ve grown to look like her. 
 
   I guess I hadn’t noticed, what with all that’s been going on. I’ve aged since I left Brethren—turned into a proper woman. Father would be so proud of me. Oh, how I miss him. 
 
   I wonder how Mother is… and where she is? Urlick reported that no one’s seen her since I—
 
   Does she know I’ve been saved? Does she know Urlick and I are about to marry? I can hardly believe it myself.
 
   I peer out of the great leadlight circular window that frames the end of my bedchambers, hoping for a glimpse of Archie or any others in the flock. My heart rushes at the thought, even though deep down I know my mission is futile. Truth is, no one’s seen any of them since my collapse. 
 
   When the Vapours began seeping through the barriers of Brethren, the ravens reportedly took to the skies. My mother among them, according to the footman, who said she circled the castle repeatedly, cawing and squawking, as I lay incapacitated in the belly of laboratory. She was the last to leave, and only after the winds grew too strong. He reported seeing her follow the rest as they winged away through a strange rent in the cloud cover. 
 
   Where did they go, I wonder? What must she be thinking? I stare at the sky, all grey fog-masked and whirling. I lay my hands on the glass, feeling guilty for going through with this without my mother present. She would have so loved to be there tonight. 
 
   A vision of Mother flashes before my eyes. My happy heart grows heavy. If only I could turn back time…but then again, without all that has happened, I’d never have met Urlick. 
 
   I turn to the mirror once again, noting just how many features of hers I now possess—her sculpted cheekbones, and button nose, even her “rose petal lips,” as father used to call them. I wiggle my long, slender, pianist fingers—also hers—and touch our shared caramel-coloured hair—though mine is much curlier than hers ever was. I’m considerably taller than she, but have her same voluptuous hourglass figure. I take in a breath and stretch up tall—only my breasts are not so large. More than enough to fill my dress, but less than Mother’s “dazzling supply,” as my father used to say, with a sparkle in his eye.
 
   Oh, how he loved her. And she him.
 
   Just like Urlick and I. 
 
   I swing around and the folds of my heavy, underskirt swing with me—a shimmering buttery shade of satin, cream. A tulle overskirt floats over the top. Where they found such a breathtaking garment on such short notice, is beyond me. 
 
   I smooth down the gold, silk satin bodice, and trace the lines of the crisp, underbust corset that pinches my waist into dramatic ‘V’.  Visually, I admire the plunging neckline that falls in two, soft, scallops over my breast, creating a daring dip of cleavage. Dainty, strings of seed-pearls, draped like garland over the tops of my arms, form the only sleeves. But the best part, are the giant, cream-coloured, oyster pearls that dangle here and there from the bodice. There must be a hundred of them. Fixed in place by fancy, silver, claw-like clasps, they are sewn to sparkling, silver-embroidered snowflakes, each glinting in the soft, aether light of the room as I teeter toe-to-toe. Affixed to the dip of my daring cleavage hangs a clutch of silver, metal flowers—a match the ones woven through my hair. 
 
   It’s a grand ensemble, fit for a queen.
 
   Queen. The word rolls awkwardly off my silent tongue. I guess that’s what I am now, aren’t I? In a matter of speaking. Or rather, I will be soon… 
 
   Deep inside, I can’t imagine being anything but Eyelet.
 
   I won’t be anything but Eyelet.
 
   I smile at myself in the mirror and twirl, satin swishing, tulle crinkling, then stop and adjust my flower tiara, re-threading rogue curls back up into the simple sweep Iris created, allowing my natural wave to guide her. Arranging the last curl, I tip my hip toward the mirror like the picture-flick starlet’s do, then I let out some air, watching my bosoms float down into the too-tight corset.
 
   Goodness, it is hot in here. 
 
   Another giant swath of tulle stretches out behind me a good three metres forming a veil. The edges of it are embellished with lace, the finest in the land, I’m told. I run my fingers along it, and hug myself in it. 
 
   It feels so strange, all this elegance wrapped around me—plain old me… stubborn, stealthy, swashbuckling Eyelet. The thought of it makes me laugh aloud. As beautiful as this all is, I give thanks it’s only temporary. 
 
   Or at least I hope it is. 
 
   I make a face in the mirror and stick out my tongue, just to see if it’s still me under all this glim and glam. It is. I pinkie wave to myself. 
 
   I can’t imagine wearing garb like this, every day—to parties, state dinners…royal functions—no thank you. I pinch my own waist.
 
   I give thought to what Urlick might look like at this moment…what crazed get-up he might be wearing, and whether he’s as uncomfortable in it as I am in my dress. 
 
   Is he as nervous as me? 
 
   Or worse, is he having second thoughts? I’m struck by a lightning bolt of insecurity. What if he’s changed his mind? 
 
   My hands grow cold and clammy. I wring them tightly together.
 
   Nonsense. I shred the thought. Don’t be ridiculous. The man is mad for you.
 
   I drop down on the side of the bed and chuckle, imagining him in a pair of Kingly knee pants. Whatever they’ve dressed him in, I cannot wait to see him.
 
   Soon, we will never ever be apart again. The wonderfulness of that thought is almost overwhelming. The palms of my hands grow sweaty again, and I’m filled with a sort of sorrowful exhilaration—a sad happiness I cannot explain. 
 
   I stand and pace the room in search of gloves. Do I need them? Or are my hands to remain bare to receive the ring? What is the proper etiquette for a girl’s hands on her wedding day? If only Mother was here to guide me. 
 
   I bite my lip and stare at the door, longing for her presence. 
 
   Something feels amiss. It niggles the hair at the back of my neck. 
 
    I try to walk the sinister feeling off, dragging the heavy dress behind me, when out the corner of my eye I spot something: a dark fleck in the clouds just outside my window, just a grease spot at first, then an gruesome blotch. I spin around as something slaps against the circular leadlight window. I’m face-to-face with a hideous ghoul. Its lips are torn, its eyes bulging, its nose, nothing but a pair of punctured holes, fluttering in and out. 
 
   “Iris!” I clasp my chest, and scream. “Iris, come quick!” I fall back over my heels.
 
   The creature throws back its head, exposing a mouth full of fangs.
 
   “Iris!” My heart surges.
 
   The creature is not alone—two, three, four of them sail back and forth through the air, screeching and chattering. One by one, they land on the window ledge, working with gnarled fingers to de-lead the glass. 
 
   “Iris!” I shout, scrambling backward. “Iris, come quick!” 
 
   The ghouls cackle, loud and high-pitched. I remember the lessons Urlick taught me and clap my hands to my ears to drown them out. 
 
   “Iris!” I shuffle backward over the floor, and fall onto the bed.
 
   The ghouls light into laughter again.
 
   Their nails dig and scrape at the glass. The ticking, tinny sound of their claws shudders up my spine. A wave of panic waffles through me. “Iris!” 
 
   My eyes snap to the most easterly window as another entity appears. Her great morphing body slams the glass. 
 
   I jump and scream and nearly shed my skin, scrambling backward on my elbows and heels over the mattress. 
 
   Flossie glares in at me, all sunken eyes and slopping tentacles. Her bluing fingers clasp to the hinges. “What’s the matter? Weren’t expecting me?”
 
   My mouth opens, though no words escape me.
 
   “Thought you were rid of me, didn’t you, Princess?” Her snake-like tongue flicks in and out of her mouth. She licks her lips. “Or should I say, future queen.” 
 
   Her cackle is louder than all the rest. It stands the hairs on my neck. Icy terror shoots through my veins. I’m frozen to the bed.
 
   “That is,” she hisses, “if you make it to the altar.” She slams a palm to the window, and I jump and shriek.
 
   Around her neck, my necklace glows. 
 
   My necklace… 
 
   My necklace!
 
   I sit up.
 
   Flossie tracks my gaze. “See something you like, little lovely?” She tugs the pendant from between her breasts and swings it on its chain like a pendulum.
 
   I stifle the urge to throw the window open and strip it from her neck; I’m no match for her and her band of crazed Infirm friends.
 
   But still, I need that necklace.
 
   The look in her eyes tells me she knows that.
 
   I swallow and say nothing, refusing to let her know how important the pendant is to me. 
 
   “Something you can’t live without?” She smiles. “Well, at least not for long.” 
 
   My stomach curdles. She can’t possibly know, can she? How?
 
   Her unsightly lip peels back. “Perhaps a slight negotiation is in order.” She draws her face closer to the window. “If you’d let me in, we could talk.” She slams her fists on the glass again and I jolt. “Nothing troubling, just a fair exchange of materials,” she lilts her voice and swings the necklace out in front of her again. Her ghouls break from gnawing the window clamps just long enough to laugh. She pinches the pendant between her fraying fingers. “It’s simple, really. You give me Urlick and I’ll give you back your life.”
 
   “Never!” I shout.
 
   “My, my, never’s a very long time. Perhaps you should let me in, so we can talk.” 
 
   “Not as long as I live and breathe.” I crawl backward, covertly trying to reach the alarm-bell cord hanging next to the bed.
 
   “Which won’t last long without this now, will it?” She narrows her eyes and rattles the pane. The other ghouls laugh and jeer, their demonic voices shuddering through me. “Oh, don’t look so worried, Princess.” She pushes her hideous face to the glass. “As soon as Urlick agrees to do as I wish, I’ll see to it that you both spend eternity together.” 
 
   Ghoul laughter rises again.
 
   I throw my hands over my ears to block the sound out, and shout, “Never. I will never turn him over to you!” 
 
   “Very well then, it’s your funeral.” She reaches for the stopper on the lid of the necklace, and I gasp. 
 
   “No, don’t!” I squeal, as she wrenches on the cap. It doesn’t open. My heart tumbles around my chest. Tipping her head back, she yanks again, letting out an ear-splitting wail. 
 
   Flossie’s eyes fix hard on me. “I will have him! You mark my very words! He will be mine! You will not stop me!”
 
   The door at my back bursts open. A shocked and wide-eyed Iris barrels into the room. 
 
   “Attack!” Flossie shouts to her ghouls, palming the window. “Bring them both to me!” The winds pick up at her back.
 
   Iris freezes in the doorway. 
 
   “Now!” Flossie shouts. Panic floods her face. Her blackened breath fogs up the windowpane. She swings around, frantically checking over her back.
 
   Something’s wrong. She’s afraid of something. What is it?
 
   A bevy of guards’ voices rises from the ground below. 
 
   Flossie glances down toward them, then turns back to me. “He will be mine,” she shouts, and whirls off into the sky. The ghouls follow her, turning the sky black.
 
   I collect my dress and race past Iris and out the door.
 
   “Eyelet?” C.L. calls as I gallop past him down the grand staircase. “Eyelet, wait! We’s not quite ready for you yet!” 
 
   I tear past Livinea, who is holding arms full of flowers. “Eyelet?” Her mouth falls open. 
 
   When I reach the bottom of the staircase, I leap from the last step onto the long table that stretches the length of the main entry hall. I scramble along the top, stripping the walls of their weapons, tossing down a stockpile of artillery as I go—steam-pepperboxes, steamcoal pistols, poison-tipped swords, and steamcannons.
 
   “What are you doin’?” C.L. shouts. 
 
   I whirl around to face him, fashioning a sheath out of the wedding tulle on my hip.
 
   “Get Urlick. And the others,” I say, stuffing the tulle full of weapons. “It’s Flossie. She’s back.” 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   A FRAZZLED-LOOKING LIVINEA appears in the archway of the Great Hall. Iris swings in beside her, their white knuckles clinging to the woodwork. 
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter?” My gaze dashes between the two of them.
 
   “It’s Eyelet,” Livinea struggles to catch her breath. “She’s gone!” 
 
   “Gone? Gone where?” She’s hasn’t up and left me, before we’ve even got started? 
 
    “After Flossie!” C.L. rasps, appearing beside them, dressed in top hat and tails.
 
   “She’s what?” I drop the flowers I’ve been tying to the backs of chair, and launch into a run.
 
   “She’s threatening to kill ‘er!” Livinea hollers after me as I sweep past them.
 
   “Who’s threatening? Flossie?” I yell, without slowing.
 
   “No, Eyelet! She’s heavily armed.”
 
   “For the love of—” I charge through the foyer and out through the open front doors, pausing only to scoop up some weaponry. I stuff a poison-tipped bayonet up under one arm, snag up a coal-fired ratchet gun, then double back for the net-cannon.
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   Masheck appears at the base of the staircase, dressed in a snappy Baxter Frock and matching trousers, Arlington vest, and jackboots.
 
   “Catch!” I shout his way, tossing him the ratchet gun. 
 
   “What? Why?” He catches it, looking stymied. “Where are we going?”
 
   “To go kick some ghoul arse.”
 
   “But I thought you were—” He looks back to the doors of the Great Hall.
 
   “I was. But there’s been a change of plans.” I cock the cannon-pistol. “Seems Eyelet’s gone after Flossie.”
 
   “She’s what?” Masheck’s eyes bulge from his head. He bursts from the stairs and we run through the doors, followed closely behind by Livinea and Iris armed with pepperbox steamrifles, and a boomerang guillotine. None of which are going to make a blast bit of difference on ghouls I’m afraid, but it’s the only defense we have.
 
   We bolt through the misty courtyard, checking and loading our weapons as we go. I secure a poison bayonet on my hip, though I’ve no idea how effective poison is going to be on the already-dead. 
 
   “Where’s C.L.?” I slide to a stop by the hedges. “What’s happened to him? I thought he was behind us.”
 
   “Right ‘ere, sir.” C.L. appears through the mist, brandishing a triple-barrelled SteamVolley on his hip. He’s still dressed in his tails, though he’s disposed of the top hat. 
 
   “Where’s the fire engine?” I say to Masheck.
 
   “Out back. Why?”
 
   “Know any better way to kick ghoul arse?”
 
   “No. I don’t, sir.” Masheck smiles. Livinea laughs. 
 
   “How fast do you think you can fire up that engine?”
 
    “Already done, sir.” Masheck darts away into the mist, jackboots in full swing.
 
   “Iris, Livinea, you stay here just in case Eyelet circles back and needs protection.” God knows Iris is good with a gun. “C.L., let’s go get my foolish bride before those ghouls do, shall we?” I tip my head and push off with my feet, racing through the misty courtyard and through the gates and out into open ground, C.L. galloping close behind. 
 
   “Not exactly the wedding day I had in mind,” I whisper, pulling behind the cover of a hedge, C.L. dropping in beside me. “Then again, is anything what it appears to be when Eyelet’s around?” I shift my back to the hedge and ready my gun out in front of me, side-stepping along while scanning the horizon. 
 
   C.L. moves in the opposite direction. “I don’t see ‘er? Do you, sir?” The fear in his voice clearly apparent.
 
   “No, nothing.” I squint, barely able to make out his features, the fog between us is so thick. “This doesn’t make sense.” I twist my head and look the other way. “They couldn’t have got very far.” Worry invades my chest. If Flossie’s got to Eyelet first, we’ll never find them in this fog. “Perhaps she’s turned back?” I look behind us. “But we would have passed them, wouldn’t we?”
 
   “You’d think so.” C.L. steps on a branch, and the crack makes us both jump.
 
   I settle back into my skin. In the distance, I hear the roar of an engine start, then sputter out. “Come on!” I burst from the hedge and onto the flats. “Time’s a wasting. We’ve got to locate them. Now!”
 
   We race unprotected over the road and toward the swamp, before the cloud cover drapes over us again, creating a visual shield. We need to be careful; we could tread right over the edge of the ravine that drafts the far backside of the Academy. 
 
   “There!” C.L. shouts on the run, startling me all to heck. I wasn’t expecting his voice to be that close. Blast these bloomin’ clouds. They bugger my perception all to hell. 
 
   “Look!” The trolling brume between us shifts. The tip of his gun is revealed, aimed at a small, glowing halo of ghoulish green. It bobs up and down in the muck at the bottom of the hill. I was right—the steep cliff of the ravine lies just beyond the bog. “Is that—?” I squint. “Bloody hell! It has to be!” I make a mad dash for it. C.L. sprints close behind, the pair of us breathing hard. Coiling mist circles in, wreathing our heads and blurring our vision, but I know what I saw in that glimpse. Eyelet—distinctly Eyelet, struggling with something in the muck. 
 
   “Oh, no you don’t!” a voice shouts.
 
   “Flossie!” C.L. gasps.
 
   Before I can pose a strategy, C.L.’s off and running again. I leap into action myself. Together, we gazelle down the marshy sodden slope. The incline is so steep I’m soon out of control, nearly freefalling forward over the tops of my shoes. I slide to a sloppy stop at the bottom where C.L. slams into the back of me. “Oh, good God.” I clutch my chest.
 
   “Sorry, sir—”
 
   “No. Look.”
 
   Through the patchwork mist, it’s Eyelet standing knee- deep in muck in her wedding dress, swinging a sword through the air above her head, Flossie bearing down on her from above. She slices, and Flossie ducks. 
 
   “Bejiggers,” C.L. swears, staring up.
 
   “Bejiggers, is right.” I breathe. The sky over Eyelet’s head swims with apparitions. Two, three, maybe five. “Good God, what is she thinking!” 
 
   “Perhaps there wasn’t time for thinking?” C.L. shouts.
 
   In the distance, I sense the faint whir of an engine. My heart picks up in my chest. Thank God.
 
   Eyelet grunts and swings. Flossie dodges again.
 
   “We need to keep them at bay long enough for Masheck to arrive,” I say, just as three swooping wraiths descend, snarling and circling Eyelet, baring their fangs.
 
   C.L. takes a breath as if to shout, but I clap a hand to his mouth. “No, don’t! If we break her concentration now, she’s sure as dead.”
 
   “But, sir—”
 
   “C.L., you have to listen to me.” 
 
   The apparitions bear down on Eyelet, their jaws snapping at her face.
 
   “We can’t just stand ‘ere and do nothin’.” C.L. looks to me.
 
   “And we won’t,” I say, drawing the net-cannon from my hip.
 
   I take aim and shoot. A mechanical cannonball blasts from the snout into the air and bursts open mid-flight into a spreading cargo net. The blowback knocks me to my arse and sends me skidding backward through the muck. Miniature whirlybirds clasped to the corners of the net activate, stretching the net in all four directions, successfully enveloping two of the five ghouls, pinning them to the ground. Two flee, while the other lingers.
 
    “You all right, sir?” C.L. shouts, drawing the attention of the last uncaptured ghoul. The fang fiend whirls mid-air and swoops toward me. 
 
   C.L. quick-draws his gun and pumps the monster full of steambullets. They sail straight through it and pop out the other side. I duck and cover, spiralling away as they puncture the ground around me.
 
   “Sorry, sir!” C.L. shouts. 
 
   The ghoul turns and soars after me. I aim the net-cannon and fire—but this time the cargo net sticks. I yank the disabled ammo from the gun and risk shooting again. A clean cannonball takes flight, exploding in the face of the ghoul, dragging it to the earth at whip speed—netting Eyelet along with it. 
 
   She turns to me and screams. 
 
   My stomach sours. My mind is crashing. “Eyelet!” I stumble to my feet, thundering over the unstable terrain toward her. “Eyelet!”
 
   The claws on the whirlybirds initiate, staking the cargo net to the ground, nicking Eyelet’s shoulder in the process. She yelps and claps a hand to the wound, and falls in the middle of the bog, her leg caught up in the ropes. The clutching, cloying, claspture net refuses to let go of her. 
 
   The ghoul caught in the net with her hisses, mouth wide open, narrowing in for the kill—  
 
   “Don’t!” Flossie commands from her post in the sky, her voice a dropping guillotine.
 
   The chattering spirits relent. 
 
   Flossie narrows her gaze on Eyelet, fangs glistening, tentacles raised. “Let me.” She swoops.
 
   Eyelet gasps and struggles to get free, but her hands are no match for the claspture net’s talons. “Please, please, please…”
 
   “No,” I holler, and hurl myself at the bog, my legs and arms pumping faster, faster. “No, no, no…” I stampede into the bog, but it’s no good; the bog is too thick, the bottom clay-like. 
 
   I’ll never reach her in time. 
 
   Numb with fear, I dig in, but it’s no use. I’m sinking in the thickening muck. Dear God, please, let me get to her… 
 
   The air fills with Eyelet’s screams. My breath stops. My legs refuse to move.
 
   Out of nowhere, C.L. punts out in front me, leaping through the clay as if it were nothing—and in a moment of madness—tackles Flossie. They roll end over end. Flossie screeches and claws at his face, but C.L. clings to her, ducking and weaving his head to avoid her fangs. They tumble, screaming, over the side of the ravine. 
 
   “C.L.!” Eyelet shouts. 
 
   Another band of apparitions swoop in, darkening the skies above Eyelet’s head, revenge in their white glowing eyes. Their voices are deafening.
 
   “No!” I shout, clawing through the muck. Eyelet hasn’t time to retreat.
 
   One of the ghouls lands in front of me. My arms paddle-wheel backward as it bares its teeth, it’s exhalation coating my face in a thin veil of rancid-smelling, bubbly grey foam. I swab the foam from my nose and eyes, coughing.
 
   “Urlick!” Eyelet shouts, slashing at the ghoul. She sticks her other arm through the net, and lofts her extra weapon in my direction. “Catch!”
 
   I reach up and pluck it from the air. A soldering-bayonet with autherium gas. I swing and slice through the ghoul’s body. The ghoul crumbles in half and flutters to dust, but then, to my amazement, it just as quickly reforms, laughing and baying at me. 
 
   I jab and thrust, disintegrating it over and over again with every wield of my sword, but each time it reforms again. There’s no killing it. 
 
   “Deploy the autherium!” Eyelet shouts. “Burn the bugger!” Her voice lights up the fog.
 
   I glance down at the hilt, see the trigger, and press it. Blood-red gas fills the air. 
 
   The apparition squeals, and shields its face as the plume of autherium sets to work, burrowing holes through its head. It shrieks and writhes and flops motionless to the ground. 
 
   I struggle toward Eyelet, at last close enough to draw the dagger from my boot and toss it her way. She catches the knife, slicing herself free, the claspture tearing a hole in her dress as she escapes from it. 
 
   “Are you all right?” She falls to her knees beside me. “You weren’t bitten were you?”
 
   “No,” I say, drawing her close. “And you?”
 
   “No, thank God.” 
 
   “Look at me.” I take Eyelet by the chin and pull her face toward me, and stare stern into her eyes. “Don’t you ever, ever, go off fighting ghouls again without me. Do you understand?” 
 
   “Are you giving me an order before I’ve even become your wife?”
 
   “Not an order. Just a very strong suggestion.”
 
   The sound of an engine drowns out our thoughts. 
 
   “Damn thing wouldn’t start,” Masheck shouts, rushing over to us. “Everyone all right?” His gaze falls to the gash on Eyelet’s shoulders.
 
   “Don’t look so worried, it was from a talon, not the Infirmed.” She wipes the blood from her shoulder. “It’s C.L. we need to be worried about.” She stares off over the ravine, at the spot where C.L. and Flossie tumbled in, and her voice chokes off. 
 
   I stand, staring through the soup-like mist. No sign of anything anywhere.
 
   “What’s happened?” Masheck frowns.
 
   Eyelet and I share a strained look. “C.L., he…” Eyelet starts.
 
   Something sputters, then grunts. We freeze, and stare. 
 
   Another growl then a grunt. I leap to my feet. 
 
   Masheck strikes out for the engine hose, preparing to shoot. 
 
   I stare into the mist and take aim with my gun. 
 
    “Wait!” Eyelet shouts, lurching forward. 
 
   Through the trolling mist, a figure struggles to haul itself up onto the edge of the ravine.
 
   “C.L.!” I shout.
 
   Eyelet hikes up her wedding skirt round the far end of the bog to meet up with him. 
 
   I race past her, reach down and help haul him up. “How did you—?” I gaze over the side of the cliff. “What’s happened? Where’s Flossie?” 
 
   “I’m afraid she got away, sir.” C.L. heaves in a deep breath. “But not before I tagged her with this!” He breaks into an impish grin, yanking a strange-looking device out from behind his back—a three pronged, crank-powered cattle prod of sorts with prongs as sharp as Neptune’s trident. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   THE HEM OF MY DRESS is drenched in swamp water. It sags and twists about my legs. I reach down to wring it out, shaking some more mud off my gown. It was heavy enough to begin with let alone now that it’s caked in mud. Clumps of muck fall from the sweeps of tulle that drape the mud-stained skirt. I pick more out from between the dress’ satin folds. 
 
   My veil, ripped and torn in more places than one, has all but had it. I pluck it from my headdress and toss it away. It catches the wind and lifts, fluttering off like a tattered tulle ribbon. 
 
   So much for sophistication. 
 
   A tiny part of me saddens at the thought of it all being wrecked. Everything was so grand.
 
   “So how does it work?” Urlick asks, yanking me back to reality. He and C.L. are still discussing the trident. The prod C.L. tagged Flossie with. Urlick gestures to the invention, a tiny tinge of jealousy in his voice.
 
   “It’s electromagnetic. An archival tracking device,” C.L. explains. “Meaning, it runs on the principals of light energy.” 
 
   “And how does it do that?” I ask, shaking out my shoe. 
 
   “The prod picks up on ambient light levels that pulse from an embedded tag, like this one ‘ere.” C.L. pulls a spare one from his pocket. “The exact replica to the one I stuck on Flossie. When activated, the tag keeps a periodical punch record of its activity inside ‘ere.” He points to a metal box hanging off the side of the prod. 
 
   “Clever. Very clever.” I squint to see. “But then how do you use the data to track your suspect?”
 
   “Right through this little viewfinder ‘ere.” C.L. shows me. I peer through the square of glass positioned at the base of the prod. A light blinks on and off. “The faster that light blinks, the closer the suspect is.”
 
   “Really?” I look up. “That’s brilliant.” 
 
   Urlick sets his teeth.
 
   “The signals come in the form of blips and beeps which are used to determine location of the wearer. In this case, Flossie, of course.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Though she doesn’t know it.” C.L. smiles smugly. He leans in close to me and winks. “She won’t be getting away from yuh this time, mum.” He pats the device. “‘Ol Gertrude ‘ere’ll see to it.”
 
   “Gertrude?” I raise a curious eyebrow, and slip in the mud. Urlick catches me with a quick hand, hoisting me back up before I fall.
 
   “That’s right. Ain’t no way Flossie’ll be able to ‘ide now. Not with Gertrude ‘ere trackin’ ‘er every move. See this solid light ‘ere.” He points out a little round circle on the end of the pronged iron rod. “It’ll become a blinkin’ bloom when she’s in the vicinity. And when it’s really flashing wildly, you’ll know she’s right round the corner.” C.L. beams with delight. 
 
   “Well, this ought to make locating her out in those woods a good bit easier.” I take the prod from him and toss it up and down in my hand. 
 
   “Easy as trappin’ a fire bug,” C.L. says. 
 
   “Is it that easy to trap a fire bug?” Urlick scowls.
 
   I swat him.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re just jealous, Urlick Babbit.” 
 
   “Jealous?”
 
   “Yes. That C.L. thought of something you’ve haven’t.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “You are too.”
 
   He straightens his waistcoat, a telltale sign. 
 
   “Anyway,” C.L. intervenes, “the closer you get to the tagged subject, the harder it will be for the subject to move. It’s all part of the devices’ built-in magnetic pull.”
 
   “Wait, what?” Urlick takes the device from me and studies it. “You mean to say, this device will actually bring her to us?” 
 
   “Drag ‘er right there. Or you to ‘er.” He scratches his head. “I can’t rightly remember which.” 
 
    “My, my,” I say, leaning in over Urlick’s shoulder. “hasn’t he just thought of everything?” I grin Urlick’s way.
 
   “I just can’t wait to see her face when she’s captured,” C.L. says.
 
   Urlick scowls. “Neither can I.” He turns to C.L., tight-lipped, his voice curter than it should be. “So, why didn’t you think of this before now?”
 
   “I dunno?” C.L. scratches his balding head. “‘Adn’t dawned on me yet, I guess.”
 
   “Oh my Gee!” Livinea’s eyes widen. She gathers up her skirts and barrels down the castle drive toward us, hollering back over her shoulder to the others. “They’re ’ere! They’re ‘ere! They’re back at last!” She stops and scoops me up into a spine-crushing hug. “I was never so wor-ried in all me life.” She spins me around, holding me so tight I can barely breathe, then drops me to my feet. “Thank goodness you’s all right! Oh, good Lord,” she gasps, and bolts back, her eyes traipsing the length of my dress. “What ‘ave you done?” She frowns.
 
   “I’m afraid it couldn’t be helped.” 
 
   Iris’s jaw drops when she sees me. She slows to a stop. I note the crush of disappointment in her eyes. Are those tears?
 
   I look down at my mud spackled mess of a dress, then back up.
 
   They’re right, what have I done?
 
   “What are we gonna do now?” Livinea turns to Iris. “We ‘aven’t another wedding dress.” 
 
   A pang of regret pinches my heart. I feel very small for having disappointed them. 
 
   “It’s all right,” I say, drawing the sides of the dress out. “This one will do just fine.” 
 
   Livinea and Iris exchange a pained look. 
 
   “It was all too perfect for me anyway,” I insist. “I rather like it this way.” They stare. “It feels more like me. A little unusual. A little defective.” I shift my bosoms in the dress and laugh. Livinea and Iris laugh with me.
 
   “Yuh’re sure?” Livinea crinkles her brows. “You don’t want to wait a day, ‘till we can get a nuver dress?”
 
   “Why would I want to do that, when I love this one?” I grin. “Besides, I don’t think we have a day to wait.” I glance back at Urlick, who meets my gaze with worried eyes. It’s true, I shouldn’t have gone out in the mud, and I shouldn’t have been fighting ghouls on my own. Especially the likes of Flossie. It’s just without that necklace, I could soon be gone. All of this will have been for naught. I look around at all the loving, worried, souls in my life. How they’ve touched me. How I’ve touched them.
 
   Livinea bats her baby blues. “Well, If yuh’re all right wiff it, I guess I am.” She links arms with Iris, who also nods. 
 
   “Well, then, let’s get on with it, shall we?” I flick my head toward the castle’s open door. The girls scurry away up the drive and I go to follow them, but Urlick pulls me back, curling me up in his arms. 
 
   His eyes are intense. His demeanour serious. I find it all a bit chilling.
 
   “You’re sure you still want to go through with this?” he gazes deep into my eyes. He holds me heartbeat close. 
 
   For a long moment, neither of us stirs. I study his face, the one I’ve come to love so deeply these past few months, then I break out into a grin. “Why, Urlick Winston William Harland Babbit—I mean, Winslow—are you trying to get out of marrying me over a bit of muck?” 
 
   He blushes. “No. No, of course not—”
 
   “Well then.” I haul up my sopping wet skirts, cock my chin and strut away from him. “I believe we have a ceremony to attend,” I say over my shoulder. 
 
   Urlick races to catch up with me, smiling all the way.
 
   “Good gracious,” I mutter on the edge of my breath. “Don’t tell me I’ll have to take on all those names.” 
 
   “I can probably deduct two or three for the mud,” he says.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Eyelet 
 
    
 
   LIVINEA STANDS ON THE steps of the castle, holding a bouquet of flowers. It’s clear by the look on her face, she can’t remember why. Though she’s just greeted me in the yard, her mind right as rain, the vacant cast to her gaze now tells me she’s lost the reason she’s done any of this. It’s slipped away, along with all the joy she just expressed—her mind now dampened with confusion. I wish I could stop this from happening to her, to secure her mind in the present and anchor it there for good. But there doesn’t seem to be a way. 
 
   I walk up the steps of the castle, hesitating in front of her at the top. “Are those for me?” I ask, pointing to the flowers in her hand.
 
   She stares down at the bouquet, then back up at me. A deep scowl furrows her brow. 
 
   “These,” I touch the bouquet, hoping to jolt her memory back. My fingers connect with the bright red poppies’ petals—the only flower that still grows in Brethren—then move onto the single stark-white calla lily that pokes up from the middle—obviously, store-bought, and a pleasant, dramatic surprise.
 
   Livinea peers down, then up, looking even more confused, like a lost child, her gaze looping between universes. I don’t know if she knows who she is, let alone who I am, never mind the flowers. I smile and try again. “You must have chosen it,” I guide her. “Selected it specially.”
 
   “What for?” 
 
   “For me, silly. For a special occasion, we’re about to attend.” I drop clues like breadcrumbs, hoping to lead her back and dispel her foggy expression. 
 
   She quirks her lip.
 
   “Do you know what I’m talking about Livinea? What’s happening today?” I coax. “That you weren’t supposed to tell me.”
 
   Her eyes grow round and wet. They dart, lost about my face.
 
   “Think about it.” I squeeze her free hand. “What special thing has Urlick planned to surprise me with?” 
 
   Her hand suddenly comes to life within mine, squeezing my fingers tight. Her pupils jump as her mind snaps back. “‘E’s gonna marry you,” she blurts. “I’m not supposed ta tell, but ‘e is. And I’m to get the flowers. I picked some, and then I bought one. A very special orchid—”
 
   “You mean lily.”
 
   She looks down, looking disappointed. “Now ‘ow did that get there?” 
 
   “It’s all right.” I pull her in for a quick hug. “It’s lovely. They’re all lovely. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
 
   I try to take the flowers from her, but she resists.
 
   “They are for me, aren’t they?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah, right.” She stuffs them toward me. “Happy New Year,” she shouts.
 
   “Well, she got it part right,” Urlick takes my arm from behind, linking our hands as he leads me through the open castle door. 
 
   “Which part is that?” I turn to him.
 
   “The part about being happy,” he says.
 
   I look back at Livinea following us in through the door, and a little corner of my heart breaks off. How fragile our existence is. “Let’s do hurry and get to the celebrations, before we lose her again.” I drag Urlick forward, my mucky skirts leaving a murky trail across the castle foyer floor. 
 
   “Oh, I don’t know if I call her lost . . . just a few occasions behind.” He grins and I swat him.
 
   When we reach the doors to the Grand Hall. Urlick jumps in front of me. “Hold up.” He spreads his palms to me, pressing his back against the doors. “I want to see your face when you walk in.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” He throws open the hall doors, and I gasp, shaky hands flying to my face. 
 
   “Oh, my goodness.” 
 
   “Do you like it?” Urlick asks.
 
   “Do I like it?” I dash inside, gawking around.” It’s incredible. It’s absolutely amazing!”
 
   The hall is decorated beyond imaginability. There are more flowers than I’ve ever seen in all of Brethren. Buckets of poppies sit spread about the room. White ribbons cascade down from the ceiling’s center like a Maypole, where they are tied into great billowy bows to the side walls. A carpet of poppies petals has been sprinkled over the floor, leading from the back of the room to the front, creating the perfect aisle for me to walk on to the altar.
 
   At the end of the aisle, a plump vicar stands, puff-cheeked and impatient. He flicks out his arm and checks his cronocuff, then stares up the aisle at us.
 
   This is really happening. I squeeze Urlick’s hands, working hard to slow down my pulse. I never dreamed I’d see the day that I received a proper wedding. The veins in my wrists strum wildly. I look around, my gaze taking in the scene again. “It’s all so beautiful. So, so beautiful.”
 
   “Yes, it is.” the Vicar snorts. “Now, shall we get married?” 
 
   Urlick and I share a clasped-handed grin.
 
   “Ready?” He takes me by the waist and swings me around until we’re standing, chests pressed, face-to-face. He lowers his eyes and stares into mine. “I hope it’s enough. There wasn’t much time.”
 
   “Nonsense. It’s far more than that. It’s absolutely enchanting.” I reach up, cupping his face in my hands. His warm skin is an instant aphrodisiac. I long to kiss his lips.
 
   “So, you aren’t the least bit troubled by the fact I’ve laid eyes on the bride before the ceremony.”
 
   “Why would I care about that?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know”—he shrugs—“superstition.”
 
   “Urlick Babbit.” I give him a warm smile. “Don’t tell me you’ve conceded to the powers of magical thinking.” 
 
   “No. Of course not.” He leans back slightly. “It’s just—” 
 
   “Admit it.” I pull him back to me, my breast brushing up against his. “I’ve got to you, haven’t I?” I raise inquisitive brows.
 
   “Is there a chance we could get on with these proceedings before first twilight,” the Vicar’s voice barks from the front.
 
   Urlick’s head twists his way, then back to me. “You’re not the least bit worried about any of this affecting our future?” 
 
   “You ask this of a woman who just attempted to wrangle a spirit in her wedding dress?”
 
   Urlick laughs. 
 
   “Besides, nothing about us has proven the least bit conventional so far. I think I’d be more worried if things had gone to plan.” 
 
   “You have a point there.” 
 
   “Very well then.” I turn, raising our clasped hands in the air. “Shall we?” 
 
   He returns my smile, then pulls me around once more to kiss me lightly on the mouth, lingering there just long enough to tease me with his irresistible peppermint scent.
 
   “I believe the kiss is at the end of the ceremony?” The Vicar taps an impatient toe.
 
   Urlick and I share one last glance, then he strides toward the altar while I pause to gather up my flowers. I watch his lissom movements, remembering the first time he crossed the floor in his kitchen to make me tea. I think I fell in love with him that very moment, but I was too stubborn to acknowledge it. 
 
   I’m so glad he wore me down. 
 
   “Any second thoughts about becoming my Queen?” he shouts over his back. 
 
   “I’ve not had a second thought since the moment I met you,” I holler, smiling.
 
   “How endearing!” the Vicar calls out. “Now if you’d please?” He indicates that Urlick should take his place next to him.
 
   Urlick hurries over and skids into position, rocking back on his heels from the momentum. 
 
   Every piece of my body yearns for him. 
 
   Urlick turns to the side, looks my way, and blushes. He draws in a deep breath, and lets it out again, joy surfacing in his eyes. 
 
   I want to memorize that look forever.
 
   A queasy flutter rises from my stomach to my throat. My knees wobble slightly. Nerves. It’s just nerves. I shift my stance. 
 
   C.L. appears from the back of the hearth. He takes his place to the left of Urlick as my unconventional maid of honour. Iris steps out from behind a screen propped up in the corner. She’s dressed in a seed-pearl-coated, two-piece walking suit with fabulous brocade lapels. A matching sideways hat sits on her head, and her frizzy hair is smoothed down with oil and tied in a proper twist off to the side of her head. The twist is secured in place with a piece of fresh garland of poppies. 
 
   I gasp, and sink back. Iris has never looked like this before. So sleek. So stylish. So sophisticated. 
 
   Tears warm my eyes as she flanks Urlick’s other side. She’s the perfect choice of best man.
 
   Livinea and Masheck step in at Iris’s back. He’s dressed in his dapper mucky vest and pants. His muscled arms are streaked in muck as well. He’s added a tidy clean ascot and white cuffs to his wrists to complete the look.
 
   Livinea is wearing an almond-coloured Morie walking suit with ruched ruffled bottom. Her ruffled sleeves are trimmed in a triple layer of lace and held in place by a bridesmaid’s sprig of flowers. On her head she wears a hat two-times the size of Iris’s. Of course, its brim is also topped in fresh flowers. Her hair is spun and tucked up neatly below it. She looks absolutely amazing. C.L.’s eyes nearly pop from his head when he sees Livinea. She could wear a potato sack and look amazing, but she’s especially gorgeous just now.
 
   We all are. Our little band of misfits. My gaze rolls over the others—Martin, Sadar, Wanda—who are smiling and waving from their chairs. Parthena takes her place on a chair behind me and rests her hands on the strings of a steamharp. With her feet, she pumps the vessel full of life. It whistles with an all too familiar steam-squelched squeal. Then, as she strums, music chugs from its copper pipes. 
 
   Jesu, by Bach.
 
   “Is there anyone to walk the bride up the isle?” the Vicar calls above the music, dashing the spell of the moment.
 
   A hollow throb pumps in my throat, and regret turns me cold. My father’s image haunts me: him, smiling and proud—our last moment together in the kitchen. 
 
   I part my lips, about to answer no when a jittery voice calls out behind me.
 
   “That would be me.” 
 
   I whirl around, and through the dim light of the hall, I see her, rising up out of a chair. Not my mother, as my heart had first thought, but a perfect replacement. 
 
   “Matriarch Burgess?” I draw in a shocked breath. “What are you doing up?”
 
   She shakily takes to her feet. “Did you really think I’d miss this for a bit of extra shuteye?” She shuffles toward me, smiling, and threads her arm through mine. “Now, I’m not sure who will be holding up whom on this journey, but let’s give it a go, shall we?” She nods toward Parthena and we start up the aisle, stepping in time to the music. “Besides,” she whispers, “I had to be here. I was dying to see how you’d look in my dress.” 
 
   “Your what?” I gasp and falter, horrified at the thought of what I’ve done to her gown. I glance down at its muck-spackled appearance.
 
   “I must say,” the Matriarch says with a smirk, “I like what you’ve done with it.”
 
   I blush.
 
   “Though, if it were me, I’d have gone with a veil.” She clutches my arm tighter as we walk, wobbling slightly.
 
   Parthena strums as we make our way all the way to the front, flower petals crushing underfoot. I can’t help but smile at Urlick. Joy pulses through every vein in my body, brimming over the top. There is no better feeling in the world.
 
   We reach the altar, and the Matriarch turns, leans in, and kisses me softly on the cheek. “May a lifetime of health, happiness, and above all love be yours, my dear, now and forever, from this day forward.” She delivers a great grin to Urlick. 
 
   I bend my head and kiss her on the cheek. “Thank you,” I say, overwrought with emotion, my voice shaky. “Thank you for everything.”
 
   “May you see more happiness in that dress that I ever did.” She winks and hugs me tightly—a brittle, slow, determined hug. When she releases me, she teeters backward. “Oh, my.” 
 
   I catch her by the elbow. “What is it? Are you all right?”
 
   Urlick latches onto her, to hep steady her. 
 
   The Matriarch’s eyes look distant, more distant than their usual blinded haze.
 
   “Just a little too much excitement, I’m guessing.” She pulls a hankie from her sleeve and dabs her brow. “I really shouldn’t be up this late at my age. Best find my way to bed.” She trembles. “Will you excuse me?”
 
   “Yes, of course.” I worriedly let go of her arm.
 
   “Cromwell,” she shouts. Her personal assistant appears from the hallway and takes her by the arm, helping to support her as she totters from the room.
 
   She pauses in the doorway before leaving, turning her head back toward us. “Promise me you’ll have the grandest wedding possible in my absence, darling?” 
 
   “The grandest.” I assure her.
 
   “And save me some cake,” she smiles and blows me a kiss. “I do love cake.” At that she drifts away and I’m swept by a strong feeling of despair. 
 
   Urlick takes my hands. I take in a big breath and turn back to face him. There he is, the man who is to be my future husband. I stare adoringly into his baby pink eyes. 
 
   Everything is right with the world.
 
   Everything is perfect.
 
   We thread our fingers, and the ceremony begins. The Vicar delivers the psalms and blesses our bond, requesting upon the heavens to keep us safe on our journey of love together.
 
   As I stare into Urlick’s eyes, the Vicar’s voice fades away. It’s as if nothing else in the world exists, or has ever existed. 
 
   Nothing outside of Urlick and me. 
 
   “I take thee, Eyelet Elsworth, to be my one and only, forsaking all others, ‘till death do us part.”
 
   Iris snuffles.
 
   Urlick reaches out to slide the ring onto my hand. I glance down, and gasp in shock.
 
   The crowd giggles, and then again at my expression as I turn toward them.
 
   “I told you she’d like it,” Livinea whispers, smiling.
 
   “And you?” The Vicar turns to me. 
 
   I turn to C.L., who passes me Urlick’s ring with his toes. It is a simple band, I had Martin make quickly, cast from a silver spoon, which I’m feeling completely terrible about now. 
 
   “I take thee, Urlick Winston William Harland Babbit-Winslow”—I catch my breath and the crowd giggles again— “to be my one and only, forsaking all others, ‘till death do us part, and beyond.”
 
   I slide the simple ring over his finger and Urlick smiles. “When did you do this?”
 
   “I had Martin do it while I got dressed.”
 
   “It’s wonderful,” he says.
 
   “By the powers vested in me, by the states of the Commonwealth,” the Vicar says, raising his arms along with his voice, “I now pronounce you Ruler and Queen. Brethren’s newest and finest.” He drops his head and crosses his heart. “Long may you reign!” His head snaps up. “You may now kiss your bride.” 
 
   “Oh.” Urlick breaks out of his daze.
 
   Before he can turn, I dart toward him, clutch his face in my hands, and dip him over backward, kissing him long and hard.
 
   “Oh, my word,” the Vicar gasps. “This is very unorthodox.”
 
   “Yes, yes it is!” Livinea claps. 
 
   The rest of the crowd cheers and jumps to their feet, clapping.
 
   When at last we come up for air, the Vicar is still clutching his heart. He crosses his chest again, his jowls wobbling. “Very, very unorthodox.” 
 
   Livinea throws her bouquet up in the air and shouts. “Happy New Year!” 
 
    “It certainly is, Livinea,” Urlick laughs. He scoops me up into his arms and carries me out of the hall.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty 
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   I SLIDE ON MY JACKBOOTS, swing on an overcoat, and tiptoe from our bedroom chambers, leaving Eyelet asleep in our bed. 
 
   I trundle lightly down the stairs, then stride the length of the basement hall. My boots land sharp against the stone floor. I worry that the echo may wake everyone, but I need to check the gauges now the storm has ended. 
 
   I make my way over to the barometers—much more complicated than the ones in the Compound—and hover over them. Every needle registers steadily within the normal range. All appears to be well. Which is strange... I should be thankful, I know, but still.
 
   Nothing even close to five parts per million. Yet yesterday, they soared well into the fifties by the end of the day. 
 
   I tap the gauges just to be sure. The readings don’t spike or change. There’s not even a sign of lingering contamination. I knock through the side door and step out into the courtyard. It’s relatively calm outside, just a gentle breeze. The raging storm of last evening seems to have ended just as abruptly as it came on. The ceaseless winds that woke me from my sleep have ended. That’s twice now the winds have whipped up and become unbearable. Something unheard of in Brethren. 
 
   I waft in a handful of Brethren’s famous, trolling brume, taking it deep into my lungs. No trace of Vapours. No hint of copper. No bitter arsenic aftertaste. No toxic bite to the tongue. How could it have registered so high last evening after the ceremony and suddenly just be gone?
 
   Brethren’s purification generators must be back up and running, though I’ve not yet sent anyone to do that repair. Regardless, they have somehow managed to successfully cleanse away what little trace of the Vapours had seeped into the city past their overwhelmed and faltering purification booms. 
 
   Commonality appears to have been restored to the morning mist. Nothing seems out of place. The mere thought of that has me shuddering. 
 
   What strange unexplained force is at work here? 
 
   I head to the stables, grab Clementine, and ride to out to the ridge again. Trotting slowly past the mills, I check the equipment. Two Booms hang in tatters, sitting still eerily silent. The arms of three windmills are bent. Others are cracked, their rubber filters falling off. They’ll need attention immediately. 
 
   Weren’t these all just repaired?
 
   Past the trees, beyond Gears, into the forest, all appears calm and serene. 
 
   Nothing is ever this quiet after the rise of Vapours. Not so soon afterward, anyway. An unsettling feeling stirs in the pit of my stomach. Something is not right here. 
 
   None of this is normal. 
 
   Not the rise of the winds. Not the presences of Vapours. Not the ghouls getting in.
 
   Clementine paces and chews her bit.
 
   “Isn’t that right, ole girl?” I say.
 
   She whinnies, but there’s fear in her nostrils. She snorts, trying to clear it out.
 
   If things were progressing true to form, there’ll only be a small reprieve before the onslaught of the real Vapour storm. 
 
   But since nothing seems to be progressing as normal, I’ve no idea what to expect next. Only that Eyelet and I better go after the necklace and get back here fast before the rise of the next storm. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   I THROW BACK THE DOORS to the castle in time to see Eyelet coming down the stairs dressed in a dazzling, emerald velvet jacket and smooth, chocolate leather riding pants with matching boots. Apparently, she’s decided to forego her usual short skirt with flouncing side draperies—a sensible choice for this journey. A tan, leather, corset completes her ensemble, accentuating her hourglass middle, and pushing her chest up and nearly out of the sheer, ruffled chemise. The image starts my heart. Among other things. 
 
   Even dressed as a boy, she’s a vision.
 
   C.L., Livinea, Martin and all the rest are quick to form a semi-circle at the bottom of the stairs, each preparing to bid their goodbyes. Iris, pushes a tear one side, as Wanda’s bottom lip quivers.
 
   “Well, I guess this is it,” Eyelet quips, pulling her riding gloves nervously through her hands. She adjusts the green velvet top hat on her head slightly forward. Her caramel eyes sparkle out beneath the brim. She leans forward, crushing Martin to her chest, the first in line. “Goodbye, my sweet.” 
 
   I’m instantly stung by jealousy. I don’t know why—I mean, it is just Martin after all—but any rate, the feeling is overwhelming.
 
   “Goodbye, dear.” Martin hugs her back. “And congratulations, again.” He pulls away, looking teary. “I’ve never been happier for anyone.” He dabs tears from his weathered cheeks. “Do be careful, will you?” He sniffs.
 
   “Of course.” She hugs him tight again. She’s trying not to show it, but I can tell by the way she’s biting her lip, she’s apprehensive about the journey we’re about to take. And well she should be. I look back through the open door of the castle—at the calm before the expected storm. 
 
   I decide it’s best to keep my morbid prediction to myself. I don’t want to spoil the moment. Besides, it’s quite possible I’m wrong.
 
   She moves on down the line. “Sadar?” She opens her arms to him and he falls into them, hugging her hard. “Goodbye,” he sniffs. 
 
   “Not goodbye. We’ll see you soon.” She kisses the top of his balding head. “We’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
   Eyelet embraces a sniffing Wanda next. “Oh, not you too.” She wraps her arms around her tight, as she sobs. “It’s all right. I promise.” She pats her on the back, trying to convince her, as well as herself I can tell by the squeak in her voice. 
 
   A knot catches in my throat. She moves onto C.L., and I cannot speak. Emotion clutches us both.
 
   “Goodbye, C.L.” Eyelet’s voice fogs over. C.L. melts against her, struggling to draw in air through his staggered sobs. “Look after the women while we’re gone, you and Masheck, will you please?” She pats his back.
 
   “Always, mum.” C.L.’s soggy voice shudders. Livinea rubs his back.
 
   “Oh, Iris.” Eyelet turns, gulping back tears as Iris floods into her arms, a sobbing, lip quivering mess. “You be good now.” She rubs Iris’s back. “No funny business while I’m gone, you hear? Don’t want to come home to find anyone missing an eye or a limb, now do we?” Eyelet smiles at her as Iris pulls back, wiping her nose. “Save it for when I get back, and we’ll get up to it together.” Iris nods. Her misty expression lifts. 
 
   Livinea flicks out a hankie and bursts into a hearty wail, then steps up for her hug. “Yuh be good, miss.” She pats Eyelet’s back.
 
   “I will,” Eyelet assures her.
 
   “Just get that necklace and come right back.”
 
   “I swear.” Eyelet breaks away, crossing her heart. “Not to wor-rie.” Livinea smiles.
 
   “Masheck.” She nods to him next, hesitant to throw out her arms. Masheck’s eyes fall to his boots, then he moves in quick, giving her a brief, stiff hug. “Take care of yourself,” he whispers in her ear. “And him.” His eyes float up to me from over her shoulder. “He’s been known to get into some trouble.” Eyelet laughs as she pulls away.
 
   I step up to pat Masheck on the back, his face dirty, his hair strewn with cobwebs. “What’s this?” I pluck a spider from his head before leaning in. 
 
   “Oh, that.” He knocks it away. “Just doing a bit of exploring.” He nervously smiles. “I’ll tell you all about it later. When there’s more time.” 
 
   I narrow my gaze at him wondering what’s up, but there’s no time to go into detail. If he’s not telling me something, it’s likely for my own good. As long as I’ve known Masheck, his intentions have been nothing but honourable.
 
   “We’ll catch up when I get back, then?” I pat his shoulder, catching his gaze hard. 
 
   “Yes, sir.” He nods, and looks away. 
 
   He’s likely just found something that needed fixing and took it upon himself to complete it, I steady my mind. “Oh, and Masheck,” I turn. “A couple of the windmills and booms out there are in bad shape. Can I count on you and C.L. to see to that?” 
 
   “Not a problem.” 
 
   “Well, if that’s everyone.” Eyelet looks to me, running nervous hands down the front of her riding pants. “No, wait. Where’s the Matriarch?” She looks around. “We can’t leave without saying goodbye to her.”
 
   Iris and Livinea drop their gazes to the ground. 
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter?”
 
   C.L. steps up. “I’m afraid she’s left us, mum.”
 
   “Left us?”
 
   “In the night. Gone ‘ome, so to speak.” He looks down then up. Up at the sky.
 
    “Oh,” Eyelet lowers her wobbling chin.
 
   “Passed on in her sleep. Peacefully.” 
 
   “Well, thank God for that, I guess,” she sniffs. 
 
   I move in, wrapping my arms about her waist, giving her a shoulder to cry into, comforting her until her sobbing passes. “Are you sure you want to do this?” I raise her chin. “You don’t have to, you know. You could stay here with the rest.” 
 
   “We’ve been through this.” She snuffs.
 
   “I know, but—”
 
   “Nonsense.” Tenacity sparks in her eyes. “Wherever you go, I go, remember?”
 
   “But what if we get out there and—” I bite my lip. “Well…I’d never forgive myself.”
 
    She reaches up, cupping my ghostly face in her hands. “Listen to me, Urlick Babbit-Winslow.” Her eyes dart over mine. “Should something happen to me out in the forest and I draw my last breath, I will have died the happiest woman in all the Commonwealth.” Her lips move against mine. Her breath is hot and sweet. She ignites the light in my body that only Eyelet can—a true and endless flame. 
 
   “Besides, I have unfinished business with Flossie to attend to.” She vaults to her toes, kisses me lightly, then breaks away, leaving me breathless and craving.
 
   “Now…I believe we have a necklace to retrieve.”
 
   She turns heel and marches away, every ounce the warrior, tossing a cheeky-grinned glance back over her shoulder—determined and stubborn, yet sweetly sassy—qualities of hers that both vex and entice me. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Eyelet 
 
    
 
   “THERE’S ONE MORE THING!” Sadar toddles after us. I whirl around, gravel churning beneath my boots. He’s grinning, wildly. All the rest of them are grinning wildly, too. What is this? What’s the matter with them? 
 
   “What is it?” I retreat, smiling myself. 
 
   Sadar shuffles past me, motioning for Urlick and I to stop where we stand. Martin joins him. The others all following.
 
   What is all this?
 
   “You mustn’t leave without your special surprise.” Sadar smiles with his eyes. He and Martin tuck in behind the stable, and I’m half expecting to see Clementine emerge, all decked out in new gear, but instead we’re informed to close our eyes. “Tight,” Martin says. 
 
   “And no peekin’” C.L. adds. The three jostle behind a thicket of bushes just off the drive.
 
   I turn to Urlick.  “What on earth?” 
 
   “You heard the man.” Urlick smiles. 
 
   A last bit of joy before a harrowing trip, I’m so glad they’ve planned this. 
 
   “Are they shut?” Martin calls from behind the hedge. 
 
   Livinea swings around to check. “All set!” She calls in a giddy voice. Though my eyes are closed, I feel the presence of her and Iris giggling next to me. 
 
   “Do you know about this?” I say to Urlick, without looking.
 
   “No. Did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The girls giggle beside us again, like they’ve managed to pull off some major caper, and in fact, I believe they have. 
 
   There’s a bustling of bodies and a shuffle of feet, and a load more giggles, before at last, “Ready?” all three of them shout.
 
   “Ready!” Urlick and I call back together. Urlick reaches over, taking my hand. 
 
   There’s a distinct creak of wheels, a familiar click, click, click as something is swept toward us up the drive and brought to a stone-crunching halt in front of us. 
 
   “You can look now,” Sadar and Martin say simultaneously, a tinge of excitement in their voices. Livinea claps her hands.
 
   I open my eyes and tears spring. “Oh, my goodness.” I clamp a hand over my mouth. “I can’t believe it.” My gaze grows burrier as I stare. The most magnificent creature stands before us made of iron and wood, instead of bone like before, with a metal-pounded bucket for a head instead of a bleached bird’s skull. But, otherwise it is a dead ringer—an exact replica—of Bertie. 
 
   Urlick gasps. His adam’s apple bobbing the length of his throat, and I can tell he’s fighting back tears, himself.
 
   “He hasn’t the elegance of the original, I’m afraid,” Martin says. “But he’s a close likeness, don’t you think?” 
 
   “You like ‘im?” Livinea asks, crowding in.
 
   “Like him? He’s wonderful.” My voice cracks. 
 
   “We got to work on him as soon as we heard the news,” Martin adds. “We thought it’d be best you venture back out into those wood on something like this, versus Clementine with those bulky wings. That way Clementine could stay behind, in case we needed some way to come and find you.” 
 
   “We stayed up ‘alf the nights, cobblin’ this beauty together,” C.L. adds. 
 
   “So you two did this?” I look to C.L. and he blushes.
 
   “Yeah,” he says. “Though I only did the base work, but Martin’s responsible for all the juicy bits.” C.L. pats him with a foot. “‘E’s quite the scientific masterminded, ‘e is.”
 
   “Really?” I acknowledge Martin, and smiles blooms everywhere.
 
   “He’s fabulous,” Urlick says, bolting forward to inspect it.
 
   I lunge too, running my hands over the cycle’s, sleek, sanded wooden body and pebbled iron neck, and pat the cycle on its pounded-metal bucket head. I lean over to peer at the sweet expression on its face. “Are those Bertie’s?” I say, in disbelief, touching the singed rims of the creature’s lamplight eyes. “They are, aren’t they?” 
 
   “Yes, mum.” C.L. smiles. “And he’s got the same fat balloon tires and metal ‘andlebars with rubber grips that Bertie ‘ad, too. I made sure of it,” C.L. says. “Did me best to recapture ‘is spirit.”
 
   I straighten, steering away a tear. “Well, he couldn’t be any more special. If only Cordelia was here to see this.” I swallow the thought down and swoop to embrace the cycle, but it doesn’t make a sound. No chortling or gasping or sighing. Nothing. It may look like Bertie, but it doesn’t breathe like he did. 
 
   I’m suddenly overwhelmed by a tug of sadness. I suppose there was no capturing his spirit completely.
 
   “I fashioned the wings after Clementine’s.” Martin’s voice breaks the moment. “Only, I used collapsible wooden flexors instead of steel ones to help the wings retract more easily. I hope they hold up as well. I did fasten them together with iron hinges for strength, so that should help.” He looks to Urlick for approval.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be fine.” Urlick pats his back. He rounds the cycle and clicks the button on the iron handlebars. A pair of great wings unfold neatly from the fat back fender on the cycle’s rear tire. They shoot out and forward, spanning almost two metres each on either side, allowing much more space for the rider’s legs. 
 
   “A considerable improvement on my original design.” he smiles. 
 
   Martin rubs a shy toe in the dirt. “We draped the frames in bumbershoot material, to replace Clementine’s steel feathers with flesh. I thought it gave ‘im a more bat-like appearance, like the original. He should be a might lighter to fly, too.” 
 
   “Excellent choice.” Urlick nods.
 
   “So it does fly, then?” I raise a wary brow at Urlick. 
 
   Urlick’s head shoots around. 
 
   “Beg your pardon, miss?” Martin looks confused.
 
   “Just checking,” I toss a cheeky smile Urlick’s way.
 
   He scowls and strides toward the cycle, eager to get at the controls. 
 
   “I took the liberty of filling the canisters up with hydrogen, sir.” C.L. dawdles after him. “And secured two others in your pack.”
 
   “Canisters?” 
 
   “Yes, sir. He’s equipped with two. One on this side. One on the other.” He shows him. “More power that way. Much more than Bertie ever ha—” He stops himself, realizing the insult. 
 
    “How clever,” I sweep in, patting C.L.’s shoulder, smirking at a simmering Urlick. 
 
   “Martin, you best show ‘im the extras,” C.L. motions.
 
   “Oh, yes.” Martin scoots up. “I’ve added a few gadgets I thought might come in handy.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “He’s voice operated,” Martin beams, running a proud hand over the front fender.
 
   “He’s what?”“ Urlick looks astonished.
 
   “Meaning, in a pinch, he’ll come to his name. All you need to do is take a few minutes to train the Nogard to recognize your voice patterns.”
 
   Urlick scowls.
 
    “His internal voice recognition activator,” Martin explains. “Once it’s set, he’ll respond to the unique sound vibrations of his trainer’s voice.”
 
   “Sort of like Simon and Edger did—my father’s birds. They were trained to know only Father and me, by the sound of voices.”
 
   “Exactly.” Martin nods. “Oh, and his wings are equipped with special filtration devices that clean the air for you to breathe as you fly. That way you don’t have to worry about usin’ up all the oxygen in the gasmasks while in the air. But it only works when flying, not on the ground.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that brilliant,” I say. Urlick frowns. “Well, it is.”
 
   He inspects the upper side of the wings.
 
   “I added purifiers to the struts,” Martin explains, seeing Urlick’s curious expression. “The air travelling through them spins the fans.”
 
   “Is there anything else?” Urlick raises a jealous eyebrow.
 
   “Just one thing.” Martin clicks a lever on the handlebars. “He can fly backwards, as well as forward.” 
 
   Urlick’s brows crinkle. “What for?”
 
    “No reason. Just thought it made him more genuinely bat-like.”
 
   “I see.” Urlick smirks back at me, then tugs at the points of his waistcoat. “I take it, otherwise he operates the same?”
 
   “Yes, sir. ‘E is Bertie’s clone to a ‘T’,” C.L. says.
 
   “Then we shall call him Bertie Junior,” I declare, patting his head. “Bertie J. for short.”
 
   “That’s wonderful.” C.L. puff out his chest. He’s about to burst with pride, I can tell, so is Martin. They’ve given us a great gift, they truly have.
 
   Urlick gestures for me to board the cycle. We’re running out of time. The winds pick up at our backs, sneaking through the trees, rustling the leaves and creeping up the drive toward us, reminding us of our need to get on with things. I mount the cycle as Urlick busily fastens our packs full of weaponry and supplies, to the fancy iron grappling hooks affixed to the cycle’s back fenders. I climb settle onto my seat as Urlick plops down in front of me, rising up again to jumpstart the bike. The motor sputters to life, more noisily than Bertie’s ever did, but at least it’s working.
 
   “I’ll fix that when you come back,” Martin shouts over the clatter.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Urlick pulls back on the throttle. “It’s wonderful!” 
 
   “Are you sure we shouldn’t be comin’ with yous, sir?” Masheck shouts over the engine, jogging along besides us as we pull slowly away. “We could travel aboard Clementine, after a day to fix ‘er wings.” 
 
   “No need,” Urlick shouts back over his shoulder, clicking the cycle into second gear. “I need you here to look after things. If winds get worse get the townspeople into shelters, will you?” 
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Oh, and Masheck…” Urlick steers the cycle around, looping Masheck in a slow tight turn. “If Eyelet and I are not back in three days, come looking for us.” 
 
   Looking for us? The intensity in Urlick’s eyes is unnerving. Why did he say that? What does he know that I don’t?
 
    
 
   “Will do, sir.” Masheck nods, and we’re away, motor buzzing, engine rattling, bumping along out of the drive—my heart lodged in my throat.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   THE CYCLE HANDLES WONDERFULLY, thank goodness, considering it’s only just been assembled over the past few days. We ride along in silence, Urlick pedaling, my arms wrapped tightly around his middle, the purified air threading wildly through our hair. 
 
   Criminals’ teeth chatter in the not so distant trees. I wish Martin had added some sort of contraption to the cycle to reduce the chance of being ambushed by them. 
 
   We could fly, but it’s too risky, considering it’s Flossie and her merry band of worshipers number-one mode of transportation. No use giving them the opportunity to spot us straight away. Urlick and I had decided to reserve flying for the most treacherous parts of the journey. 
 
   I look down at the ring glinting on my finger, my hand firmly clasped to Urlick’s frock. So much joy, and so little time to enjoy it. We’ll make the better of that when we return, I vow silently, in an effort to slow the ever-increasing pace of my nervous heart.
 
   I turn and catch sight of two flashing red beams of light in the bushes.
 
   “Urlick!” I pull on his sleeve and point to the right. 
 
   Urlick swerves, avoiding the area altogether. I feel a slight pang of relief, until another pod shows itself on the right. “The woods are crawling with them.”
 
   “It’ll be all right.” Urlick zooms on ahead, forcing the cycle through a thicket of saplings. We bump and skid, slide off a stump, and fishtail slightly before regaining our balance. 
 
   My stomach clenches as another band of red lights illuminates in front of us. 
 
   Urlick spins the cycle around and heads in the opposite direction.
 
   “They seem to be tracking us,” he shouts over his shoulder. “Like they know our direction before I know it.”
 
   Something glints, flickering off the bark of the trees as we sail past. Urlick’s head cranks around. “It’s your ring,” he shouts. “It’s drawing them to us.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   I look down, seeing the diamonds flashing in the sprays of dim light that seep in through the treetops. Quickly, I turn it around on my hand, but it’s not enough. The gold is flashing in the light, too.
 
   “Get rid of it!” Urlick shouts.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get rid of it!”
 
   Criminals close in on the right and the left.
 
   “I’ll get you another! Just throw it away!”
 
   “But I can’t!”
 
   “You must!”
 
   Criminals have surrounded us on either side now, their chattering teeth louder than the sound of the engine. I look back to see a group behind us, and a group forming ahead. 
 
   “Now, Eyelet! Do it!”
 
   Reluctantly, I pull it from my finger, take a long look to etch its beauty in my memory, then throw back my arm and toss it away. It arcs through the forest end over end, shimmering in the light.
 
   The criminals spring after it, drawn to it like vultures.
 
   I cannot bear to watch, so I look away, hearing the light ping as it lands, followed by chattering teeth and shouts as the criminals pounce on it. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Urlick’s breath is jagged. “So sorry.” He glances at me through sorrow-filled eyes and nearly loses control of the cycle.
 
   “It’s all right.” I bury my head in his back to hide my disappointment, tears leaking from my eyes. 
 
   Another hungry band of criminals appear in front of us, yellow teeth bared.
 
   “Hold on.” Urlick rises abruptly onto the pedals. “We’re going to have to fly. We’ve no choice.”
 
   “But Flossie—”
 
   “We have to risk it. You’re right. They’re everywhere.”
 
   Before I can say another word, he’s deployed the wings. They flap wildly, striking the ground, and then nicking a tree. 
 
   “We can’t!” I shout. “We need a clearing or we’ll damage the wings!”
 
   “We haven’t got a clearing,” Urlick shouts. “Nor time to find one. It’s a chance we’re going to have to take, or be eaten.” 
 
   “But the wings—” 
 
   “Stand up when I hit this bump.”
 
   He pedals faster toward a rock. Shadowy figures linger beyond it. 
 
   Urlick lurches up on the handlebars as I rise to my feet. “Come on, come on!” he coaxes Bertie J. We launch from the rock—and fly only a few feet. 
 
   “Throw off a pack.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get rid of one the packs. We need less weight, now!”
 
   “But the weapons—”
 
   “Do as I say, please, Eyelet!”
 
   He angles the cycle at another small hill.
 
   Criminals light the path ahead of it, gnashing their teeth.
 
   I choose the pack I feel is the least useful, quickly untie it, and toss it over. My stomach sinks as I let go of the strapping.
 
   Bertie J. lurches upward and his tires leave the ground, but only slightly—not enough to be airborne.
 
   “Ditch the other!” Urlick shouts.
 
   “No! We can’t. Have you lost your mind?”
 
   “Do it. Or we both will!” Urlick hollers over his shoulder, his face ashen. His eyes are two beams of worried pink light.
 
   I tear open the rope holding the closure, and quickly pluck out its contents one by one, holding back the lighter of the weapons and the gasmasks, praying what I’ve discarded will lighten the load enough.
 
   Bertie J. bumps and flaps and takes to the air, only to come crashing down again. 
 
   “All of it. Quickly!” Urlick shouts.
 
   I throw aside the miniature rapid-fire cannonball-launcher, the last of our most powerful artillery, holding back the Urlick’s snub-nosed, cannonball steamrifle, and his secret pouch of ammo, and a few other smaller things.
 
   We jerk up into the air, hovering for one harrowing moment, before at last catching a current. 
 
   Bertie J.’s right wing catches in the trees as we ascend, and we lurch back down for a heart-gulping second before catching the air current and rising again.
 
   I shudder, glancing down between the trees at the infestation of criminals converging on the place where our tires just left, their angry faces turned upwards. Then they turn on one another. The sounds of gnashing teeth, and the tearing of flesh and breaking of bone, rivet up my spine. I pull close to Urlick on my seat and lay my face to his back.
 
   Urlick forces Bertie J. into a soaring right curl, and we lift up, up, up… beyond the treetops, under guise of cloud cover. Bertie’s tattered wings flap noisily. 
 
   All we have left to confront Flossie with is a small, steam-powered crossbow, three poison-tipped arrows, eight cherry burst bombs, and Urlick’s snub-nosed, cannonball steamrifle—thank God I spared that— and a few cannonballs. There’s also the blade I stuffed down the side of my boot, and the ladies’ flame-throwing pistol I’d tucked into the purse on my hip, but still, it’s not much to overcome her and her merry band of idiots.
 
   Though I suppose it could be worse. 
 
   Urlick is shaking—he never shakes. His entire body gyrates hard, as though he’s having an episode. The cycle shudders beneath him, and my heart along with it. It pounds, a violent drum in my ears. 
 
   “That was close.” Urlick at last breathes. “Blasted close.” He looks back at me. “Too bloody, blasted close.” 
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   We have to land not long after, partly because of Bertie J.’s damaged wing, and partly because we’re both trembling so badly that Urlick’s struggling to control the cycle in the air. A high-pitched squeal comes from the cycle—the sound of a sticky flywheel. 
 
   “We best solve that wing issue while we can,” Urlick says, surveying the ground beneath us.
 
   We haven’t seen signs of criminals for several leagues now, thankfully. As much as I don’t want to land, I don’t want to crash-land either. We’ll be trapped out here, with no Bertie J. to fly back on. What then? 
 
   “Agreed.” I nod and bury my face again in his jacket, drinking in its familiar worldly scents. Rosewood and cinnamon, with a slight hint of peppermint. I reach into his pocket and find a stash of it. 
 
   “Wouldn’t be a journey without tea.” 
 
   We share a brief smile. 
 
   He spots a clearing up ahead and tips Bertie J.’s wings this way and that, trying to counter the force of the air currents against the damaged one. By the time we land, there isn’t much left of the outer umbrella skin. We bounce to a bumpy stop.
 
   “What now?” I say.
 
   “I don’t know.” He deploys the button on the handlebar to retract the wings. They fold back into the fender flawlessly, accordion-like—all but the tip of the torn one. “We’re gonna need to replace the end of that before we try to fly again.”
 
   “With what?” My voice shakes. I look around at the trees and the rolling mist. It’s not like we can find much out here.
 
   “Canvas. Cloth. A bumbershoot. Anything.” Urlick’s head swings in time with mine, searching. His eyes tell me he’s come up with nothing as well. 
 
   He tugs the remaining weapons from the single pack left on the grappling hook and considers the material of the pack. 
 
   “Not big enough,” I say. “Besides, we need it to house things.” I stuff the weapons back in and look down at my attire, wishing I’d worn skirts. The jacket and riding pants I wear offer no extra material.
 
   I gaze around at the forest ahead of us. Through the fog, a sweltering pond, gurgles. Bubbles rise up from its oily surface. The earth around it fumes. 
 
   “Look!” I say. “Fumaroles in the forest floor. We’ve seen this before, haven’t we?” I smile wide at Urlick. “At the base of—”
 
   “Embers,” he fills in my words. 
 
   The dumping pit at the side of the ravine, we stumbled across on our way to Brethren. Embers great black breath belches up through not so distant trees.
 
   “That’s it. We’ll find something there.” Urlick drops back down on the cycle. 
 
   He pushes on, pedaling slowly, delicately weaving Bertie J. around blistering ponds, charred crevices, and the remains of three or four melted trees. The canopy overhead grows thinner and thinner as all the trees are charred.
 
   We pull up next to a rock, out in the open. Most of the landscape around us is dead. I realize then, we can’t be far from where we blew a tire on our way to Brethren the firest time. Only now we’re coming up on the opposite side of the worksite.
 
   “Wait, Urlick. We won’t have anywhere to hide.” Fear trickles up from the back of my mouth. “We’re coming straight in on the worksite.” I point through the parting curtain of clouds around us, as we dart through the remaining burned out trees.
 
   “Blast!” Urlick swings left under cover of boulders, the best he can do given the situation. He kills Bertie J.’s engine and pedals on silently. “Do you hear that?” Urlick’s head cranks around, a mixture of worry and exultation in his eyes. He cups a hand to one ear and cautions me to be silent with the other.
 
   Past the rocks, the sounds of voices carry on gusts of black belching wind. We pull in behind the quarry rock and peer out. Workers from the city are busy unloading carts of junk, just as they were the first time we stumbled upon them. 
 
   “Why would they still be doing that now that Smrt is dead?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Urlick sighs. “They must be taking orders from someone. And it certainly isn’t me.”
 
   Torchlight sweeps across us. Urlick ducks to one side, pressing a finger to his lips, and pulls me from the cycle. He stuffs Bertie J. into the trees, grabs my hand, and tugs me behind a jagged pitch of rock. His heart slams against my back.
 
   He waits for the light to pass then weaves they cycle past a valley of boiling pits toward the jagged slice of escarpment up ahead. We abandon the cycle in a nearby bush, then dash on foot, hunch-backed, across the short opening, traveling under cover of trolling mist. Tucking in behind a nearby rock, we peer out over the remainder of the discarded quarry rock to where the workers are busily dumping Brethren’s factory’s refuse into the pit of Embers. 
 
   A frightened emptiness whirls in my stomach as I press my back to the cold stone. I’m not sure we should be getting so close to the workers. But then again, how are we to steal something to fix the cycle with if we don’t? 
 
   The worker’s voices grow more audible as we inch closer. 
 
   Urlick plasters his back to a tree and reels me to him. I slam hard against his chest, knocking a gulp of wind out of me. Urlick claps his hand to my mouth to keep me silent.
 
   “What are you doing over ‘ere doing nothin’?” one worker shouts. 
 
   I tremble. He couldn’t have spotted us, could he?
 
   There’s a rustle in the bushes next to us. 
 
   The worker approaches and pokes some spindly bushes with a long stick. “I said, what are you doin ‘ere doing nothin’?” 
 
   A slight figure sweeps past in my peripheral vision, leaping out of the back of them. “Just ‘ad to wee.” The figure darts forward. The voice is sharp and slightly higher toned than the first worker’s voice. 
 
   The worker laughs.  “Takes that long to drain it, does it?” 
 
   I can see him clearly through the separation in the jumble of rock we’re hiding behind, but I still can’t see the one who’d emerged from the bushes. 
 
   “Watchu doing ‘iding behind all these shrubs, anyway? You packin’ somethin’ special?” He narrows his eyes. “Can’t be that shy, now are yuh?” He reaches out and cuffs him, knocking him off balance. “Ain’t no need to be so secretive. Ain’t no one out here but us and some ghouls. Want them to find yuh and nip it off?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “All right then, next time you wee like the rest of us, next to the lorries. You hear me?” He gestures toward the trucks parked at the edge of the ravine. “Now get outta ‘ere and get back to yur load. We got six carts to dump before second twilight. No time to be jerkin’ around.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” The figure bolts forward, snapping a branch underfoot. It’s the first I can see of him clearly. He’s slight in build, and very thin, unlike the brute in charge of him. His dirty face is round and small, with delicate features. “Sir? Whose trucks are they anyway?”
 
   The boss man’s face curdles. “‘Oo are you to ask, you grimy-faced little imp!” He swats him in the head again, sending him stumbling back, wincing. “Now shut yur mouth and get back to work. If I ever catch you outta bounds again, I’ll feed yuh to the pit!”
 
   “It’s just that—”
 
   The boss man raises a fist.
 
   “Right, sir.” The figure scrambles forward, and pauses to pick up a piece of steel bar from the ground. As he leans down, he glances over, and through the mist we lock gazes, just for a moment.
 
   I know those eyes. Frightened, I pull my gaze sharply away. My heart thunders in my chest.
 
   Something familiar pangs deep inside me. It can’t be, can it? The lost memory collides with a cold shot of terror.
 
   Urlick’s heart pounds against my own as we wait, entangled in an awkward embrace and pressed in between the rocks. We stay that way until we no longer hear footsteps around us. 
 
   I haven’t time to say anything about the glimpse I took of the figure before we’re off again, dashing along under cloud cover. Urlick drags me along by the hand, across the open end of a clearing, stopping only at the other side to give me a hand up the jagged escarpment rock. He tosses me up, then pushes my bottom to give me another boost before leaping up behind me.
 
   Together, we reach the top of a ridge overlooking the same dumping site we’d viewed before, only from a different angle. A closer angle. Close enough to make out details on the worker’s faces.
 
   My knees knock together being this close. This exposed. There’s not much to hide behind here.
 
   Several horse-drawn carts sit backed up to the edge of Embers, the same as the last time I was here. The impatient horses flick their tails. Men circle the cargo, cranking levers and lowering bars, which in turn raise the cart beds, dumping the contents—gears, gadgets, sheet metal, parts of cranks and levers, and rudimentary motors, bits of thing and scraps of that—into the frothing, smoking pit below.
 
   This close, the sound is deafening. I clap my hands to my ears to drown out the pinching screech and clank of colliding metal parts as they tumble together on the way down, down, down…to who knows where. 
 
   A worker overseeing the closest cart is squinting in our direction. I signal to Urlick and we duck back, but it’s too late. 
 
   “Hey, there! Hey, you!”
 
   “What do we do?” I panic. “We’ve got to get out of here.” I long to burst from cover and run.
 
   “No.” Urlick grabs my jittering hand, pulling me in behind a jut in the of rock face. “If we move now the whole lot’ll see us.”
 
   “So what? We just wait like cantationers to be discovered here?” 
 
   A branch snaps, and Urlick slaps a tight hand over my mouth again.
 
   The worker approaches quickly, then slows his steps. He nearly tip-toes the last few strides to where we crouch behind the jut in the rock face. His breath is fast and uneven. He seems as afraid of us as we are him. 
 
   “You there!” he half-whispers through cupped hands up the rock face. We stand slightly elevated above him on a flat protrusion of rock. He checks twice over his back, then tries again. “Hey, you!”
 
   I cringe.
 
   “Please,” the stranger pleads. “I mean you no ‘arm. I just want to talk to yuhs.”
 
   Talk?
 
   “Quick, before they spots me. Can I come up?” 
 
   Urlick’s brows fold. He cocks his head to one side, straining to see around the rock, to look into the stranger’s eyes.
 
   I’m haunted by the voice.
 
   “How do we know we can trust you?” Urlick dares to look.
 
   The stranger checks behind his back again. “Because,” he leans in and around the rock face, and my heart stumbles. “I believe we might be friends.”
 
   I stare down into his eyes, and the memory jolts through me. The girl from school. The missing one.
 
   “Gwen? Gwendolyn Ambrose?” I’d know those eyes anywhere. Clear as ice, yet endlessly burning, as if fuelled by blue aster aether. Gwen was the only girl I’d ever known who hadn’t ostracized me—the only one who’d ever talked to me. Not much, but some. “
 
   “In the flesh.” She dares a smile, looking quickly over her back again. Her eyes glow even brighter now. “Now, can I come up?” 
 
   Urlick turns. “You know him—her, I mean?” 
 
   “Yes. We were chums in school,” I risk admitting, shyly. 
 
   I throw out a hand and assist her up the rock face, hauling her briskly up to the shelf of flat rock where we stand, elevated above the work yard.
 
   Gwendolyn, or Gwen as she liked to be called, sensed, I’m sure, something wasn’t quite right about me, but she’d never said a word. When others picked on me and teased me at school, she encouraged them to move along. I was devastated when she went missing. She was the closest thing I ever had to a friend—though I don’t think we ever shared more than just a few words. 
 
   All of Brethren went looking for her when she went missing.
 
   “So this is where you’ve been?” I whisper. “All this time?” 
 
   “Not by choice, that’s for sure.” Gwen pulls off her woollen cap and lets her sheared, fiery red locks tumble.
 
   Urlick pulls back, aghast. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “It’s a long story.” She stammers nervously. “You should know, we ‘ave weapons.” 
 
   “What kind of weapons?” 
 
   “Dangerous ones. Military grade.”
 
   “Military?”
 
   “Yes. Straight from the factories in Gears.”
 
   “The factories in Gears are producing artillery?”
 
   “Loads of it.”
 
   “Under who’s orders?”
 
   “The Ruler’s.”
 
   “Really?” I say, sharing a quick, shocked stare with Urlick. 
 
   “Not, anymore, they won’t be,” he snorts.
 
   “But what are you doing here?” I ask. “I thought you were—We all thought you were—”
 
   “Don’t say it.” She shivers and straightens her work frock. Her face is grimy, and she smells of urine. She has a small tear on her lip. Despite it all, she’s as mesmerizing as I remember her to be back at the Academy. She was easily the prettiest girl at the Academy. I’d been jealous of her—of her beauty, and her ease with the boys.
 
   “Is that what they told people?” Gwen swallows. Tears glisten in her eyes. “They told them I was dead? Even my mum?”
 
   I nod my head slowly. “Even had a big service for you. We had a full day off school.”
 
   The day after she went missing from the dorms of the Academy, terrible rumours surfaced: first that she’d been caught sneaking around the private laboratories, planning to meet a boy, just the week before, and then that she’d been kidnapped. The rumours were perpetuated by Smrt and Rapture, of course, and they’d spread like wildfire, as did the later news that she’d been killed—left in the woods by her captors and eaten by criminals. What was left of her remains were supposedly dredged up out of a nearby stream, and the bones put on display as a lesson to the rest of us not to question authority.
 
   I’d always wondered though, because the bones looked too white, too picked clean of meat for criminals, as if plucked out a museum display. And I’d thought they looked more like the bones of a big dog than a human… but I’d dared not question. 
 
   No one questioned the story, least of all her grieving parents, who Rapture and Smrt supported wholeheartedly. 
 
    Gwen’s bottom lip wobbles. “No wonder no one’s been looking for me.” Her voice cracks. She stares at the ground.
 
   “How did this happen?” I take her by her hunched shoulders. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   She checks again over her shoulder, then slicks back her hair to hides it under her cap. “I was brought here the night I was abducted. Taken right out of my window from sleep, thrown in the back of a lorry, and dropped out here in the woods. She’s lost her cockney accent, clearly a cover. “They drove me out here and left me for dead. I fought and screamed, but it didn’t matter. All they said to me was, ‘Maybe this way you’ll learn to shut your mouth.’ The thing is, I hadn’t said anything. I never reported what I saw.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   She ignores me. “They left me out here anyway…in the middle of the woods with the hungry criminals. To be eaten.” She trembles.
 
   I fight the urge to ask her again. What had she stumbled upon at the Academy that Smrt and Rapture didn’t want anyone to know about? It couldn’t have been the Illuminator, because that was still in a warehouse in Gears at the time. What other dark secret were they keeping?
 
   “I had to fight to survive. I killed a man with a rock.” Her glistening eyes nearly let go their tears. “Smashed his head right open. Then I stole his clothing.”
 
   “A man?”
 
   “A criminal. I’m not proud of it, but that’s what I did.” She shudders, her voice growing soft. “I had to. He was going to eat me.” 
 
   “No one’s blaming you.” Urlick reaches for her shoulder. 
 
   She breaks down into a soft sob, and I pull her to my chest and pet her head.
 
   “I put on the man’s clothing, then I hitched a ride on a passing cart, thinking they must be travelling to Brethren and would take me home. But I wound up here instead. I’ve been their slave-worker ever since. The fact that I was dressed as a man was the only thing that saved me.” 
 
   She turns her tear-filled eyes up to me. “I was to meet John Wiggins the night I disappeared.” Her bottom lip trembles. “We were going to run away together. But Smrt got there first. It was him.” Gwen sobs, returning her face to my shoulder. “It was Smrt who left me here.”
 
   “Smrt?” Urlick’s brows cross.
 
   “I couldn’t see, but I know it was his doing.”
 
   “How?” Urlick says. 
 
   Gwen draws in a sharp breath and pulls back from me. “Because I saw something he didn’t want me to see.” Her eyes narrow to slits, her voice becomes wire-thin. “I saw what he was up to…with Miss Rapture and the chemicals. The ones they use to sow the clouds with, then load on these trucks, and send out here to dispose of. Sometimes they dump the excess chemical waste into the streams deep in the woods, and the chemicals find their way here.” She jerks her head to the left at the patch of bubbling fumaroles. “I didn’t mean to, but I caught Smrt robbing the coffers of the Academy. He was loading the poison pellets from the Academy’s private laboratory into his trucks. I swore to him I wouldn’t tell anybody, but he didn’t care. He sent a thug to steal me out of my bed that same night anyway. A real wild-looking thing, with a tattoo of a skull on the back of his neck and a brown leather—”
 
   “Eye patch,” I complete her sob-filled sentence.
 
   “You know him?” Gwen’s chin lifts. 
 
   I look to Urlick. “We’ve met up a time or two.” 
 
   Urlick glances back at the fumaroles pools. “It’s all as Masheck said.” 
 
   “Of course it is. Did you think he was lying?” 
 
   Urlick tenses his brows. “The cloud-sowing, the stream poisoning, all the senseless dumping—”
 
   “The factories—” I add.
 
   “And there’s more,” Gwen says. She draws in closer, then hesitates, trembling, as if afraid to share the horrible secret. “He’s built himself a ship.”
 
   “What kind of ship?”
 
   “An airship. A fighting ship. Stockpiled with guns—”
 
   “What?” Urlick asks. 
 
   “The workers here say he plans to fly over and conquer the East.” Gwen shivers. “They say he’s already flown the ship once. Out over the ravine.” She draws a thumb toward Embers. “They say he was looking for some secret passageway, but there were technical difficulties, so he had to turn back.”
 
   I feel a pinch of terror in my chest. “When? When did this happen?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Gwen says. “A while ago, I suspect.” She turned to Urlick. “He’s going to wage a war. He’s going to kill us all.”
 
   I glance back at Embers and my breath hitches. He’s not that stupid. He had no reason to wage war. I squint. What was Smrt really up to?
 
   “I’ve said too much.” Gwen swallows, glancing nervously over her shoulder. Urlick looks with her, back over her shoulder at the workers grunting and swinging their shovels. “They’ll kill me if they find out I told you this.” She lowers her voice to barely a whisper. “They’ll kill you, too, if they find you’re here.”
 
   “On who’s orders?” Urlick scowls.
 
   “Smrt’s, of course.”
 
   Urlick and I exchange a quick glance. 
 
   “Gwen.” I take her by the hands and squeeze them tight, looking her directly in the eyes. “You’ve nothing more to fear. Smrt’s dead.” 
 
   “What?” The word escapes her in a slow breath. Her gaze swings slowly from me to Urlick. “Then why—” 
 
    “You need to come with us.”
 
   “Ambrose!” the boss man yells. He drops his shovel and stalks in our direction. He combs the forest. “Ambrose!? Where in the blazes are yuh now?”
 
   Gwen’s back stiffens. “That’s me. Glenn Ambrose. That’s my cover.”
 
   “Ambrose?” The boss shouts again.
 
   “Gwen.” I tug her hand, desperate to get her to focus. “Gwen, we need a piece of material—something sturdy—in order to get out of here. Something we can repair the wing of a flying machine with. Do you know of something?” 
 
   She hesitates, then peels off her tanned-leather jacket and stuffs it at me. “Here. Will this do?” 
 
   “Ambrose!”
 
   “I’d better to go.” She pulls away.
 
   “No, wait! Gwen...” I haul her back by the arm. 
 
   “You don’t understand.” She stares me in the eyes. “If I don’t go, they’ll kill us all.” 
 
   “Ambrose, God damned. Where are yuh!”
 
   Gwen clutches the sides of my face, her eyes darting. “Come back for me? Promise me, please.” She turns and slips away.
 
   “No, Gwen, please…” 
 
   “Right here, sir.” She steps out from the jut in the rock face, revealing herself. 
 
   Urlick and I hold our breath. We tuck closer to the rock face.
 
   “What the hell are you doin’ up there?” The boss man shouts, his voice right below us.
 
    “Thought I heard somethin’,” Gwen’s voice, shaky, has taken on a cockney accent again. She widens her stance, giving us cover and time to tuck ourselves away better. We press ourselves back against the rock face, and she jumps down, right into the pit with the viper. “Turned out to be nothin’,” she says firmly. 
 
   “You’re sure it’s nofin?” The boss man’s cranes his neck, shifting in our direction. I see the edge of filthy face swing out around the rock face, and my breath tethers.
 
   Gwen draws in a breath. “I’m positive. Was just a bobcat.”  She swallows.
 
   “You sure there ain’t no other reason yuh was up there?” the boss man growls.
 
   “No, sir.” Gwen glances over her shoulder, and our eyes meet. Her gaze wills me to be quiet. 
 
   The boss man leans and stares. “Perhaps, I oughta see for myself.” He raises the steamrifle in his hands and tromps toward our hiding place. 
 
   “Run!” Gwen shouts, and pulls a blade from the top of her boot, her eyes like a wild animal’s. She takes the boss man by surprise, swiping his neck clean through. 
 
   Urlick grabs my hand, yanking me out from behind the rocks as the boss man gags and crumples to his knees. The steamrifle in his hand lets off a blast off. The bullet hits the rock face below us, ricochets, and tears straight through Gwen’s abdomen.
 
   “No!” I shout as she falls.
 
    I rip away from Urlick and scramble to her side. “Gwen?” I scoop her up in my arms. “Gwen, no!”
 
   Her eyes flutter back. Blood covers her belly and seeps through her teeth. “Tell my mother,” she says, her chest heaving, “I love her.” Her eyes go blank. Her head drops over the side of my arm.
 
   “No!” 
 
   “What the ’ell was that?” A heavily armed workman races through the woods toward me. The sound of his tromping feet pound inside my heart.
 
    “Come on!” Urlick shouts. He yanks me up, forcing me to abandon Gwen. “We’ve got to get out of here!” I attempt to run, but my legs won’t move.
 
   Urlick scoops me up and throws me over his back and bolts back into the forest, dashing through the cloud cover under heavy steamgun fire, toward the cycle. He reaches it, tosses me aboard and we peel away. Gwen’s leather vest is clutched tight to my heart.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   “It’s as though somethin’s been chewin’ at these,” I declare to Masheck, who’s perched high up on a platform, on the mill next to me. I ‘old up a badly shredded piece of scrubber. It’s about the twentieth one we’ve found today. 
 
   The winds batter our backsides, slammin’ us with their blistering gusts. I don’t understand where it’s all comin’ from. Brethren’s not supposed to get storms like this. 
 
   Masheck and I ‘ave been workin’ madly all day, cobbling the ailing windmill system on the outskirts of the city back together, just as Urlick implored us to do upon ‘is leavin’. It’s in deplorable shape; it really is. 
 
   “Just age.” Masheck dismisses my theory without even looking me way. 
 
   “Or somethin’ far more sinister.” I take a closer look. I swear I see teeth marks in it. 
 
   Masheck mutters something inaudible and rolls his eyes.
 
   I get back to work, inserting a new strap of rubber, twice the length of me arm, and tack it securely in place. I stretch it out quickly and fasten it down before it has time to snap back and sting me good, like four others have today. “Ornery little buggers,” I announce, struggling to sink the new pins.
 
   Masheck turns and grins, watching me fight the strap with my toes. 
 
   Yeah, funny, isn’t it. 
 
   “What’s that smell?” He stops tinkering with a nut on the blade, stands up, and sniffs the air.
 
   I lift my head and breathe deeply, then think better of it. “That, my friend, is the smell of death.” 
 
   Masheck’s shocked face swings my direction.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve not smelled Vapours before?”
 
   Masheck shakes his shaved head. “If I did, I don’t remember it.”
 
   I scowl. It ain’t possible, a young boy like ‘im from the outskirts, not knowin’. 
 
   “Spent most me life chained up to that wall,” he says. “In the factory where you found me. There was a purification boom perched just outside the factory. I suppose that kept the Vapours from curlin’ in.”
 
   “I suppose likely.” I agree, thinkin’ his theory sensible. A safeguard put in place to protect Smrt, no doubt, and the precious Professor P and ‘er cronies—not the likes of Masheck. “Hmm,” I scratch me dirty ‘ead. “Guess we’ve been living with the Vapours for so long out in the Follies, me brain can’t wrap itself ‘round the idea of someone not knowing what they’s like.”
 
   I grin and Masheck still looks a might concerned. 
 
   “Nothin’ to worry about, me friend.” I grab for another strap. “Them nasty Vapours ain’t getting’ through this ‘ere force field again, not after we’s done fixin’ it.” I slap the blade of the windmill I’ve just finished. “Idn’t that right?”
 
   “Yeah, well, let’s ‘ope so.” He turns and strips another nut clean, trying to loosen the blade on his mill. “Can’t say that I want to test that theory.” 
 
    He finishes adjusting that section of the boom, then leans and hauls another massive length of rolled rubber up onto the platform from the ground, looping it over his shoulder as he goes, then hops to the girder, an agile cat, this boy is. A regular mountain lion. 
 
   Despite the waggling dash of fear in his eyes.
 
   Another great gust of wind cooks up, sending Masheck teetering onto one foot. I ‘old me breath as he fights to catch his balance. A fall from this ‘eight could be his death. 
 
   Masheck’s clothes flutter, working against ‘im, trying ‘ard to dump ‘is arse to the ground, but he manages to land surefooted as a lark back on a wire by letting the rubber tumble to the ground. He looks at me, annoyed.
 
   “Better it than you,” I say.
 
   He huffs and starts down the scaffolding after it. The wind lets up as ‘e drags the giant roll of rubber back up to the makeshift platform we’ve built between the structures. He runs a rattled hand through his scruffy ‘air when at last he reaches the top. 
 
   Another gust comes, the air tinged with a steady stream of black spiralling smoke, and Masheck is tossed backward. He clutches the scaffolding, saving himself from a tumble. 
 
   “What is that?” Masheck points to the looming, oily streak in the air.
 
   “That, my friend, is the culprit.” I shoo the Vapour streak away from our stands, then get up and sniff the air again, squinting, and surveying the horizon beyond the boom. “Judging by the looks of things, we’d better get a move on.” 
 
   Another piece of black tendril sifts past me. I reach out and snag the end of it and bring it to my mouth. “Yeah. That’s Vapour all right.” I smack me lips. “No doubt about it. Tinny damned tastin’ shite, it is.” I spit the bitter taste out.
 
   Masheck’s eyes well up with worry. “Should we be—?” He motions toward the castle.
 
   “Naw, not yet.” I lie, tryin’ to ease the fear in ‘is great bulging eyes. “We can finish this lot first.” I jerk me head toward the last few mills we’ve left to fix.
 
   Truth is, we should likely be ‘eading for cover at the first sign of Vapours, but I’m afraid what might ‘appen if we do. We might not get the chance to get back out ‘ere, and if we don’t, it won’t be just a thread of Vapours gettin’ through. I swallow down the thought of that.
 
   “We’ll be done ‘ere before you know it,” I say, assessing the situation. Just four mills left to refurbish now. “We’ll be outta ‘ere before the wind ‘as the chance to truly whip up.” 
 
   I hope. 
 
   I smile, but I swear he sees through it.
 
   “We’d better double up our speed.” He lowers ‘is ‘ead, not looking at me, then guts the belly of another tattered blade. He tosses the ruined rubber over. It falls to a heap on the ground.
 
   “What’s that?” He raises a hand to his forehead and squints beyond the trees.
 
   I track his gaze a league or so off into the forest to a black speck floundering in the air just above the treetops, leaving a strange black tendril of its own. Not the thick black-smoke kind the Vapours give off, more of a thin dissipating ribbon that moves erratically. 
 
   “Is that—” I ask, watching the speck slowly move toward us.
 
   It dives and dips, fighting to stay airborne in the increasing wind, which howls steadily in our ears now, flapping our clothing open, letting up for only seconds at a time. 
 
   “A raven?” Masheck finishes my thought. 
 
   “Not just any raven. It’s ‘er!” I shout, racing to the outer edge of my platform to get a better look, as the bird angles sharply toward us. 
 
   “‘Er who?” Masheck squints.
 
   “Pan!” I shout, joy spiralling through me.
 
   “Pan?” Masheck asks.
 
   The bird floats sharply toward us tipping this way and that, forced along on a gale, her red beak finally coming into view. She swoops down through the treetops, driven toward us forced by the wind, and loses control. She quickly changes direction spiralling upward in an attempt to miss me, and the wind tosses her violently into one of the metal blades above my head.
 
   “Pan!” I shout as she strikes it. My head fills with the sound of the awful clunk, as she tumbles all the way to the ground. 
 
   “Pan!” I scramble down the scaffolding ladder after her, and fall to my knees next to her. “It’s Eyelet’s mother,” I shout back up to Masheck.
 
   “Eyelet’s what?” He drops his tools and joins me. 
 
   “Her raven… Eyelet’s raven. I mean… It’s complicated.” And there’s no time to explain. “Just help me, will you?” 
 
   Masheck scuttles down the last of the scaffolding and tucks in beside me. 
 
   “‘And me your gasmask.” 
 
   He stares at me, then looks down at the mask strung about his neck. 
 
   “Just ‘and it over, will yuh?” I shout, a little harder than I should.
 
   Reluctantly, he peels the mask strings from his neck.
 
   While spot-feedin’ ‘er oxygen from the open valve on the mask, I depress the tiny soft spot below Pan’s sternum, repeatedly, with a gentle toe. 
 
   Masheck stares at me, bewildered.
 
   “Come on. Come on, girl.” I repeat the procedure.
 
   “I don’t think it’s—” 
 
   I abandon the mask and press my mouth over her beak.
 
   “Or we could do that.” Masheck sounds stunned. 
 
   I administer one puff, two, three…
 
   “Do you think that a bird—”
 
   “Come on, girl.” I blow air into her tiny beak again.
 
   Twice, three times more, and at last she coughs and darts straight up, squawkin’ and flappin’ her wings in the dirt. She fights to free herself of my grasp, instinct kickin’ in. 
 
   I let go, and she blinks and bobs ‘er ‘ead up and down, lookin’ like she’s about to fly away. 
 
   “Steady now.” I caution, stroking the back of her wings. “That was a pretty good blow you took to the noggin’ there. You best stay put a moment.” 
 
   “Do you mind to tell me what’s going on?” Masheck sits back on his haunches and stares at me like I’m off my nut.
 
   I extend a foot in greeting. “Pan, this is Masheck. Masheck, Pan—also known as Eyelet’s mother.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   Pan blinks.
 
   “Pan is really Eyelet’s mother,” I explain. “She’s a Valkyrie.” 
 
   Masheck falls back on his butt. 
 
   “Pan is, I mean—not Eyelet. I don’t think…is she?” 
 
   Pan shakes ‘er ‘ead.
 
   Masheck’s eyes pop, seeing me conversing with a bird. “So, wait? Eyelet’s mother is a Valkyrie?”
 
   “Well, not always,” I explain further. “Just since Smrt struck ‘er in the ‘ead, and left ‘er for dead. The rotten, sheep-shite scoundrel.” I look to Pan who nods. 
 
   Masheck frowns, clearly still confused. 
 
   “You see, Pan ‘ere swapped bodies with Eyelet’s mother to save the day, givin’ up ‘er own life to extend Eyelet’s mother. Only trouble is, now she‘s a bird. Been one ever since.” I turn my eyes to ‘er. “Where have you been, anyway? Livinea and I’ve been all over lookin’ for you.”
 
   Pan raises a foot and scratches something in the dirt. 
 
   Masheck’s eye-size doubles. “Searching,” he mutters.
 
    “For what?” I say.
 
   She scrawls a second word in the dirt. Necklace. 
 
   “The necklace? You went to find—” I look up. “You went after Flossie, didn’t you?”
 
   She caws and flaps her wings. 
 
   “Did you find ‘er? Did you get the necklace?” 
 
   She shakes her head, no. Tears well in her black-bead eyes. 
 
   “It’s all right.” I pat ‘er tiny ‘ead. “It’s all right. Eyelet’s all right.”
 
   Pan’s eyes brighten. She caws and hops about in the dirt, flapping and dragging her wings joyfully. Where is she? she scratches. Can I see her?
 
   “Sorry, mum.” I hang my head. “I’m afraid they’ve already gone.”
 
   Gone where?
 
   “Out into the forest. After the necklace.”
 
   Pan flaps panicked wings. 
 
   “They ‘ad to, mum. No real choice. Left yesterday, right after the wedding.”
 
   Pan’s eyes widen.
 
    “Yes. She and Urlick were married. She really wanted you there, something fierce, she did. Livinea and I, we went searching for you, but—”
 
   Pan drops her head.
 
   “They set out right after the wedding, the two of ‘em, on account of what the Alchemist said. Urlick tried to convince Eyelet not to make the journey with ‘im, but you know Eyelet. She’d ‘ave none of it.” 
 
   Pan bangs her wings and spins in a circle. A sorrowful trilling sound pours from her mouth. 
 
   “It’s all right, mum, they’ll be back in a day or two. They promised.”
 
   No. Pan shakes ‘er ‘ead. No. She spreads her wings.
 
   “Pan?” I reach for her, but she pulls away.
 
   She squawks, flaps and lifts to the sky, circling and screaming overhead. 
 
   “Pan!” I shout as she flounders against the wind. “Pan! Come back! You must come back!”
 
   She loses control in her still-stunned condition, and careens close to Masheck’s ‘ead. He ducks to avoid her.
 
   “The winds are far too strong!” I shout at the sky. “And there’s a hint of Vapours!”
 
   My words stick hard. Pan’s manic flight slows. She jolts to a stop mid-flight, and hovers there, wings tipping. 
 
   “You’ll be no good to Eyelet dead.” 
 
   Pan carefully considers my words, her eyes flitting toward the horizon and back. 
 
   “Come back to the castle with us.” I jerk my ‘ead in that direction. “If they’re not back in three days as planned, we’ll let you go after them then.”
 
   Pan peers over her back at the woods, the wind tossing her about. It’s gotten even stronger than before, and there’s no sign it’s going to let up. 
 
   A desolate look floods her face. Her eyes plead with mine.
 
   “It’ll be all right. They’s smart cookies, the two of them.” 
 
   I prop my shoulder out, encouraging her to land. 
 
   She glances at me and then at the forest, clearly torn. Reluctantly, she soars close and lands on my shrugged-out shoulder, her spikey claws diggin’ into me collarbone, as she struggles to keep her balance. Clearly she’s not yet one hundred percent.
 
   A trail of Vapour loops in through the holes in the mills behind us—the width of me bloody ‘ead. I flash a concerned look in Masheck’s direction. “We’d better get goin’.” 
 
   He stares back at me in shock.
 
   Together, we turn and break for the castle as fast as we can, Pan clinging to my shoulder, Vapour-tinged wind on our heels.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   We risk flying part way over the woods again, despite the condition of the wing, and even though the winds are atrocious. After a particularly strong gust, we’re nearly upset again, and Bertie J. banks suddenly left, taking a harrowing topple through the trees. We’re forced to land, and Urlick sets about fixing the wing straight away. 
 
   We won’t withstand another emergency landing. 
 
   I walk the perimeter of the little clearing, keeping an eye out for any signs of trouble, while Urlick works to repair the wing. Finally, he calls me over. “This should solve the problem for now.” Gwen’s jacket has been stretched tight over the tattered wing and secured in place with braided tangle weed vines. 
 
   I hang my head, my heart swelling with guilt. 
 
   Urlick moves close and gently takes my face in his hands. “There’s nothing we can do now, but I promise you, her death with be avenged.” 
 
   We board the cycle and pedal on through the forest, reasoning the skies are too dangerous to fly at this point. The last thing we need is to alert Flossie and her cronies to our arrival. Surprise is our only tactic left. Besides, the winds seem to be steadily increasing in this part of the woods, for some strange reason, which has Urlick especially unnerved. 
 
   I look back over my shoulder toward Brethren, wondering what’s happening there.
 
   My mind floats over the senseless death of Gwen as we travel, and I snuggle Urlick closer. I snuff and sputter, and grind my face in his back, fighting tears. I’ve experienced so much loss, I’ve come to believe I was almost deadened to it, but Gwen’s death has brought it all back—every death since the beginning: my father’s, my mother’s, sweet Cordelia’s. And now this.
 
   Has it all been worth it?
 
   The weight of all their demises pour out of me in great shuddering heaves as we fly.
 
   Urlick reaches ‘round and pats my leg. “Don’t worry. They will pay. I’ll see to it.”
 
    Soon, strangely, the winds die down. We seem to have out flown the worst of them, or at least I hope. This part of the forest seems much calmer than the last. 
 
   Unusual. I look back.
 
   Urlick slows the bike and surveys the landscape. “We must be getting close,” he says, leaning back. The fog is thick in this part of the woods, which is good for cover, but not so good for our search. 
 
   He turns to face me. “By my calculations, the Core should be just up there.” He points past a clearing toward a mass of giant trees
 
   “Should I start the tracking device, then?” 
 
   “I would.” Urlick nods, still pedaling. 
 
   I let go of his waist and search my boot for the Neo Locator. I pull out the rod, turn it on, and point it to the air ahead of us. The device lights up and almost immediately starts blinking, indicating it has a reading. I hold it out with a steady hand, and it waves and wobbles. The ends of its prongs snuff the air like the snout of a dog. It shifts to the right and the left. It huffs and steams and snorts.
 
   “What’s it doing?” Urlick hollers over his shoulder.
 
   “Jumping about like a dousing rod.” The two-pronged wand tugs erratically in my hands. The force of it is unreal. “It must mean that it’s onto something.” I let go of Urlick’s side just long enough to get a better hold, and the Neo Locator lunges forward, nearly dragging me off the cycle. “It seems to be searching for something! This way!” I shout as the rod yanks right. Urlick pedals in that direction. “To the left!” I holler when the rod pulls that way. Urlick follows it pedaling faster, faster, faster. We swerve to miss a stump, almost ditching the cycle. I nearly topple off the back. All at once, the light on its end begins to blink. “We must be getting close.” 
 
   The end of the wand lights up bluish-green. It blinks steadily, then faster and faster, the end of it snuffing and snorting. “Go left! Go left!” I follow the wand’s prompt, guiding Urlick through the forest. He stands to pedal, trying to keep Bertie J. under control. We zip through a clearing and over a small hump. I bounce in the air, grasping at the back of my seat to stay on as we descend the hillside through a thicket of trees, the wand all but carrying me off the cycle along with it. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it had a mind of its own.”
 
   Urlick glances back at me. “Maybe it does.”
 
   “Right. Go right.” The wand bends sideways in my hands. 
 
    Urlick obeys, throwing down a leg and whirling us around, our knees nearly dragging in the dirt. The wand pulls in the opposite direction.
 
   “Now, left! Quickly,” I shout.
 
   He makes the turn. “Are you sure we’re going in the right direction? We’re no longer headed toward Core.” 
 
   “The light seems to think so!”The device blinks even more madly than it did before. The rod yanks, and I spill forward. “It seems to be onto something. We must be getting very, very close.” I shiver.
 
   “Be careful, remember what C.L. said about its powerful magnetic draw,” Urlick cautions as it guides us through another open clearing, where we drop down into a dark, dank part of the woods. Everything falls silent. Fear rises in me, like a cloud over Embers. The rod’s blinker has turned into a frenzied display of throbbing light. “She can’t be far,” I whisper, swallowing. 
 
   Cloud cover rolls in on us from all sides. The hairs on my neck prickle. The cloud cover has changed now from misty grey to grayish black—indicating Vapour. “Urlick, do you suspect—?” 
 
   “Yes,” he answers, gulping in a breath. 
 
   “Do you suppose that ravine—”
 
   “We’re at the edge of Embers, yes.” Urlick turns his head, his eyes wide with worry. “Somehow, we’ve turned back toward it.” The air in this part of the woods swirls thick with its pungent, fetid smell, along with another, that smells like dried blood. There’s a third odour in the air, reminiscent of rotting undergrowth, yet the forest here seems very dry. I sniff.  “What is that?” 
 
   “The scent of the Infirmed.”
 
   I remember it then, from our chance encounter in the ravine before. My heart advances its speed. I hang on tighter to Urlick, and shiver in trepidation. 
 
   Urlick turns, concern in his expression. “We must be headed in the right direction.” 
 
    Coils of black thread through the patchy foggy mist behind his head, and I worry when it clears they’ll be there, with their torn faces and gnashing teeth, preparing to suck both our brains out. 
 
   “Better don the gasmasks.” Urlick slows the cycle to a crawl, tires crackling through dead leaves as we creep carefully forward, the Neo Locator’s frantic light spurring us on. 
 
   The landscape grows darker and darker. I blink, barely able to make out the shadow of trees as we slink past. Each snapping twig jolts my brittle heart. The fog is so thick now, we must depend only on the blinking light on the end of the rod for a guide. Branches graze our faces. Bushes claw at our legs. 
 
   The woods grow more and more unruly the farther in we pedal. Bertie J. struggles to cut through the dense underbrush.
 
   “Where are we?” I lean closer to Urlick, digging my fingers into his sides
 
   “I’m not sure.” He reduces our speed to a slow crawl. “I’ve never been in this part of the woods before. “He twists around, as Bertie J. fights to keep us balanced atop of him, his motor urging us to speed up, but Urlick keeps the cycle in check. 
 
   The wand’s double-pronged snout snuffs like a rabid dog. The blue-green light on the end of it flashes suddenly white, then goes out. “What’s happened?” Urlick jerks around. “Why did it turn off?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I shake the rod. “Stop!” 
 
   Urlick pulls to a startled halt in a clearing. “What is it?” He digs his boots into the ground. 
 
   “I’m not sure.” I look around us. “But I sense something.” The hairs on the back of my neck stand. A cold sweep of air swirls in my belly. “Either we’ve lost all connection with Flossie…or we’ve just found her.” 
 
   Urlick looks to me, and then away. The woods roll with so much brume we can hardly see one another. Fingers of tree limbs reach in from all sides. The thick, cloud curtain parts, and a vision becomes clear. Ahead of us, not five metres, the land drops off into the ravine. 
 
   “Embers,” I whisper. Black filth belches up from its guts. The Neo Locator has led us to the very brink of Embers.
 
   “I don’t see the Core.” Urlick sucks in a breath.
 
   “I don’t either.” I twist around.
 
   “Do you think perhaps that thing isn’t working and we’ve become lost.” 
 
   “Whatever’s happened, we’re here now.”
 
   What little light there is slowly dissolves. 
 
   Everything around us fades to black.
 
   Urlick gulps. “Perhaps we should turn back.” 
 
   “Without the necklace?” I reach for his hand.
 
   “Perhaps I could replicate the serum from the formula in your father’s journal.” 
 
   I suck in a shaky breath. “Urlick Babbit-Winslow, I’ve never known you to be afraid of anything. Don’t you dare start now.” I squeeze his hand in the darkness. My stomach spirals. Strangely, the tip of the rod lights up again, and I almost drop it from the shock. It blinks more erratically than ever now. It’s red and so hot, I’m almost unable to hold it. 
 
    “She must be near,” I whisper, my heart beating in time with the light. “Very near.” 
 
   Urlick stares back at the tip of the convulsing prod. His adam’s apple bumps the length of his throat. His eyes shine like rose-coloured fire.
 
   The treetops eerily stir. Our eyes drawn upward. 
 
   The rod in my hands, jerks, snapping my arm sharply left. “Urlick!” I shout, as I’m dumped from the cycle. The end beats red, green, red, green, as the rod drags me across the forest floor. “Urlick?” I’m pulled over branch, bush, stump. 
 
   Urlick gives chase on foot, unable to catch up to me at first, following close behind, leaping over logs, stumps, fallen trees, and through a stocky thicket of saplings, on my wild adventure through the woods, dragged upon my belly. At last, my shoulder catches on something hard, and I slam to a stop against the trunk of a tree. The rod pops from my hand and sails on without me…falling to the ground just a stone’s throw beyond me. The light on its tip turns mysteriously black.
 
   I scramble to my feet and hurry to retrieve it, but it scorches my fingers so I drop it again, shaking my hand out at my side. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Urlick catches up to me. He examines my hand.
 
   “Yes.” I curl it into a numb fist. “It…it just…” I stammer, breathlessly.
 
   “I saw it.” He pulls me to him.
 
   Slowly, the rod begins to turn in place on the earth, rotating slowly until it points in a south-westerly direction. It shakes, then shoots forward, cutting through leaves, grass, and twigs as it zips along the forest floor away from us.
 
   Stunned, we give chase find ourselves in a second clearing, much larger than the first. The rod grinds to an abrupt halt. It rotates again, this time indicating a bare spot in the trees just up ahead. The rod shakes, quivering.
 
   Through the mist, shadows dance. Tattered, drape-like, bodies angle down from the trees, weaving eerily in and out of the branches. They sway on the wind, which has been gradually picking up again, and gnash their teeth.
 
   “It’s them,” Urlick whispers. “Flossie can’t be far off.” He pulls the snub-nosed steamcannon from his holster and tosses me the rest of the pack. “This is it. Remember now”—he turns to me smiling—“we only get one shot at this, so it’d better be the clearest one possible.” He stops to dawn a pair of silver-threaded gloves he pulls from his pocket. I’ve never seen the gloves before. Then he dumps a box of shimmering silver cast ammo into his gloved hand. The ammo looks to be coated in oil. 
 
   “What are you doing? What are those?” I whisper.
 
   “Special bullets.” He holds one up, gingerly. “Laced with a special disintegrating agent.” The substance on the bullets drips from his palm, hits the leaves below, and sears through them.
 
   Both Urlick and I look down then right back up.
 
   He quickly drops the bullet into the chamber of the steamcannon gun, then loads the rest, making sure not to touch them very long. They hiss and sizzle as they drop into place. 
 
   “Where did they come from?”
 
   “A special gift from Sadar.” 
 
   It figures. 
 
   There is no time for further questions, as the shadows in the clearing up ahead have begun to shift.
 
   Quickly, I load my pockets with the meager bits of ammo I was able to spare when I was forced to dump the packs: a few cherry burst bombs, a pack of poisonous darts, and steam-pepperbox revolver that I stuff up my sleeve. I dump a box of bullets into the other pocket, feeling weighed down, but happy to be, then check the knife I stashed in the leg of my boot, before I left the castle. It’s still there. Like a knife will do any good against ghouls.
 
   Not that any of the rest of this will either, other than make noise.
 
   The Infirmed hate noise. 
 
   We nod to one another, indicating we’re ready to go, and start forward, when Urlick grabs my hand. “Promise me you won’t go doing something stupid,” he whispers.
 
   “As long as you promise the same to me.” 
 
   He nods and kisses me, then lunges forward. I wish he’d never dropped my hand.
 
   Cackles chill the air over our heads. Tattered bodies swoop and sway. 
 
   My head snaps up. My legs feel rubbery. The forest in front of us breaks into eerie song. A low ceremonial, chant. I’ve heard this demonic chorus before. 
 
   “Don’t listen to them! Remember?” Urlick cautions as we run. “Don’t let them in your head.”
 
   I remember. I remember. I close my eyes briefly, willing their voices away.
 
   The chanting falls into rounds of spine-crimping laughter. The wind increases, circling around us, wrapping us in its currents. This doesn’t feel right. Even for Follies. 
 
   Beyond that, there’s a sort of flapping of wings, a swooshing of brooms, as if someone—something—is sweeping the air clean. When I hesitate, Urlick tugs me along. “Come on! This needs to be our surprise, not hers.” His hand finds the steamcannon on his hip.
 
   Dried leaves crunch beneath our boots as we carve our way through the dense forest under cover of brume. The wind tugs at our hair and flaps our clothes. A mysterious feeling overwhelms me, as if the wind were the hands of my mother trying to force us back. Then, as unexpectedly as the wind rose, it draws back, revealing its wicked surprise. I stagger to a fear-driven stop. 
 
   Flossie stands an arm’s length away from the frothing ravine, rising and dancing about on swollen tentacles. She is cloaked on either side by a drape of trees—great, grand, towering willows. She cackles, fat and sassy, her arms extended to the heavens, as she twirls. Ghouls swirl and churn above her head, chanting. Twenty or more frightening apparitions—Infirmed, in various states of Turning. 
 
   Her face and hands shimmer, nearly translucent. Her clothes are now the starkest shade of white. Gone is any resemblance of her earthly state. She no longer looks human, save for a swatch of peach glow in her cheeks. The rest of her face shines liquid blue. Her once beady, black eyes give off beams of bone-jarring white-silver light. She tracks her followers’ movements in the trees, unaware of our presence—until her adoring entourage startles to a stop. Their tattered, wispy bodies retreat to the trees. 
 
   Flossie whirls around. Her mouth forms a surprised ‘O’, her eyes aglow with death light. They squint to mere piercing pinpoints. “You,” she howls, her head twisting from me to Urlick and back. “What are you doing here?” She slops toward me on shaky tentacles. “How did you find me?” 
 
   My heart rockets into my throat
 
   They Infirm move in, silvery fangs bared, churning and chattering around us, diving dangerously close to our heads.
 
   “Get back!” Urlick swings.
 
   I draw my knife and slice at the air. 
 
   “Stop! You fools!” Flossie shouts, throwing up her arms.
 
   The Infirm shrink back. 
 
   “If anyone gets to kill her, it’s going to be me.” She shoots toward me, and my breath evaporates. The wraiths in the air cease to move, hanging like gothic curtains suspended on invisible rods above our heads. Their ghoulish eyes peer down, penetrating us. I try not to look, but their gaze holds me steadfast. I shield my eyes with my hand, and fight to break eye contact.
 
   “What’s the matter, Princess?” Flossie waddles close. “Not so brave when it’s not your territory?” 
 
   The apparitions cackle overhead. 
 
   She leans in and rasping in her weathered voice, her rancid breath lingering in the clouded air between us, causing me to choke. 
 
   “Brave enough to destroy you,” I say, and slowly pluck a cherry-burst bomb from my pocket. 
 
   Flossie breaks into a wild, laugh. “Oh, please.” All her teeth show as she tosses back her head, laughing. “You honestly think you could end me with that?” She reaches out, knocking the bomb from my hand. It rolls between my feet.
 
   Her eyes drop to it, leisurely. “I certainly hope, for your sake, that wasn’t lit.” The ghouls in the trees enjoy another round of high-pitched snickered laughter.
 
   “There’s more where that came from,” I say, stupidly. Urlick elbows me in the side. 
 
   Flossie narrows her jealous-tinged eyes. “Let me guess.” She closes the gap. The suction cup bottoms of her tentacles clomping sloppily, affixing and unaffixing to everything in their grip. “You two have come armed to the tits for this?” She yanks my pendant out from between her breasts, and her followers in the trees gasp in shock. “Shut up!” she yells back at them, then turns to me again. “I knew you’d be along for it eventually. But then again, what other choice do you have?” She purses her damaged, now parchment-thin, puttied lip, and swings the necklace like a pendulum, just out of my reach. 
 
   I know better than to lunge for it.
 
   “That’s why I didn’t bother to kill you back there in the swamp,” she adds in a slithery voice, her tongue sloshing in and out of her mouth. “You’re far more useful to me as a lure than a corpse.” She juts out her neck, her voice sultry. “Not that the corpse part isn’t coming up.”She stares into my eyes, and I swear I see the future go black. I shake it off and grip the poison darts in my pocket tighter.
 
   “I read all about it in your pretty purple book,” She snaps backward, her voice an octave higher. 
 
   A cold wash of horror threads through me. What does she mean, book? The necklace ticks on its chain. She sprouts a wry smile 
 
   And then it hits me. A shock-filled gasp escapes my lips. 
 
   Soleil.
 
   My father’s journal. That’s where it’s been. 
 
   It’s been in the hands of my enemy the whole time.
 
   “Where is it?” I stupidly throw myself toward her.
 
   “OooOooo, wouldn’t you like to know?” She leans cockily back. “You really shouldn’t leave such important information just lying around.” She swings the necklace, winding and unwinding it around her fingertips. “I would have thought you’d learned that lesson by now.” 
 
   I clench my teeth. “Hand it over.” 
 
   “Which?” Flossie laughs. “The book or the necklace?” 
 
   “Both!” I lurch crazily at her. 
 
   She snaps the necklace tight in her palm. 
 
   “No!” Urlick shouts, and hauls me back.
 
   “Oh, would you look at that,” Flossie addresses her cronies in the trees. “The not-so-handsome prince to the rescue.” They laugh. 
 
   “She said, hand it over.” Urlick steps up in my place. His body tenses as he grits his teeth.
 
   “Hmm.” Flossie snorts, sizing him up and down. “Seems a bit of a tall order from someone who’s come intent on eliminating me.” Her eyes fall to my cherry-burst blooming pocket. The wind picks up at her back, tossing the loose tendrils of her hair about her Infirm-pocked face.
 
   Instinctively, I step back. 
 
   “Hand it over,” Urlick says, “Or—”
 
   “Or what?” 
 
   Slowly, provocatively, she walks the pendant chain through what’s left of her fingers. “Just what will you do, Urlick?”
 
   “This.” He pulls the steamcannon from his hip and aims it at her forehead.
 
   Flossie bursts into laughter again. The sardonic sound echoes through the forest, and bounces off the trees. “Oh, Urlick, really,” Flossie drawls, moving in uncomfortably close, and strokes his chest with her withering finger. “And to think I mistook you for brilliant.” She shoves him backward. His head thumps against the bark of a tree. “As much as I adore you, and God knows I do.” She struts. “I’m afraid you’re out of your league. You see, I am as unaffected by your bullets as you are by my affections.” She throws open her jacket, and pokes a finger through a previous bullet hole, and then stuffs her hand through her head, and waggles her fingers. “You see. Nothing.” 
 
   What I had for breakfast nearly comes up. 
 
   Urlick gulps and stares, his eyes round as teacups. 
 
   “Perhaps you’re unaffected by ordinary bullets,” Urlick says confidently—though I can tell, he’s struggling to muster the confidence. “But not these.” He cocks the cannon gun.
 
   “Why?” Flossie flits a sarcastic hand in the air. “Are they special? Made of silver stakes or something.” Her followers giggle in the trees. “Or loaded with some sort of special spirit-killing powder?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, yes.”
 
   “Really?” She shifts forward, plugging the snout of his gun with her finger. “I’m terrified.”
 
   More ghoulish laughter.
 
   Urlick daggers his eyes. “You should be. Now hand over the necklace like she said, or I swear I’ll fill you with bullets.”
 
   Flossie smiles. “I think you’re forgetting who’s the real threat here, Urlick.” She pulls her finger from the snout of the gun. It making a childish-sounding pop. “Now, shall we talk business, or shall I just have my friends up there eat her in front of you?” She swings her venomous gaze my way.
 
   The ghouls in the trees hiss and chatter. Their fangs glint in the dim light.
 
   A pull of terror shreds across my chest. My heart beats triple time.
 
   “I’d like to propose a deal.” The leaves beneath her tentacles creak. “A little…I’ll scratch your back and you scratch mine…” She drags a precocious fingernail the length of Urlick’s tipped-up chin.
 
   He swallows. “The time for bargaining is long over, Flossie.” 
 
   “Is it, really?” She arcs her brows. “I’d rather thought it had just begun. But if you’d rather not—” She turns her back.
 
   “All the better target to shoot,” Urlick says. 
 
   The ghouls lift from the trees.
 
   “Now hand over the necklace and the journal,” he says, “or prepare to meet your spirit maker.” 
 
   Flossie scowls and spins slowly around. “That’s how you want to play, is it?” She winds the necklace around in her hand, until the pendant on the end is under strain
 
   Urlick’s eyes dart my way. Worried lightning flashes in his gaze. He prompts me to prepare to make a move, but I’m not sure which. 
 
   Flossie’s worshipers swoop from the trees.
 
   “Look out!” Urlick shouts, raising his steamcannon in the air. He fires off a round, striking one of the ghouls in the head. The apparition bursts into a blazing ball of flame. It disappears in a loud puff of smoke before it can reassemble. A handful of dust drops to the forest floor. 
 
   Flossie whirls around in shock. Her bottom lip wobbles. 
 
   “Are you ready to do as I say now, or do I aim for you this time?” Urlick turns the cannon on her. 
 
   Flossie’s eyes swoop to the trees, where the rest of her whimpering, cowering followers hide. “Don’t just hover there! Attack them!” she shouts. 
 
   One by one the apparitions shriek and flee into the sky.
 
   I laugh. “Looks like you’re on your own, Flossie.” 
 
   Urlick cocks the cannon and aims.
 
   Flossie breaks out in a sweat. Her wicked gaze finds me. “You want it?” She sticks out her hand, necklace dangling on its chain, the pendant swinging wildly. She snares her puttied lip and bares her fangs. “Come and get it.” She throws her arm up in the air. 
 
   “Don’t!” Urlick shouts, as instinctively I lunge, my eyes fixed on the green glow of my father’s antidote. 
 
   Flossie’s hateful gaze trains on. She yanks the necklace back. The winds pick up, tossing the hem of her tattered clothes about her waist, and whipping her hair about her face, craftily snatching the necklace from her hand. 
 
   Heart pounding like a drum, I watch as the necklace uncoils from her hand, and slowly, painfully, slips through her half-dissolved fingers, and spirals through the air, out over the ravine.
 
   “Oh, no.” She gulps, drawing her trembling hands to her face. “No, no, no, no, no!” She bolts forward on her flopping tentacles, barely stopping at the edge of the ravine as the necklace disappears into the smoke.
 
   My world slows. My mind crashes. The necklace—my necklace, my only hope—tumbling end over end, off the side of the earth. 
 
   I gasp, paralyzed, as it falls. 
 
   Without warning, Urlick strips off his jacket and dives into the belly of the pit, after the necklace.
 
   “No, wait!” Flossie races up to the edge, nearly tumbling into the ravine. “Urlick! Come back! I need you!” Her feet leave the ground, as she too, dives headlong after him. 
 
   And I follow.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   WE FALL THROUGH THE front doors of the Palace, Masheck and Pan and I. We’re winded and coughin’, spewin’ smut from our guts. My tongue burns from the arsenic-laced taste of Vapours. I guess I underestimated ‘ow much of the vile stuff was actually gettin’ through. It takes us a good bit to get the front door to close up. 
 
   We fall with our backs to it, the winds outside, bayin’ and barkin’ like a hungry wolf, circlin’ the building over and over. A biting shiver runs up my spine. My skin lifts from me bones. I’ve not felt a storm like this since—the memory of the twister that hit the Freak Train comes to mind.
 
   I shake it off as Masheck drops to the stone floor beside me, coughin’ and chokin’, overcome by the fumes. Pan topples from my shoulder and collapses on the stone floor, and I join ‘er.
 
   Silently, I wish the castle ‘ad a cleansin’ room, like the one back home at the Compound. I don’t understand, amid all this lavishness, why the Ruler never built one. Surely ‘is technology is as good as ours. I look around. It’s more likely ‘e believed ‘e ‘ad no reason to fear the reach of the Vapours from where he sat, considerin’ the magnitude of the force field ‘e built ‘round ‘is city. Guess ‘e never figured on that system failin’. 
 
   Though ‘e did order the bunkers built, didn’t ‘e. 
 
   Masheck and I try to stand, then melt down the walls onto our weary bottoms, coughin’ like wild fools. Pan lies next to us on the floor.
 
   Iris comes a runnin’, ‘er shoes clappin’ stone, her frantic progression echoin’ off the foyer walls. She gasps when she sees us—her eyes jam-jar wide—and nearly drops the wash bucket she ‘s carrin’. Her gaze finds Pan and she gasps again—this time in relief—rushin’ forward and scoopin’ ‘er up in ‘er ‘ands. Iris bends ‘er ‘ead and pulls her close. Pan coos, and dizzily nuzzles Iris’s jawline.
 
   Where did you find her? Iris signs to me.
 
   “We didn’t. Pan found us. Isn’t that right, Masheck?” I swat his back. 
 
   Masheck grunts and spits up more Vapour residue. 
 
   Iris pulls back, spying the bump on Pan’s ‘ead ‘er eyes bug curious wide. 
 
   “Windmill,” I tell ‘er. “Whacked her noggin good, comin’ in for a landin’. The winds are ridiculously wicked out there, and gettin’ worse by the minute.” I gaze back at the door frame. Another wild lick slaps against the doors. It’s howl’s ‘eard round the room. I think briefly about Eyelet and Urlick out there in the woods, ‘ow they might be fairin’, surrounded by Vapour and criminals, and scads of Infirmed. I gulp. Flossie’s gonna be a picnic when they find ‘er, after fightin’ their way through all that. 
 
   I’ll get Pan some soup, Iris signs as she stands, and wrap ‘er up warmly.
 
   “Good idea, but be careful,” I caution. “She’s still a little stunned.”
 
   Iris nods and ‘urries away, then doubles back. She drops the bucket she’s been ‘oldin’ at my feet.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   She passes me a note. It’s not ‘er writin’. 
 
   “Time is of the essence,” I read. She signs for me to open it up.
 
   I unfurl it, the brittle paper cracklin’.
 
    
 
   It’s the best I could do on such short notice, though I must say, the supply of medicinal chemicals here is outstanding. Nevertheless, I’ve concocted a detoxifying tincture to help ward off your exposure to the Vapours. 
 
   Use it sparingly, but soon, as it won’t hold its power long. Down the solution, a half a cup each, whilst the solution is still boiling. Then wait for it to cool and use the remainder to scrub your skin clean. Use small, tight, circular motions, brushing toward the heart, never away from it. And don’t miss a spot. 
 
   Don’t worry, the solution is designed to guide you to a thorough cleaning. Remember, be quick. 
 
   Sadar
 
    
 
   How did he know of the Vapours? I look up at, Iris perplexed.
 
   I glance again at the bucket. Two steel brushes ‘ang tied to either side of the bucket’s metal ‘andle, along with to two silver ladles for drinkin’ cups. 
 
   I look to Masheck. “Yuh ready for this?”
 
   He stares back. “He wants us to drink down boilin’ water?” Masheck lurches forward, eyein’ the odd bubblin’ brew.
 
   “You ‘eard the man. It’s either that, or let the bite of the Vapours invade yur system.” 
 
   Iris swoops in, pulls a thimble from her apron, and fills it with enough solution for Pan. Then she slips away, Pan tucked up under her armpit. 
 
   I use me toes to fill a cup for Masheck, then one for meself. “Bottom’s up.” I raise ‘is cup, and clinkin’ it against mine. Purple steam spirals from the tins.
 
   “Are you sure it said boilin’?” He hovers over the paper.
 
   I repeat the line to him. “Satisfied?”
 
   “No.” He brings the steamin’, bubbling brew to his curled and crinkled lips, shuts his eyes, sways slightly, as if countin’ to ten, then gulps down the remedy whole. I plug my nose and do the same. The burn is ridiculous. Like drinkin’ fire straight from a dragon’s throat.
 
   I choke and sputter, my throat scorched raw. The heat burns a trail straight on down my tubes to my chest. 
 
   Masheck chokes and sputters on his, then fans his mouth, widely. “Gobsmackers! That shite could kill a man!” 
 
   “Or save ‘is life.” I gasp in breath after breath, trying to cool down my esophagus. 
 
   “Guess the gig’s still up on that, idn’t?” Masheck gives me a cheeky brow salute, then stands and begins sheddin’ his clothes. He doesn’t seem the least bit modest about it. Course, if I were as gifted as he, I wouldn’t be either.
 
   I, on the other hand, am not as blessed. 
 
   Moments later, we’re both stripped naked in the middle of the foyer, wire brushes in hand, vigorously scrubbin’ our skin. We work the solution into our pores in a circular motion, as told, brushing toward the heart, cringin’ under the nip of the steel bristles, tryin’ our best not to miss a patch of skin. 
 
   It becomes quickly apparent what Sadar meant by the solution is designed to assist you with the task. Wherever the solution is applied, the skin glows vibrantly. The two of us are fast becoming a couple of baby-blue, luminescent ghosts. 
 
   “You’ve missed a spot.” Masheck turns. “There.” He points to my scrotum. 
 
   I look down. “You got be kidding, mate.”
 
   “Sadar said to cover every inch of us.” Masheck smiles.
 
   I look down and see his wagger and billiards shimmerin’ blue, through a distinctly raw pink undertone. 
 
   “Our whole bodies. Really?” I scowl.
 
   “Well, only the parts you intend to keep, I suppose.”
 
   I gulp. He’s got a point there. We’ve no idea what the Vapours might do. 
 
   “The faster you do it, the less it stings.” Masheck says.
 
   “I can see that by your colourin’.” 
 
   He looks down, inspectin’ his freshly abraded glowing gift.
 
   I laugh, then draw in a breath, crack my toe joints, and bounce around the foyer floor for a spell, like a prize fighter before a bout, breathin’ in and puffin’ out, psychin’ meself up for the major event. Then, I take the brush, dip it in the pail, and hover it over me goods.
 
   “My goodness.” A soft, shocked voice floats into the room, drawin’ me eyes back up. 
 
   A swoony-lookin’ Livinea hangs on the doorway, lashes manically flutterin’ over a pair of bowl-sized eyes. Her saucy gaze is fixed on my jolly bits. 
 
   I try my best to quell their response to her, failin’ miserably. 
 
   “Perhaps you need a little ‘elp with that?” She dances her brows. 
 
   Masheck yelps and dives for cover, strikin’ a double-fisted, guilty-lover’s pose. I look down at my package and back up at ‘er. 
 
   “By all means, let me assist.” She moves in, fannin’ her heavy heavin’ bosoms. 
 
   “C.L.?” Masheck elbows me out of me lust-filled trance.
 
   “Oh, right, yeah…” I stammer. “No. Thanks. I’ve got everythin’ under control ‘ere.” 
 
   “Doesn’t look like it to me.” Livinea drags her eyes over me like smoothed icin’ over ice box cake, and slinks ever closer. “‘Cause I don’t mind to ‘elp you scrub ‘em.” She rests a provocative finger on her bottom lip. It’s more than I can do to contain myself.
 
   Masheck glances over, snickerin’. 
 
   “Maybe later…” I exhale, all goofy soundin’, me eyes at a dreamy half-mast. 
 
   Masheck kicks me. “Now, if you’ll excuse us,” he says. “We sort of need to finish the job. Time is of the essence.” 
 
   “All right.” She slides her gaze back over my bits and I shiver. “Later then.” She gracefully skulks from the room. 
 
   “Later,” I breathe, then have to catch my breath.
 
   Livinea floats back into the hall, peekin’ back ‘ound the corner one last time before completely disappearin’, her fingertips playfully titillatin’ the doorjamb. 
 
   “I’m gonna need a bath now, as well as a detoxifyin’,” Masheck sighs, and I laugh. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   I RUN OUT OF NERVE the second my feet leave the ground, but it’s too late; I’m already falling, end over end, into the belching, black-smoky-mire that is the mysterious pit of Embers. The bottomless, lifeless hole at the end of the earth. The air is filled with the howling voices of the thousands of dead. The sound worms through my pores and infiltrates my brain. Amid them, I hear myself screaming, as I flip and tumble and claw at my ears trying to escape them. But it’s no use; there’s no escaping. 
 
   I stop tumbling and begin spiralling head-long toward the bottom of the pit at great speed. I reach out to save myself but I can’t. Hands grab at me from the sides, tearing my clothing, and cutting my skin as I soar violently past. And then I hear them... 
 
   Father, Mother, calling out, followed by Smrt’s laugh. 
 
   I close my eyes and pray to Lord to save me—or kill me—whichever comes first. 
 
   I’m afraid to face what lies ahead. 
 
   Something cold brushes my arm, and my eyes spring open, and through the claustrophobic darkness I see it. 
 
   The necklace. 
 
   It is glowing green, lighting a path for me to follow through the winding, black, oppressive smoke. The end of its chain glints, dancing just far enough away from my outstretched fingertips that I cannot reach it. I lunge, dropping faster, harder, more deliberately toward the bottom, my hands stretching after it. But still, my fingers only come close enough to dust the clasp of the chain before it darts away, playfully, like a puppet on a gilded string. 
 
   I throw myself at it. It spirals, twisting, driving deeper. 
 
   I must reach it. I must have it. I must.
 
   I twist and thrust, swimming through the black, thick smoke toward the bottom at a dizzying speed, no longer caring what happens to me. 
 
   It grows darker and still darker. The air around me pinches thin. 
 
   There’s a pressure in my head. I clasp the sides of my skull, feeling the contents swelling, about to spill out—and I scream. 
 
   A scream of all screams.
 
   The sound breaks apart all the other voices, shattering them into flying shards that wheel past my head. They ping through the smoke and burst into dust, then trickle away as laughter. 
 
   Sardonic laughter.
 
   The laughter of Smrt.
 
   My stomach betrays me and I throw up a little. 
 
   Solid ground is rising in my view. I kick and scream, and fight against the inevitable consequence of falling. A sudden onslaught of an updraft sends me ballooning backward. It hooks my clothes and tears the hat from my head. 
 
   Shooting up from the bottom, the wind pelts my face. My hair breaks from its clasp and flutters about me. I struggle to breathe against the ferocious gust, gulping and gasping and swallowing.
 
   At the end of the surge, I begin to descend again, even faster this time.
 
   It is as though a giant hand is playing with me, tossing me up and then about to catch me again. 
 
   All at once I cannot breathe. My head feels too light, and there’s no air. 
 
   I shudder and gasp and twist. 
 
   I start to spin. 
 
   Then strangely, I’m whirled right-side-up, and thrown down. I fall in a sitting position, my legs stretched out in front of me. A whop, whop, whop sound—like a bullet slicing through the final few waves of air before hitting its target—fills my ears. 
 
   I close my eyes and pray as I drop…landing with a solid but surprisingly painless plunk! on my bottom end. 
 
   A plume of white powder rises all around me, engulfing me in its sugary-tasting smoke. 
 
   I cough, and swing my hands in front of me to clear the powder, but it cakes my face anyway. I reach up, touching the mask of dust and it falls to the ground in clumps around me. Music plays. The light tinny sounds of twittering whistles from a calliope. There’s a giant white light in my eyes. 
 
   I raise a hand, unable to see.
 
   Gears creak. Children shout and cheer, and frolic with glee. 
 
   The air tastes of candy. 
 
   The hum of voices… oooooh and aaaaaaaah.
 
   The shunt of engines whirl.
 
   I blink through the settling dust and look around, stunned to see the trappings of a carnival coming to life, quite literally sprouting up from the ground around me. Performer’s tents, midway games, shouting carnies, buckets of toffee, and kettles teeming with caramel corn. 
 
   And all of it—the whole scene—is cast in a hue of soft grey to white.
 
   Nothing, absolutely nothing, has any colour to it. Not even their faces. All their skin appears to be translucent, and shimmering, like the surface of a glassy pond. 
 
   I look down at my own hands. They are still flesh toned. My clothing still has colour to it. I am the only one.
 
   The only colour in this colourless world. What’s happened? What’s is going on here?
 
   “Get out of the way!” I hear a voice shout. I crank my head that way.
 
   A mechanical elephant strides toward me, glinting gold in the searing white light. Its trunk is raised. Steam clouds chug from its nostrils. It opens its mouth, exposing a row of shiny glass teeth and a diamond-studded tongue. It bellows, sounding somewhat tinny, but still magically elephant!
 
   It’s him. The elephant from the carnival. My elephant. 
 
   “Eyelet?”
 
   “Father?” I twist around. Dust billows up from where my hands have landed. I squint and strain to see where the voice has come from.
 
   The elephant trumpets, sounding sinister this time. It draws close, its giant foot poised overhead, as if to crush me. I scramble backward on elbow and heel, trying to get out from under its shadow.
 
   “Eyelet?”
 
   My head turns the other way searching for Father.
 
   The beast trumpets again.
 
   “Father?” 
 
   The giant beast’s foot comes down on top of me.
 
   I shriek and hug my knees, and the elephant’s foot stamps right through me. The earth booms, and a great cloud of dust rises up from his footprint, which I’m left screaming inside of. 
 
   I open my eyes to find myself unharmed. The track of the great elephant’s step is outlined around me. 
 
   I clutch my thundering heart and look back at the trumpeting, elephant, his great metal tail swaying as he meanders away, his alluring, golden brass hue now turned to a dull shade of gun-metal grey. Peering around its chest, from the controls, the face of Smrt greets me, his moustache turned up at the ends into electrified curls. Maniacal laughter pours from his mouth. He’s ghostly white, like everything else in this world. His eyes are molten flame.
 
   “Smrt.” I draw back, digging my heels into the powder-white dirt, willing myself to a stand, then start to run. My head floats, threatening to take me away. 
 
   “Eyelet?” a voice calls—not my father’s. “Eyelet?” It’s calling from far, far away.
 
   I stop and turn. “Mother?”
 
   There she is, waving at me from across the midway, her blue-green eyes flickering in the relentless white light. I raise a hand to my eyes to better see her. She’s standing in the line to buy toffee. She turns, tossing me a light three-finger wave. She wears the same frock she did that day. At the front of the line of faceless people, a carnie hands out candy. His head is down, his moustache twitching.
 
   “No!” I shout as she approaches the front.
 
   The carnie lifts his chin. Molten flames flash in his eyes.
 
   “No!” I lunge. 
 
   He’s got Mother. He throttles her. She gags and chokes and cries out.
 
   “Mother!” I scream, and launch into a run, but the ground revolves beneath my feet. It won’t allow me to get to her. The harder I run, the farther she’s pulled away. You will be there, won’t you? I hear in my head. It’s me, in my child-voice, in the kitchen of our castle apartment, the last time we were all together.
 
   How much do you trust me? 
 
   “Father?” I say. I turn and there he is. He’s with my mother, in the kitchen in of our old castle apartment. But the door is locked and I can’t get in. I pound the glass. “Father, let me in!” He stands with his back to me. 
 
   I climb through the window and race up the hall, past my old bedroom. On the night table, next to my bed, my favourite book, Through the Looking Glass: The Adventures of Alice in Wonderland, by Lewis Carrol lies open. Someone has ripped the pages out. 
 
   Mother screams and I whirl around. “Father! What are you doing?” 
 
   His hands are clasped to either side of her face, as though he’s about to kiss her. But he isn’t. Instead, he squeezes her head in his hands. The door slams shut between us. I struggle with the latch. “Father, don’t. Stop. Please!” 
 
   He spreads his elbows wide for leverage, his biceps trembling.
 
   “FATHER!” I pound the door and scream.
 
   He throws his head back, frantically laughing, as my mother’s head explodes. A plume of black smoke rises from her neck. Her face turns to rubble, then crumbles through my father’s hands and to the floor.
 
   “Mother!” I shriek.
 
   Father turns around, only it isn’t Father at all. The face of Professor Smrt laughs at me. “No!” I lunge backward. “No, no, no, no, no.” My trembling hands fly to my mouth. The image crashes inside my skull. I bolt back up the stairs and out of the castle, back into the noisy midway of the carnival. I collapse against the wall of the nearest tent, the sound of Smrt’s laughter following me, and fall inside the open flap, my feet tangled in the tethers that peg the tent down. 
 
   I rise and stumble forward, knocking against the shoulders of the patrons as I stagger toward the front trying to escape Smrt’s inescapable voice. I reach the front railing and cling to it, trying to steady my shaking self. A demonstration is taking place. I look up into a faceless carnie, who is striking a fuse on a machine. My mind fills in the blanks. The machine rumbles, a flywheel roars, two great disc-like plates whirl. The machine erupts into a blinding flash. 
 
   I throw my hand over my eyes to protect them. But it’s too late. They’re burning.
 
   Maniacal laughter rises out of the darkness.
 
   I blink and scream the feeling of my eyes melting, carving two rivers of goo down my cheeks. I spin, digging at my eye sockets, willing the flames away—and when at last my eyes open, it’s the carnie’s eyes that are melting. His bowler hat and striped suit are ablaze. Out of his pooling white blood and bone, Smrt rises. 
 
   Hideously aflame.
 
   I gasp and fall back, stumbling, trying to get away. “No!” I turn, and run. “No!” With every step he appears in front of me, laughing. His laughter chases me from the park.
 
   I race through the midway, out the front gates of the carnival, across the road, and down a set of white cloud stairs into a basement laboratory. 
 
   A building springs up around me. Its walls are white. A great stone door slams shut behind me. 
 
   I’m trapped in a white stone room.
 
   Eyelet? someone says.
 
   I’m afraid to look.
 
   Before me, a figure appears, holding a giant glass syringe. The faceless man points it toward me. 
 
   His hands are not real. They can’t be; they’re too big. “No.” I back away. 
 
   He steps from the light, and the giant tube behind him glints. It blinds me, temporarily. The Crooke’s Tube, with the needle-nosed end. 
 
   I turn and rush at the closed door, slamming against it hard and then tugging it, but it won’t open.
 
   In the opposite corner, a machine churns, puffing smoke. Its gears noxiously grind. It opens its wide mouth and shows its serrated teeth. 
 
   Above that, an anvil hangs, as if about to drop. 
 
   Out of the machine pours Smrt’s laughter.
 
   A pair of hands reaches down from the ceiling and drags me toward it. 
 
   “No.” I fight against them.
 
   Please, Eyelet. Smrt’s voice is low and sinister. Let me save you. He laughs wildly again.
 
   “No!” I shout and struggle.
 
   Please, Eyelet. Be a good little solider and hold still for Daddy now.
 
    Come child. The hands sway me toward him. Let Daddy poison you…
 
   “No. It is not true. He didn’t.”
 
   Oh, didn’t he?
 
   “And you are not my father.”
 
   But I am. You will see.
 
   One day you will see. 
 
   He and I, are one. The boom of his voice fills the room.
 
   “Stop!” I clap my hands to my ears and lunge backward. “You are not my father!” I kick and shout my way through the wall, squirming away from the claw-like, reaching hands. I lunge back up the cloud staircase and out into the midway, beyond the gates, where something flashes, so big, so bright, it envelopes the whole scene. 
 
   I stare at it, my mouth agape. “No,” I shout as the ground beneath my feet gives out, and I drop through a skirt of clouds, out of the white world.
 
   “The necklace? Where is my necklace?” I scream, falling down, down, down.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   MASHECK STANDS HUDDLED OVER the gauges at the south end of the basement, readin’ the Vapour barometer. He taps the glass—like tappin’ them is going to lower their readin’s. 
 
   “What’s it say now?” I walk up behind him, snappin’ a torch down from the wall. 
 
   He turns, clutchin’ ‘is logbook in one ‘and. “Twenty-three parts per million.” 
 
   “Twenty-three?” My eyes spring wide open. “Why, that’s up ten since this afternoon.”
 
   “Eleven. To be exact.” 
 
   “Bloomin’ boulders.” I rake my toes over me sparsely-haired head. A sickly stone of worry drops in my stomach. “It should be back to zero by now, shouldn’t it? With all the work we did.” 
 
   Masheck’s eyes flash as ‘e swings around. “You’d think so, although we didn’t finish.”
 
   I’m taken aback. “What was I supposed to do? Just leave ‘er lyin’ there?”
 
   “No.” His concerned brows soften. “I just wish we’d ‘ad more time.” He taps the gauges again.
 
   What will we do if the full-on Vapours bust through the purification system? I don’t think either of us is ready for that.
 
   “Look.” I pat him on the shoulder with a nimble foot. “I know you’s worried, an’ so am I. All we can ‘ope is the repairs we did ‘old long enough for Eyelet and Urlick to get back.”
 
   “And if they don’t?” Masheck crosses his muscled arms.
 
   “Well, then, I guess it’s on to plan B.” 
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Look, let’s not panic until after tomorrow, shall we?” I turn to leave, but he claps a hand down on my shoulder.
 
   “I give ‘em eighteen hours, then I’m donnin’ a mask and goin’ after them meself.”
 
   “You can’t do that. You’re needed ‘ere. Those were Urlick’s final words. You ‘eard ‘im.”
 
   “But you didn’t hear the very last thing Urlick said to me.”
 
   I stare at ‘im intently. 
 
   “He said, ‘If we’re not back in three days’ time, come lookin’ for us.’ Eighteen hours from now marks three full days.” 
 
   I stare, and swallow hard. 
 
   Urlick must’ve suspected somethin’ could go wrong. But what ‘ad ‘e been thinkin’? Did ‘e know of the storm? Or somethin’ even worse? I gulp.
 
   “Very well, then.” I hang me head. “‘Ow’s about tomorrow, we don the gasmasks and try to fix those last few broken mills. That way, we’ve done all we can. And then if they’s still not back, we’ll go together to look for them.”
 
   Masheck nods. 
 
   “Until then,” I pat Masheck on the back. “Try to get some sleep. Watchin’ them gauges ain’t gonna make them change.” I turn to leave. “Oh, and Masheck.” I turn back. “Not a word about this to the rest. No use gettin’ ‘em all stirred up, unnecessarily. Tomorrow is new day.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   I FIND MYSELF IN a blindingly white forest, under a blindingly white sun, surrounded by blindingly white trees. I seem to have fallen through some kind of portal or something. 
 
   The fall through terrifying darkness was horrific, only to end up in a world of white. I landed on my feet, only slightly jarred, which makes no sense at all. 
 
   I stare up at the searing sun, even though it burns my eyes. “What is this? Where am I?”
 
   White grass grows at my feet. And not just clumps of it among patches of dirt like in the Follies; it’s an entire sheer, white carpet. I reach down, gasping, as I run my hands through it. Beyond the clearing, wildflowers grow. Wildflowers! Honest to goodness, wildflowers. I haven’t seen those since I was a very small child. I spin around. There are wildflowers as far as the eye can see. I blink, thinking them a grand mirage. We don’t even have these back home in the terrarium room. This can’t possibly be real. And gooseberries! I lunge forward, accosting the bush, popping one of the berries in my mouth. Though they’re white, they taste perfect—the perfect balance of sweet and sour. Their flavour explodes on my tongue and warms my throat. 
 
   I swallow them. Simply amazing!
 
   I hold a hand to my eyes and survey the rest of the forest. I can’t remember the last time I— Are those real raspberries? I dart forward, plucking the fruit and filling my mouth with their tart sweetness. I turn round and round, delighting in each delicacy I find…strawberries and blueberries and blackberries—
 
   I stop. My breath is stolen. I scrub my eyes with my knuckles, disbelieving. No. My eyes must be playing tricks on me. Those cannot be olallieberries growing in the wild.
 
   I rush to the edge of the clearing, throw out my hands, and rake my fingers through the plant. Row upon row of olallieberry bushes stand untouched, unplucked, just as they did when I…
 
   Wait. 
 
   If this is real, and if memory serves me, then in the grove on the opposite side of the clearing there should be… 
 
   Slowly, I turn around. I race across the white dirt road and toss back the snowy foliage. I gasp. My heart rumbling. It’s here. 
 
   Moncton Gate. 
 
   It’s not broken down and crumbling. Instead, it stands steadfast in all its glory, just like it used to before the flash. I burst forward, running my hands through the bushes. 
 
   This can’t be. This just can’t be happening. I twist about. The forest, the flowers, the berries, the trees—Moncton Gate—it’s all back. 
 
   My chin wavers. 
 
   The way it was when I was a child. 
 
   If all this is back, then…I whirl around. The house. Where is the house? 
 
   I charge toward where I think it should be, white light blinding me. I beat down bushes and stalk through brambles. Finally, I spot it, in all its pre-flash grandeur: it still stands, the twin circular stone turrets jutting out tall among the trees—the two of them, not just one—with their shining windows as opulent as I remember them. 
 
   They’re no longer black, but made of shimmering leaded glass—as they once were, before the Night of the Great Illumination. Before the ominous flash that split the earth and left the structure half-buried within the ground, its back end suspended over the edge of Embers’ hellfires for all eternity. 
 
   I race toward the house, leaping log and stone as I run. When I reach the front doors, I slam my palms into them. They fling open into the grand old front entry. Sweeping through the parlour and into the study, I call, racing room to room. “Iris? Iris, are you here?” No one answers. I keep searching. “Iris?” I yank open the double doors to the kitchen. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   “Eyelet? Eyelet, are you here?” I jimmy open the back kitchen door. The hallway beyond is bright white and swirling.
 
   “Don’t!” a distant voice shouts from behind me. “Don’t do it, Urlick. Stop. Get out of there!” 
 
   I swing around. I swear the voice is Eyelet’s. I barrel through the open door off the kitchen, leading to the bedrooms on the second floor, and search the staircase, then circle back, bursting through the parlour again, where I spot someone climbing the tall, winding, front-hall staircase; the one that was destroyed in the cave-in after the flash. The features of a figure slowly take form in front of me. The figure’s back is toward me.
 
   Blinding light pours in from the ceiling. Blinding white light.
 
   I squint looking up. “Father?” 
 
   “Marta? Marta, are you there?”
 
   “Father!” I climb the stairs behind him, two at a time.
 
   “No! Don’t.” Distant boots pound the earth.
 
   Father’s dressed in a white mourning suit and long, white mourning tails. His boots, also white, look strangely familiar. He rounds the bend in the staircase, and I see in his hands. He is holding a breakfast tray, with a covered plate, with tea. A single white rose sits in a vase, next to the pot. 
 
   “Marta?” he cries out again. 
 
   “Father.” I know who it is he’s going to meet, though I’ve never met her myself. My mother. I’m about to meet my mother.
 
   “Marta?” he calls, as though he doesn’t hear me. “Marta? Where are you?”
 
   “No, Father. She’s not here.” 
 
   “Marta? Can you hear me?” 
 
   There’s another voice, low and soft. I cannot make out the words. I stop cold, mid-tread, and listen. Soft words linger over parted lips.
 
   “Mother?” I call, and launch up the stairs after them. “Mother!”
 
   “No, Urlick don’t!” The distant voice calls to me from the threshold.
 
   I whirl around, and in the blinding light, I see Eyelet standing there. She’s eerily flushed, and her clothes are in tatters. She springs through the parlour and into the kitchen. “Stop, please, stop.” She closes in on me. “They’re not what they appear.”
 
   “It’s my mother,” I shout. 
 
   “No, it’s not. You have to trust me!”
 
   I scowl. 
 
   The stairs turn to clouds before me.
 
   Father rapidly ascends them. 
 
   I turn and race after him.
 
   “Stop, Urlick! Stop!”
 
   But I don’t. I’m going to meet my mother. I scale the cloud stairs at great speed. They extend higher and higher, beyond the second floor, and through the rafters.
 
   “Marta!” Father shouts. 
 
   “Come back,” Eyelet screams.
 
   “Mar-ta!” Father sounds angry. 
 
   I reach the top and see a faceless woman floating inside a billowing white dress. The figure glows white, her ruffled skirts all aflutter, milk white hair floating out from the sides of her head. 
 
   I shield both eyes and squint to try to see her better, but cannot. No matter how hard I try to see, there is no face—just a searing white light beaming up from the neck of her dress, shooting out in a spray of rays. I cannot look through it. The light is too strong. Too bright. It burns. 
 
   I lift my arms to shield my eyes.
 
   “Mother?” I say.
 
   Long and lanky arms extend from the bodice of the dress, with fingers white as chalk. “Son.” Her voice is low and eerie. She reaches out, inviting me into a hug. 
 
   “Don’t!” Eyelet shouts. “It’s not her!” 
 
   But I can’t stop myself; the draw of my mother is too powerful. I reach out and touch her hand—and my hand bursts into flame.
 
   “Urlick!” Eyelet screams.
 
   I howl and draw back, violently shaking my arm, which only fans the flames. Maniacal laughter pours down the stairs.
 
   “Urlick!” Eyelet races toward me. 
 
   I flail and spin amid the laughing. My arm is turning to ash. I thrash, whipping it through the air, and the ashes burst into feathers, forming wings and flap away. 
 
   I stare, astonished. 
 
   The light from my mother’s neck fades, giving way to the face of Smrt. He tips back his head, laughter streaming from his mouth. The sound penetrates my brain.
 
   I shudder, quaking backward. “No!” 
 
   Mother Smrt shifts toward me, and I turn and race down the stairs. I slam headlong into Eyelet and collect her up into my arms. 
 
   “Eyelet?” 
 
   Her dress feels empty. 
 
   Her chin is dipped.
 
   “Eyelet?” I cup her face and draw it to me. Her head comes off in my hands.
 
   Smrt bursts into another round of laughter.
 
   Eyelet is nothing but a skeleton. Bones and a skull inside a dress.
 
   “No!” I toss her head away. 
 
   “Urlick!” Eyelet’s voice calls after me. The sound gyrates throughout me. 
 
   I fumble and turn, clear the staircase, and run screaming through the hall. In the darkness, I knock against the walls and furniture, blind and crashing into things. I tread on something, stumble, and fall down overtop.
 
   Behind me, the stairs are fast dissolving in a rumbling tidal wave of cloud.
 
   “Urlick?” 
 
   I look down. Eyelet lies beneath me.
 
   I scramble backward, up onto my feet. 
 
   “It’s all right. It’s really me.” She reaches for me.
 
   I touch her face, making sure she’s real. 
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
   I haul her to her feet and yank her forward, ahead of the tsunami of cloud. Together, we head for the door, racing through the house as it crumbles down around us and folds into the darkening clouds. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   “COME ON!” MASHECK JERKS his head to the right, swinging the lantern out in front of him. “I’ve got something to show you. Both of you.” He eyes Parthena, who he’s also dragged down here. She totters along behind us, not the most surefooted of the pack.
 
   “Where exactly are we going?” I jog to keep up, then duck to avoid hitting me head on the low ceilings of the underground caverns that weave beneath the Academy. 
 
   Who knew these were here? 
 
   I look around, wide-eyed. A swoopin’ bat takes a run at my head and I fold in half to avoid it. “How on earth did you stumble upon this place?” 
 
   “On a mission to find supplies. Got a little off track.” Masheck tips ‘is ‘ead. 
 
   “I can see that.” 
 
   “So that’s why you arrived with webs in your hair at the send-off the other day?” 
 
   “Precisely.” 
 
    Parthena swipes a web from her own hair and scowls. “Are you sure I need to be here?” 
 
   “Yes, you especially.” Masheck insists, turning left at the end of the cavern hallway.
 
   A small shriek escapes Parthena’s lips as she slips on the watery surface of the underground limestone path in her slick-soled city shoes. “Why? Why me?”
 
   “Because.” Masheck grins.
 
   We reach a set of massive wooden doors. Masheck cranks them open. They creak back slowly. The eerie sound runs a race up my skin.
 
   Everything in the room beyond is dark. Bone-chilling, blood-letting dark.
 
   “What is this?” I poke my head through the opening. The space smells of sulphur, stale dirt, worms, and crude oil. I sniff, then turn back to Masheck. “I don’t see anything.”
 
   “Of course you don’t. We’re not there yet. Come on.” He darts forward into the darkness, lantern swinging, motioning for us to follow him. 
 
   I help Parthena over the boxed-in threshold and down the long, slender, cliff-like path that hugs what looks to be the underground side of the escarpment. “Are we outside?”
 
   “In a way.”
 
   “Should we be?” Parthena’s nose scrunches, worried.
 
   “We’re perfectly safe, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Masheck flits along ahead of us like a giddy, out-of-control child. “Just a little bit further. Around that corner.” Masheck points ahead of us to a great limestone stalagmite cluttered cavern floor. 
 
   “Oh, my.” Parthena rounds the corner and clutches her heart.
 
   In places, stalactites extend down from the ceiling in formations long enough to connect, or nearly connect, with the stalagmites on the floor, forming long, waxy, ghost-like columns. “They’re so beautiful.”
 
   “That they are.”
 
   Masheck races ahead, leading us past their opulent beauty along a stone pathway that hugs the side of the escarpment. A steep winding pathway that leads to the escarpment’s top. The pathway grows thinner and thinner.
 
   In her haste, Parthena misplaces a step and her shoe slips. I catch her hand with a foot.
 
   “How much further?” I snap at Masheck. 
 
   “We’re almost there,” he assures me.
 
   “What is so bloody important you drag us down here?”
 
   He slows. “I found something.” He looks back with guilty eyes. “Before they left. I just didn’t want to say.” 
 
   “What. What did you find?”
 
   “It was Smrt.” He walks on at double step speed. “He was planning something. Something big.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I think he was trying to escape.”
 
   “Escape what?”
 
   “You tell me.” He springs around the final bend in the path, and rests his palms against a great set of carved wooden doors. They’re enormous. They extend up overhead into the shadows of the cave, outside of the light source, and stretch well down to the bottom of the cavern floor below us. Their massive wood door fronts are carved with an illustration: an airship scene of times gone by. 
 
   “What is this?” I say shakily. “Where are we?” 
 
   “Oh, my Lord.” Parthena claps her hands to her mouth. “An airship port.” Her fingers tremble against her lips. “I thought they’d shut all these down.”
 
   “They had.” Masheck lifts a cheeky eyebrow. “That was my understandin’.” He pushes the doors, and I stare up at their arched wooden tops as they sway gently open. 
 
   We step through the massive archway doors onto the cool stone loading dock beyond them. The air in here is an octave colder, and a might bit purer, as well. Fans made of massive woven palm leaves circulate in the corners, propelled by single-crank motors, fuelled by the water rushing along the sidewalls of the cave.
 
   Before us is an enormous airship. It’s four, maybe five times the size of a normal airplough bus. Clearly not one of the old retired fleet.
 
   “Apparently, not.” Masheck says, and leans an elbow against the bow.
 
   “But…but I thought,” Parthena stammers, looking up, “the former Ruler stopped all air transportation after—” 
 
   “The flash?” Masheck smirks and raises an eyebrow. “Yes, I know.” 
 
   Parthena gasps as she moves closer, her eyes never leaving the massive ship. 
 
   “Somethin’ id’n’t it?” Masheck slaps the hull. “This is no ordinary airship, trust me. This beast was built for a mission.” Masheck runs ahead, lighting some of the torches along the dock attached to the sidewall of the cave. The enormity of the ship emerges in the steaming light. Its towering cabin alone stands three, maybe four times the size of the main floor of the castle, with a hull the width of Piglingham Square.
 
   “What mission would that be?” Parthena finally gathers her words. She strolls up, stroking its side, stopping to stare in through a port window, then turns back to me with wide eyes. “You could hold a concert in the bottom half alone.”
 
   “And there are compartments up there, all through the upper side.” Masheck points. “Sleeping chambers. A particularly lavish set of them on the upper most deck. Just off the captain’s quarters on the deck.”
 
   “Why on earth would people need to eat and sleep on an airship?” I stare up at a sign marked Grand Dining Hall at the ship’s centre. 
 
   “You tell me,” Masheck grins. “This ain’t no airship. This beast is an ark. Near as I can figure, Smrt was preparing for a disaster.”
 
   Parthena presses her nose up against another of the cabin portholes. “He’s right about the ark part. This thing could hold half the population of Brethren.”
 
   Her head snaps around. 
 
   For a silent moment, we three stare at each other.
 
   Terrifyin’ thoughts crash about in me head.
 
   “How do you know it was Smrt who created this?” Parthena’s brow crinkles. “And not some previous Ruler?”
 
   “Because.” Masheck rounds the end of the ship, leaps up on a platform, and wipes a year’s worth of dust from the stern. “Of this.” 
 
   Parthena gasps and steps back, her hands floating to the name of the ship revealed under the dust. The S.S. Parthena. He did love me…,” she whispers.
 
   I swing toward her. “Did you know anything about this?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re sure?” 
 
   “No. Not a clue.” She stalks around the back of the ship. 
 
   “Shall we?” Masheck says, pulling himself up onto the hull. He drops the main gangplank and motions with a hand for us to enter. 
 
   Parthena and I wait for the ropes to fully unfurl, then scuttle up the planks. 
 
   The hull is equipped with a state of the art decontamination chamber. “Right there we know, this wasn’t built by the former Ruler.” I toss a wiry glance Masheck’s way. 
 
   “Everything is so sophisticated.” Parthena runs her hands along a panel of the buttons. She depresses one and a warning siren goes off. She hits another and a warning light trips on. Indicating Vapours. 
 
   “I don’t get it.” Parthena swings around. “Why would he be afraid of encountering Vapours inside the Commonwealth?”
 
   “Because he wasn’t planning on just sailing within the Commonwealth.” Masheck grits his teeth. He runs to the deck and brings back a wooden box. The ship’s official log box. In it there is a map. He pulls it out and unrolls it, stretching it across a tabletop. “The ship’s only journey map. I can’t find another. I’ve looked everywhere. There isn’t another.” 
 
   The map is unfinished, as if the cartographer hadn’t time to complete the entire thing—the right quarter of the map is empty. 
 
   “Why would anyone follow a map that wasn’t finished?” asks Parthena. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Masheck stretches his hands out over the map. “Somethin’s amiss.”
 
   “Why would anyone plan a journey, not knowing where they’re going?” Parthena looks to me. “He was too smart for this. He must have been looking for something.”
 
   Masheck digs around in the box where he’d found the map and pulls out a small, clear, glass cylinder. The serial numbers on its cap match those on the map, next to the cartographer’s signature. Masheck and Parthena and I stare at it. 
 
   Within the cylinder, a small storm rages. 
 
   Parthena reaches back into the box and pulls out the ships official journey log. She flips through some pages. “Look at this.” She holds up the ship’s boarding record. Her hands tremble. “It’s a list of the travellers. He’d already chosen them.”
 
   Masheck and I crowd close to read the page. I run a toe down the names on the list.
 
   “Your name is there.” Masheck’s head shoots up to stare at Parthena. “Yet you knew nothing of this?”
 
   “No. I swear.”
 
   “Your name and your sister’s name,” Masheck snatches the list from me and frantically searches it, from top to bottom again. “Yet not mine.” He looks up. 
 
   Parthena eye’s drop to the paper. She stares at her name, which has mysteriously been crossed off and then re-entered again, below the original, in another’s handwriting. She clutches her chest and falls back, unsteady and breathless, against a table. “Smrt.” She breathes. “He was planning to come back for me.” 
 
   “C.L.? Masheck?” a voice calls from outside the confines of the ship. 
 
   The three of us wrench around. 
 
   Martin appears in the throat of the dark cavern, at the bow of the ship—a flustered, wide-eyed mess. He races up to the airships’ gangway. “Something’s happened to Sadar!” he shouts. “You’ve got to come quick!” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   WE RACE BACK INTO the blinding white forest, making sure to put good distance between us and the house of horror, before finally slowing our gait. I drop Eyelet’s hand and bend at the waist, walking off the excess adrenaline through the white, white grass. “What was that?” I turn to her. 
 
   “I don’t know.” She stops, breathless and trembling, gulping in air beside me. “Your version of hell, I guess. I fell into one too. My own form of hell in an all-white world. Then I fell out of it into yours.”
 
   “So, I should be expecting to fall again?”
 
   “Who knows.” Eyelet looks around, warily. “I say we find my necklace and get out of here quick”—she smoothes her palms down the side of her pants, trying to restore her nerves—“before something even more bizzare happens.”
 
   “And how do you propose we do that?” The winds suddenly pick up, rushing in at our backs. I clutch Eyelet’s hand and brace for another drop. But none comes. 
 
   The winds channel down and through the trees across the forest, causing Eyelet’s hair to flap in a fringe around her cheeks. “I think it might be too late for that.” The winds grow stronger, wrapping my coattails around my back.
 
   Eyelet drops her head and gasps, struggling for air. The winds are so strong they’ve taken her breath. She coughs what she takes in immediately back out, then looks up at me, holding her chest.
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter?” I shout over the wind’s roar.
 
   “Nothing,” she hollers back. 
 
   I read fear in her eyes. “You’re not feeling well again, are you?”
 
   “I’m fine, really,” she gulps. “It was just the wind.”
 
   I take her by the hands and pull her to me. “You would tell me if you’re not feeling well, right?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Her fingers are icy cold, as if the blood that courses through them has ceased to sustain life. Her eyes sparkle with consternation, and a urgent longing I’ve never before seen. “It’s going to be all right, I know it.”
 
   “You can’t know that.” She lifts an eyebrow. “Neither of us can.” 
 
   “Look. You heard the Alchemist. All we need is your father’s antidote, and then everything goes back to normal.” 
 
   “And yet, I’ll still be plagued with episodes.”
 
   “And we’ll overcome those, too.” I kiss her hands. 
 
   “I wish I could be as sure.”
 
   My eyes meet hers. She looks away in sorrow, her bottom lip trembling. “Sometimes, I think it’s all been predetermined, long before we met. Like ultimately, nothing we do will stop anything from happening. What will be, will just simply be.”
 
    “Then why are we on this crazy journey?” I lean back, smiling at her. “Why do any of this, if that’s what you believe? Which, by the way, I don’t believe.” I cock a brow. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever wondered if we’re really in charge of anything at all in this life? Or if it’s all just scheduled to happen to us. All part of some larger plan.” She drops her gaze. 
 
   Inside my head, panic crashes. Perhaps she is right. Perhaps we are just part of some pre-determined circumstance. Perhaps nothing we do is ever going to matter. 
 
   Perhaps this is the end. 
 
   I don’t know. But one thing is for sure, I can’t go on, and neither can she, thinking that it’s true. 
 
   “No,” I say matter-of-factly. I raise her chin ‘till her eyes meet my gaze again. “I believe this is all part of your journey—and that the very fact we are here tells me the universe believes there’s still a chance. A chance for us to find the serum. A chance for you to rid yourself of seizures. A chance for you and I to redeem Brethren. And if there’s a chance, I intend to take it.” I speak through stiff lips. “What about you?”
 
   “Why, of course.” Offended breath escapes her chest. 
 
   I smile. “That’s more like the Eyelet I know.”
 
   “It’s just—” She looks up at me, her gaze soggy.
 
   “Promise me we will not speak of this again. I’m here for a reason, and you’re here for a reason—we are here, together, for a reason.” I squeeze her hands tight in my own. “Now let’s go find out what it is, shall we?” 
 
   Her eyes dart over mine.
 
   I snap the tips of my waistcoat and march on past her. 
 
   She follows, taking my hand, threading her fingers through mine. For a long, while we walk in silence, and I worry that I’ve been too harsh, then, “Back there in the house,” she clarifies. “How did you know where to find me?” She cocks her head curiously.
 
   I grimace. “I didn’t. You found me.”
 
   “That’s not true. I distinctly heard you calling.” 
 
   “And I heard you. But then it wasn’t you…It was an imposter.” I shudder, remembering the bones.
 
   Eyelet looks straight ahead and not at me. 
 
   “I heard you calling out, warning me not to listen,” I say. “And then you were there, at the bottom of the staircase, and I crashed into you and knocked you down.”
 
   “But you didn’t...” She looks to me, perplexed. “I was on the ground because I’d already fallen. Out of the other white world. I landed by the stairs just as you came bounding down them.” 
 
   My brows furrow. “So who was it then, if it wasn’t you warning me to stop climbing?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” Eyelet shakes her head. “Things here are clearly not what they seem.” 
 
   I look around, as if expecting the answer to come—unsure of what I’d do if it did. Another great gust of wind kicks up and Eyelet falters. I squeeze her hand, keeping her grounded, even though I’m feeling rather ungrounded myself.Her skin looks unusually pale. “Eyelet, I’ve been wanting to ask you…what happened at the swearing-in? Why did you collapse?” 
 
   “Because,” she says, lowering her head. “I was coughing blood.”
 
   “How long had that been happening?” 
 
   “Just since that morning, when we overtook Penelope.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “What was I to say?” She’s shaking. “Besides, there wasn’t time. You needed to go to Iris, and I—”
 
   I turn, pulling her hard to my chest. “Promise me you’ll never keep anything like that from me again.”
 
   She looks up, guilt swimming in her eyes. “The Alchemist already told you my condition was grave.”
 
   “Yes, but, he didn’t mention the presence of—”
 
   “Blood?” Her eyes swim with dismay. 
 
   The very word sends a lightning-like shudder down my spine. 
 
   “It’s a sign of tumours.” Her mouth shakes. “I found the evidence in one of my father’s journals. I broke back into his office at the Academy, the day of your ceremony. That’s where I was. That’s why it took me so long to show up in the crowd.” She raises her chin. “I’m sorry, but I just had to find out. I thought finding the journal would be my saving grace—my salvation. Not my final sentence.” 
 
   “But it’s not. You heard the Alchemist. All we need is the antidote.”
 
   She stares off aimlessly across the forest, as if in a dream-like state. “The journal explained everything that’s been happening to me—the coughing, the pain, the blood.” Her eyes are frightened and hollow. “It’s most likely I’m suffering from a tumour in my lungs, caused by exposure to the Ray.”
 
   I feel myself begin to shake. “But it was only that one time.”
 
   “Twice. He exposed me twice. Once when I was only three, and again when I was five. He told me I was going to ride a rocket ship and escape to another land…I guess in a way, I have.”
 
   “Don’t jest.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “This is serious, Eyelet.” I turn her chin until she looks at me. Tears brim in her eyes. “Did the journal say the antidote would work?”
 
   Her mouth skews. “Only time will tell.”
 
   For a long moment, we just stand there, staring at each other, the whole world perched on our shoulders. Then I reel her in and smooth her hair down, crushing her to my chest. “It’ll be all right.” I kiss her forehead. “Everything’ll be all right.”
 
   She flinches and pulls back, her eyes narrowed and staring past my shoulder. “What is that?”
 
   I turn, tracking her gaze. 
 
   Not more a league away from us, up the path and below a knotted tree, something blinks green in the white grass. A flashing halo of lime-coloured light. “The necklace,” Eyelet whispers. She breaks from my grasp. “My necklace. It has to be.” She bursts into a full run.
 
   Up ahead on the path, something pops out of the woods and hops onto the path. It’s a silver mechanical rabbit wearing a tiny, white, bolero hip-jacket and miniature white, top, hat. A sheer white, veil covers its eyes and face, not unlike the one Flossie used to wear. 
 
   Eyelet slows. “What on earth?” 
 
   The rabbit turns its head, plucks the glowing green object from the grass, and in a flash, it’s away, darting up the path ahead of us. 
 
   “Wait!” Eyelet cries, giving chase. 
 
   The mechanical rabbit bounds on up the path and disappears down a hole. 
 
   We skid to stop at the mouth of it. It’s enormous, not a normal rabbit hole. I teeter over the lip, leaning backward to keep myself from falling in.
 
   “What do we do now?” I gasp for breath. 
 
   “Why, we go after it, of course.” Eyelet dives headlong into the hole.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   WE SCURRY AFTER MARTIN through the cavern tunnel to the Academy laboratories, where the trouble’s happened.
 
   “I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He was fine one minute, and gone the next.” Martin’s long legs reach the laboratory door ahead of us. He throws the door wide. 
 
   We enter to find Sadar standing, clutching the edge of a laboratory table. Beads of sweat etch his forehead. His face is gaunt, his muscles lax. His eyes shine the colour of blood-red orange slices. His claw-gripped hand clutches his chest. Pan trills and flaps around on the countertop next to him, while Iris fans him with her apron. 
 
   “It was wild,” Martin begins. “Like something out of a horror picture-flick. He was Sadar one moment, and someone else the next. I believe he’s been speaking in tongues.”
 
   “Sadar?” I step toward him.
 
   There’s a ghostly glaze to his wide distant eyes.
 
   “Sadar? Can you hear me?”
 
   His head jolts back and he lets out a small, rumbling gurgle from his throat. When his head snaps forward again, his voice is low and strained. His mouth moves too quickly for his words. He utters a string of gibberish. 
 
   I swing back to Martin. “What’s gone on ‘ere? What’s ‘appened to ‘im?” 
 
   “Like I said, I don’t know. We were just doing what you said: trying to recreate Eyelet’s father’s antidote just in case they have no luck finding the original, according to his notes in the journal here.” He points to the page still resting open on the lab table in front of Sadar
 
   Masheck steps up to examine it. 
 
   I glance down at the page, and though I know nothing about potions, I ‘ave the strangest feelin’.
 
   “Sadar touched the page and all of a sudden he started to shake.” 
 
   I back away from the book. 
 
   “I’ve seen Sadar pull up visions before,” Martin says, “but never like this. He read this here bit”—he hovers a shaky finger over the line on the page— “and his eyes rolled back in his head the way they do, and he started speaking in tongues. But not his tongue—someone else’s.” He swallows.
 
   Sadar’s head turns slowly, his eyes demonic. “It. Was. Himmmmm,” he drones, the words bubbling out of him low and exaggerated, like a possessed beast.
 
   I look into crazed distant eyes. “It was ‘oo?”
 
   “Eyelet’s father.”
 
   I feel me eyes bug from me ‘ead. “Eyelet’s what?”
 
   “I am he.” 
 
   Pan flaps her wings, and settles on the table next to Sadar.
 
   Masheck and I share a hollow look. 
 
   Martin grabs his chest. “What have we done? What are we doing?”
 
   I raise a hand to quiet ‘im, afraid to break the spell that Sadar’s in.
 
   “No disrespect, but aren’t you dead?” I ask. 
 
   Sadar shifts his distant eyes my way. A cold shiver shoots through me. 
 
   “There was a flash. I saw it. And I ran.” Sadar stares past us at nothin’ in particular, as though recountin’ an event in a trance-like state. It’s clear by ‘is facial expressions, though, in ‘is mind ‘e seems to be re-livin’ it—every painful moment. “There was an explosion.” He winces. Eerily fiery flames play in his eyes. “I escaped it and I pulled him out with me. But in the end he didn’t make it.”
 
   “‘Oo? ‘Oo didn’t make it?” I prompt him, terrified to move too close.
 
   He cranks ‘is neck around, and fixes ‘is glarin’ eyes on me. “I brought him back to where he belonged and laid him on his front doorstep. There was a child. He saw me. His child. He had a damaged face and demon eyes, but otherwise it was he reincarnated. The child looked at his father and wailed, and I pressed a finger to my lips. The worst was yet to come. I knew it. I beckoned him to drag the body inside and lock the doors behind him, when a woman showed up, with a strange long face and saggy eyes, and they did as I said. 
 
   Iris snuffs then bursts into tears. I know what she’s rememberin’. I’ve ‘eard the story many times. 
 
   “Then I ran,” Sadar continues, unaffected, “as fast as my feet would carry me. But it wasn’t enough. I fell by the roadside, dragged down by the thinning air.” Sadar’s breath huffs and heaves as if he’s relivin’ the moment. He gasps and clutches his neck. 
 
   “What’s happening?” Masheck shouts. “What is it?” 
 
   “I can’t breathe,” Sadar responds in a strangled voice. “I can’t get up. Everything is burning. Burning all around me, the trees, the earth, the sky. The road, even the water is burning.” Sadar looks back to me, his gaze narrowin’ to tortured slats. “My skin is melting, and draining away!” He holds out his arms and stares at them. “The explosion burned me, but it’s this that strips the flesh from my bones.”
 
   “What? What does this?” I’m frantic, sickened, retching. I taste charred flesh in me own throat.
 
   “It’s coming,” Sadar rasps. “I see it. It’s coming, and I can’t get away!”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “The wind. The burning, glowing wind.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “Radiating out from the centre of the Core, from the centre of the flash—a great, roaring, tidal wave!”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “It devours the forest, turning the trees to ash. Buildings to rubble. Dirt to fire.” Panic fills Sadar’s eyes and he chokes. He claws at the lab table as if trying to get away. “I must save my family. I must get to them. They must know the truth.”
 
   “What truth?”
 
   “I have not done this. It is not I.” Sadar’s face swings around, his eyes emptin’. A great flash goes off inside them. Then, as if we are watchin’ a picture flick show, the scene ‘e’s just described plays out in ‘is eyes before us. A white wind radiates out from the Core, its alabaster walls crumblin’. Trees topple, the force of the pulsin’ wave clear cuttin’ the forest, turnin’ all in its wake to dust. The storm sweeps toward his body, lyin’ on the road. I long to look away, but I can’t. 
 
   The draw of the truth is too strong.
 
   The blazin’, white wind engulfs him, like a tsunami beating against a human shore, and he screams, the most harrowin’ scream. It stands the ’airs on me neck.
 
   I look away as the skin melts from his bones, my heart racin’ like a steamplough. When I look back, the great white wind has perished and it in its place a dark one lingers, coating the world in its deadly transparent drape. 
 
   “The Vapours,” I say. “It’s in the Vapours.”
 
   “What?” Masheck turns to me, confused.
 
   Sadar’s eyes flicker blank, like the theatre screen when the picture-flick is finished. His chin droops to his chest, but not before one last image appears in his eyes. 
 
   Eyelet’s father, lyin’ dead, his skin bubbled away. A word is etched in the dirt next to him. A man wearin’ red-soled shoes approaches and swipes the word away. 
 
   “Radium,” I breathe. “The Vapours are made of radium!” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   I SLIDE DOWN THE trunk of an enormous metal tree and land with a crash on its roots. Urlick dumps out beside me and bounces to a jerky, pant-tearing stop. We sit for a moment side by side on the hard metal ground. Prongs of steel shavings sprout up like grass between us. 
 
   “Well, that was certainly interesting.” Urlick rises up on one cheek and plucks a metal acorn from his arse. He scowls at me, like somehow it’s all my fault we’ve ended up here. He tosses the acorn away. It clinks off some metal bulrushes, then disappears into an oily stream with a plink. A mechanical bullfrog lets out an objecting croak.
 
   “What?” I say, raising an eyebrow. “You weren’t going to follow the rabbit?” 
 
   Urlick looks cross. “We might have discussed the plan before jumping in.” 
 
   “Because there was so much time for a formal vote?” I cross my arms.
 
   Urlick looks away. I gaze out over the horizon and gasp. 
 
   All around us, rusted hunks of steel, corroded sheet metal, and a smattering of factory scraps—gears, rods, plates and springs—have all been fashioned together to resemble a landscape. It is an entire world constructed out of rubbish—discarded scrap materials cast down from the factories above. “So this is where all that junk was going.” I speak of the workers we saw unloading junk earlier, over the side of Embers. “Where all that dumping went.”
 
   Urlick squints to get a better look. “I’d say so.” He scowls, brows knitting tightly, staring off over the sheet metal hillside.
 
   Where everything was white before, in this land everything is black, the clouds, the sky, the river running beside us. “Is that oil?” I point, screwing up my face. 
 
   “Looks to be,” Urlick answers. The stream burps and gurgles past, slicking the base of metal rocks on its journey.  
 
   The trees, the flowers, even the blades of grass appear to be mechanical, as do the birds and the insects in the sky. Each glint gunmetal grey, under the flat rusted-sliver moon that hovers in the inky sky above. A gentle breeze picks up, causing everything to swish and sway—every steel-shaved blade of grass, every nut and bolt branch, every tin-stamped metal leaf. They clink and clatter in the trees, as if we are standing inside a giant wind chime. An ominous, unfriendly wind chime.
 
   I look out over a wide plain, into the sheet metal valley below, all riveted in seams, the line of the horizon broken by a giant metallic city—its black silhouette staining the coal-smeared sky. All the buildings and roads are formed out of metal junk, just like the countryside, with factories that belch extra filth into the air. Layers of soot-coloured clouds form a tumultuous dome over our heads. I look up, noting they barely move.
 
   One finally shifts, cloaking the moon, making the already nightmarish landscape even more chilling. I shiver and hug myself, wondering who would create such a place as this? Better still, why. 
 
   So this is the truth of Embers, is it? What lies beneath?
 
   Great black flakes of fly ash, the size of human hands, fall all around us, draping us in their poisonous snow. Pulverized feldspar grime gusts into our eyes, purging from the city’s countless smoke stacks. 
 
   “This could give Brethren a go, couldn’t it?”
 
   Urlick dusts off his pants. “Blast. This gives the Follies a good name.” 
 
   A frog, in the nearby oily stream croaks. It leaps, causing me to jump. It lands among the nuts and bolts and engine parts that stand discarded in the centre of the stream like rocks, caught on the oxidized silt sandbars created by factory run off. 
 
   “I wonder what this place is, exactly?” Urlick mutters, looking about.
 
   “Well, I get the distinct impression it’s not Limpidious.” I rise to my feet, dusting off my tenderly bruised bottom.
 
   Urlick jerks to a stand, dashing me in a contemptuous look. “Of course, you wouldn’t know that because you’re not a believer.” I pinch my hips. 
 
   “I guess we can safely say we’ve lost the rabbit,” he changes the subject.
 
   I toss him a sideways smirk. “He can’t have gone far. We can see the limits.”
 
   “Can we?” Urlick narrows his gaze and lifts his brows. “Or is it all just a mirage?”
 
   A strange wind picks up, whipping our hair about our heads and tossing our clothing back from our frames. I fight to keep my balance against its raging gusts, hair threading through my mouth, as I twist and turn away from it. “What is this? What’s happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Urlick shouts over the roaring wind. “We’d better get out of here!”
 
   He takes my hand and starts forward, curling his head into the force, when something large and white appears on the horizon, tumbling its way toward us. It flies steadily toward us, slapping Urlick in the face, wrapping itself ‘round the both of us. Urlick extends both arms holding it out to get a better look. “It’s a page from a book.” He looks at me, confused. 
 
   Not just any book—my book—the one father used to read me, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The missing pages. Torn from my book. Back on the nightstand in the previous world. I run a hand down its tattered edge, blood red, slashed-style writing etched across its middle. “GO BACK,” I read. 
 
   The wind rips the page away from us, and I let out a small shriek. It’s quickly replaced with another. “TURN AROUND.” That page reads, before it’s swept away, and another comes crashing in, sticking one to each of us, just long enough for us to read their warnings, before they’re blown away. 
 
   “RETREAT WHILE YOU STILL CAN.”
 
   “THINGS HERE ARE NOT WHAT THEY SEEM.”
 
   “THE AIR.”
 
   “THE FLOWERS.”
 
   “THE EARTH.” 
 
   “THE TREES.”
 
   “THIS IS NOT WONDERLAND.”
 
   “Well, I could have guessed that without the warning.” I cast the sheet aside, only to be struck by another that knocks me to the ground. I struggle to unfurl it from my body. My heart thumps in my throat. “LEAVE, OR ALICE DIES.” I scramble to my feet, frightened. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Urlick shouts. 
 
   “You know, Wonderland?” I clarify. “Like in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland?” Urlick frowns. “Don’t tell me you’ve never read the book.” He shakes his head. “It was my favourite when I was a child. My father used to read it to me every night before bed—”
 
   “Your father read you a book of nightmares before he put you to sleep.”
 
   “No silly, it was a wonderful book full of enchanting things. Nothing at all like anything here”—I study the world around us, struggling to catch my breath—”and yet strangely, almost completely parallel. Like a twisted homage of the original. But who would do such a thing?” 
 
   “Does Alice die in the original story?”
 
   “No, of course not.” The page rips from my hands, and is quickly replaced by another. I push it back so I can read, “THE ULIMATE POWER HAS BEEN RELEASED. After that I’m hit by page after page, with just a number scrawled in the middle. “8. 8. 8. 8. 8. 8…” 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I don’t quite know,” I shout over their flapping. 
 
   A wild laughter booms through the trees. All at once, the winds reverse and blow the other way, pushing us both up the cobblestone pathway toward the city, involuntarily. “The winds of change.” I shout to Urlick. “It’s too late.” We’re forced from a slight jog, into a full-fledged run. 
 
   “What do we do now?” Urlick’s arms flail at his sides. 
 
   “I don’t know!” I’m running so fast I can barely keep up to my own feet. The winds break out in a laugh. Suddenly, the winds completely cease and we’re cast into a heap on the steely road. 
 
   Urlick looks up breathless and shaking. “What was that all about?”
 
   “I don’t know. Whatever it was, let’s hope it doesn’t happen again.”
 
   “Maybe we’d better go back.” 
 
   “We can’t go back or Eyelet dies, remember? You heard the alchemist.”
 
   “Yes, but,” Urlick looks sheepishly around. He moves in close and lowers his voice. “What if Eyelet and Alice are the same person? You read the warnings.”
 
   “Why ever would make you think that?”
 
   “Well, for one, we were just quite literally wrapped up in the pages of your favourite book. And secondly, does anything here make any sense?” 
 
   “That’s preposterous. Completely preposterous…” Why did I say that? Why am I using that word? Crackling laughter fills the forest. “Who’s doing this? Who’s making this happen?” I swing around in a wide turn.
 
   Something rustles in the bushes next to me, and both Urlick and I jump. He dashes left and hauls me with him. We look to each other, concerned. 
 
   I reach out and thread my fingers through his, struck by a sudden rush of nervousness. He’s right, this is all too surreal, all of a sudden. Too Alicey-Eyelet surreal.
 
   “Jumpy, aren’t we?” a stilted voice says, all staticky, as if produced through some sort of gramophonic device. I search the trees above our heads, but come up with nothing.
 
   “Down here,” the voice says. I lower my chin.
 
   From out of the bushes, a rusting, mechanical centipede appears, scurrying up a metal cobblestone path that wasn’t there a moment ago. I blink my eyes, unsure if the image is real, but it doesn’t disappear. 
 
   “Fear not,” the creature shouts. “I come in peace.” I squeeze Urlick’s hand harder.
 
   The centipede scuttles toward us at an increasing speed, its body made of clinking metal plates, all strung tightly together with tiny bits of twisted copper wire, propelled by hundreds of clanking-flex metal conduit-tube-legs. Its claws are made of rusted, bent box nails. At least, that’s what I think.
 
   I gasp and stagger backward into Urlick’s arms, my heart aflutter, as the creature pulls to a stop at the base of Urlick’s feet. Urlick quickly tucks me in behind him, and takes a manly stance.
 
   “Great goodness, I said I come in peace. Are you hard of hearing, as well?” 
 
   “As well?” I repeat, as if there is something else that we should know that we are.
 
   “I have an invitation for you.” 
 
   “An invitation.” Urlick clenches his fists. 
 
   “Yes. To a party.”
 
   “You’re not serious.” Urlick scowls.
 
   “Of course I’m serious.” The creature sounds offended.  “I’m never anything but.” 
 
   This is all feeling strangely Wonderlandish. In a very anti-Wonderland way. As though we’re right in the middle of it. “This party,” I say. “What kind is it?” 
 
   “Why, a tea party, of course.” The centipede arches its broken brows, as if I’m stupid not to have known. 
 
   “Of course,” I say. “What else would it be?”
 
   “A grand one, thrown by the Queen,” he continues.
 
   “You have a Queen here?” Urlick chokes.
 
   I elbow him in the hip.
 
   “Of course we have a Queen,” the centipede sounds offended again. The hinged elbow-plate of his lower mandible wobbles. He arches his back, then coughs and hurls up an invitation, inside a great glob of slimy, spit. “It’s all right there in black and white.” He points to the shimmering pool of emerald, green goo. Immersed within it, a golden card, layered in centipede spit.
 
   “Oh, my,” I swallow, then reach out to pick it up. The goo latches onto my fingers. I snatch back my hand and shake it out, shocked. “Thank you very much, but I’m afraid we don’t have time for tea,” I say, still trying to de-goo my fingertips. 
 
   Urlick elbows me, hard.
 
   “Oh, but you must.” The centipede gasps. “The Black Queen demands it.” 
 
   “The Black Queen?” Urlick asks.
 
   “Yes. Of Spades.” The centipede folds back. “What the Black Queen wants, the Black Queen gets. You’d better learn that lesson fast.”
 
   “Why?” Urlick asks.
 
   “Trust me. You don’t want to know.” I shake my head, then turn back to the ‘pede. “So let me get this straight…” I say. “The Black Queen of Spades has asked us to tea? Two people she doesn’t even know?”
 
   “Au contraire, my darlings. You’re very well acquainted.” A small alarm clock sounds within his vest pocket. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…” he checks it. “I’ve got to go.” 
 
   “Wait! What did you mean when you said acquainted?” 
 
   “You’re not familiar with the word?”
 
   “Of course I am, it just—”
 
   The alarm sounds again. “I’ve said too much already. I’ve got to go.” The centipede turns and scuffles away. “If I were you, I wouldn’t be late.” He calls back over his shoulder. “The Queen doesn’t take kindly to tardiness.” 
 
   “But you haven’t even told us how to get there yet!” I rise up on my toes and shout after him.
 
   “You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Where have I heard that before?” I snarl back at Urlick, and then to the ‘pede. “That’s ridiculously unfair!” 
 
   The centipede pauses. It chuckles then guffaws. “Everything in this world is ridiculous, and nothing here is fair. The sooner you learn that, the better off you’ll be. Then again, you won’t be here for long.”
 
   “Won’t be here for long. What does that mean?” I launch to my toes, hollering again. “Won’t you at least give us a hint how to get there?” 
 
   “Oh, all right,” the ‘pede says. He turns his attention to the sky and thinks a moment. “High tea is held in the grandest place in all the Kingdom.”
 
   “Which is?” I press.
 
   “Again, you’re a smart girl. Figure it out.” The creature rises up onto his hind legs and stretches his forearms out. “Look around you. Where might a Queen of Spades logically throw a grand tea party? He jerks his metal head to the right, then drops down on his legs and scurries away, maniacally clicking up the road out of sight.
 
   “Wait!” I try one more time, but it’s no use, he’s gone, only the clack of his nails remain.
 
   “The Queen of Spades…” Urlick says thoughtfully.
 
   “The Black Queen of Spades,” I correct him. 
 
   I raise a hand to my eyes and scan the cityscape. “Logically, the castle must be within the city.” 
 
   “Or not.” Urlick checks the other way.
 
   “The centipede. He came from that direction.” I point, squinting to make out buildings through the smog. My eyes float from one heap of junk building to the next—none of which seem suitable for the domicile of a Queen. “I have no idea where a Queen would throw a party in all this mess.” 
 
   “Me either.” Urlick sighs. 
 
   “Wait. Black Queen. The Black Queen of Spades.” My eyes lock on something in the distance. “Urlick,” I grab his arm. “What do you think?” I point out the building just left of the near the centre of town, poking up from the rest of the piles of junk. An array of broken, wooden implement handles, stand poked in the ground, to form a solid circle. At the base of them, broken off implement heads from several spades stick out of the ground, forming the main walls of a castle. “The spades form the castle, while the handles form the keep. That’s logical, right? A castle made of spades?”
 
   Urlick looks to me. “As logical as this illogical world gets.”
 
   We share a quick satisfied glance, join hands and start down the steel cobblestone pathway toward the city, when all at once the walkway moves beneath our feet. The faster we walk the faster the earth churns. We speed up to a jog, but the harder we run, the further we’re transported backward. It’s as though the path has come to life under the propulsion of our feet and is acting like a reversing conveyor belt. Gears churn and mechanical engine whirls. Flywheels flutter and creep.
 
   “What’s going on?” I shout to Urlick.
 
   “I’m not sure.” He looks to our feet.
 
   I trip on a kink in the belt and slip off the side and roll down the steep metal hill beside us, leading to the stream.
 
   “Eyelet?” he shouts and jumps from the track, scrambling down the metal hillside after me. “Are you all right?” He falls to his knees beside me. 
 
   “I think so.” I rub the wound on my head where I clunked it on a metal stone. The world turns hazy and wobbles before me. I blink to clear my eyes. I think perhaps I’m falling into an episode, and then I know I am. I smell the faint hint of burning toast. Quickly, I reach into my pocket and pull out a leaf.
 
   “What’s that?” Urlick shouts. He sounds so far away. “What is that? What are you doing?”
 
   I crush the leaf in my hand. “I need to...” I feel myself quickly losing consciousness.
 
   “You need to what?”
 
   The muscles in my hands tense, then begin to shake.
 
   I hear Urlick gasp. “Oh, no.” 
 
   “The leaf,” I manage, though I’m sure my words are slurred. “I need to—” I try but cannot bring my hand to my mouth.
 
   Urlick snatches the leaf from me and stuffs it up under my nose. 
 
   “No.” I turn away. 
 
   He looks hard at me, my vision quickly fading. How do I get him to understand before I can no longer chew it? I fight to open my mouth. He must read something in my eyes, because he jams it between my teeth before they begin to chatter, and helps clamp my jaw shut over it. The leaf’s sweet aroma lingers on my tongue. I try to chew, but I can’t. Instead my gyrated teeth do the job for me, thankfully, releasing the badly needed juices down my throat. Their tart, sticky flavour writhes through my brain. The darkness that pulls over me, slowly lifts.
 
   “Eyelet?” I hear Urlick’s voice. It’s distant, but there. “Eyelet, are you with me?”
 
   I’m here. I feel myself shaking and shivering, the leaf inside my mouth fighting to restore balance. 
 
   “Eyelet!” Urlick shouts. Did I suck down enough of the leaf’s soothing anti-venom to stop this from taking me over completely, or will he witness my very first full out, thrashing, drooling, debilitating episode?
 
   All at once, my mouth is pried open and more leaves are shoved in. The instinctive nature of the episode snaps my jaw shut and grinds the leaves between my teeth. Their juices tingle on my numbing tongue and slip down the back of my throat. From there, they thread throughout my limbs, slowly slithering and taming the effects of the silver, like a welcoming peace, restoring stillness to me.
 
   “Eyelet?” I feel Urlick’s hands clutching my skin, his mighty grip clasping my arms. “Are you all right?” He stares deep into my eyes and at last I see them, my own vision returning to the surface. For a moment, there are two of him. But then, at last, he becomes one.
 
   “I am now,” I say, struggling to regain my composure. The muscles in my arms, legs and abdomen ache. “Thank you,” I say, and he leans down and kisses me on the forehead, then crushes me tight to his chest.
 
   A trumpet sounds in the not so far off distance, and our heads crank up. A crackling voice announces something new through a staticky gramophone horn. Though we cannot see the device it feels ominous, like it takes up the whole world, booming from the clouds or something. “Twelve minutes wasted, and counting,” the voice booms. Urlick looks to the sky. The announcement ends as fast as it happened. 
 
   “Come on. We’d better get going.” Urlick helps me to my feet. “Though, I don’t know how they expect us to get there, if the ground keep propelling us back.” 
 
   “Did you really think it’d be easy?” a sultry voice snakes out from behind a nearby tree. 
 
   Urlick collects me up in his arms and whirls around. Laughter crackles out between the tree’s bark. The trunk begins to shimmer, like the top of a windblown pond, then slowly it peels wide open. From within, a long-legged female creature materializes—an automaton with half-human features, exposing a very sexy human leg, as she steps out onto the grass. The human leg is followed by a very shapely, but clunky metal one, made of used machine parts, joined at the knee with a rusty ball joint. The mechanical leg squeaks and clicks as she moves, as do both her hips (mechanical ones) and her one arm, her neck and half her face. 
 
   She’s scantily dressed in a black walking skirt with a slit cut up one side, exposing almost all of her thigh, like the ladies of the night in Gears wear, when they work the streets. Her matching leather under-corset is pinched scandalously tight. One of the sleeves of her tattered cotton chemise hangs down over her human arm—the elastic is badly worn—while the other side hugs her shoulder egregiously low, as if only to showcase her rudely propped up breasts. 
 
   She flexes her one mechanical arm, made of a series of flywheels and chains, and a wheel in her bicep whirs. Pulleys ravel and unravel. 
 
   “It takes twice the effort to get anywhere in this world.” She examines her jeweled nail beds at she talks. “But then again”—she sucks on the end of a long, thin, cigarette stick she holds in the other hand. The end of the cigarette glows red—“how could a person of your status understand such a concept?” She blows out a puff of smoke.
 
   I clear the smoke away from my face with a hand and glare back at her. 
 
   She raises her drill-bit eyebrow. 
 
   Whoever she is, I hate her already and we’ve only just met. This is not at all like Alice. Or maybe it is?
 
   One of her eyes and a cheekbone is real. The rest of her face is fashioned out of small, shiny, pounded-steel shell-shaped plates, riveted together to achieve the likeness of a face. A slotted socket bolt takes the place of her missing eye, and a covered acorn lug nut serves as a nose. Her mouth seems to be made of cold rolled steel shavings, twisted together and curled back to create the illusion of full, sensuous lips. A prominent ‘V’ has been clipped into the centre of the upper one, to create a dip. 
 
   Someone has spent a lot of time perfecting this automaton.
 
   “How is it you seem to be alive when nothing else around here is?” I ask.
 
   “I look alive to you,” she snaps. 
 
   “Well, if you aren’t, what are you then?” Urlick interjects.
 
   She bats her floaty, blue ostrich feather eyelashes his way and narrows her one good remaining eye. It’s stunningly grey and fixed headily on Urlick. I step in front of him, to sever its connection. She draws on her cigarette, and blows it in my face. “Long dead,” she says, finally answering his question, then darts unexpectedly my way.  
 
   “What a lovely specimen.” She grabs my arm, stroking it with her cool, metal fingers.
 
   I snap it away, scowling.
 
   “Whatever.” She rolls her one good eye. “You won’t have it long. Sir Hatter will see to that.” She puffs on her cigarette, flicking her ashes to the ground.
 
   “Sir Hatter?” 
 
   “Yes. The mad one. Who runs the city.” She blows another puff of smoke in my face. “He sees to it that I get what I want. In exchange for favours.” She cups her ample metallic breasts and clinks them together provocatively, then grins Urlick’s way. 
 
   “You’re disgusting,” I snap.
 
   “Really?” She snarls her lips. “Just wait and see what he makes of you.” 
 
   “He’ll make nothing of me, because I won’t be seeing him.”
 
   “Hah!” She puffs her cigarette. “Why else do you think you’re here? Sir Hatter sees who he wants to see. And you’ll see him, want to or not.”
 
   “Who is he, exactly? This Sir Hatter?” Urlick interrupts.
 
   “All in due time, my friend. All in due time.” The automaton shifts closer, bouncing a metal finger off the end of his nose. “Until then,” she breathes, “let’s say you and me have a little fun, shall we?” She yanks him in by the scruff, wrapping her long, lanky, legs around his waist. 
 
   “Stop that.” I attempt to divide them. 
 
   “Tad bit possessive, are we?” She reduces her good eye to a slit and stares at me, raising the corners of her tin mouth into a broad, clacking smile. “Perhaps you haven’t heard, but no one owns anyone else here, sweetheart. I’m afraid our little friend here gets to decide who he wants to play with from now on.” 
 
   “Even so, he’ll never choose you.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.” She arches a steely brow.
 
   I glare at her, and she glares at me. Infuriating, soddy wench. “Come along, Urlick.” I yank on his arm. He peels her leg from his waist. “We’ve a party to attend.”
 
    “Good luck with that.” The automaton falls back against a tree. “Those who attend Sir Hatter’s parties seldom come back. At least, not all in one piece.” She twirls a coil of her steel shaving hair around her test-tube finger. “Chop. Chop.” She makes a cutting motion and starts to laugh. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snap.
 
   She crinkles her nut nose. “Who am I to spoil the fun.” She slides around the back of the tree. The flowers at the base of it giggle.
 
   An icy chill shakes inside me. “Let’s go, Urlick,” I steer him away. Without warning, she pulls a perfume bottle out from between her breasts, darts forward, and sprays Urlick in the face with it. A great, grey plume engulfs his head. He coughs and chokes, and fans himself. 
 
   “What is that? What have you done?” I wave the cloud from his gooney-looking face. He giggles, dizzily.
 
   “You’re a wicked, wicked automaton.” I turn on her.
 
   “And you’re a stupid, stupid girl,” she barks. 
 
   “Urlick?” I snap my fingers in his face. “Urlick, are you all right?”
 
   “Urlick, are you all right?” The automaton mocks me, hands on hips, then drops the bottle back down between her breasts. “My job here is done.” She turns on heel and strides away.
 
   “Urlick!” I shake him by the shoulders, trying to wake him from the trance. 
 
   “Better get going,” the automaton coos. “You don’t want to be late for the party.” I turn and drag Urlick off. “Don’t want to miss the elusive silver rabbit.” 
 
   “Will he be there?” I spin back around, but she’s already gone. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Flossie
 
    
 
   “BLASTED RABBIT!” I DIVE after it and fall, tentacles flopping, slapping myself in the head with one of my arms. My own suckers stick to my face. I flex a muscle, and they pop loose. “How honestly degrading!”
 
   I stare at my sucker-marred reflection in an oily puddle. I cannot wait to be restored to my former beauty.
 
   And I used to think a harelip was a problem.
 
   I curse the rabbit again. The slippery little sucker slunk right through my grasp. I’ve been chasing it now for over an hour, around and around this godforsaken place. I ball my bluing fists and shake them in the direction it last leapt. “How dare you steal something from me!”
 
   I blow out a breath, warding off a falling piece of filthy, fly ash that circles my head like a pesky crow. “God knows this place gives Brethren a good name.” Metal hills, tin trees, alloy flowers, and all of it rusting… Could the design be anymore dismal? 
 
   I wonder whose ugly brainchild this ridiculousness is? I flick soot and grit from my skirts then pry a metal stone from my boot and toss it into an oily stream. It disappears with a plunk. Rusted metal leaves begin clanking in the trees. A tigress wind stalks up my back. The ringlets at my temples flutter. I whirl around to find the smog-filled sky directly above me has prematurely darkened. 
 
   Oh, no. I gulp, and close my eyes them open them again, hoping what I’m imagining before me isn’t real. It simply cannot be. Yet, it is. I swallow. A daunting shadow falls over me. 
 
   It’s certainly not the rabbit’s. Something far, far worse. 
 
   I walk my eyes slowly up a rugged pair of jackboots, over fishnet stockings, past a set of ruffled bloomers, and down the snout of a steamcannon, to the pocked and hairy faced of the creature that holds it. “Can I help you?” I ask, my voice quavering. 
 
   The corset-sporting creature grunts. He says nothing more, just snatches me from the ground, tucks me up under its great stinky arm, and carts me away. 
 
   “Wait!” I kick and scream. “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “You are to attend the party. By order of the Queen,” the great hairy thing says.
 
   “And if I refuse?”
 
   “She’ll eat you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   THE EARTH HOLDS STILL THIS time, as we race-walk toward the city. I manage to pull Urlick part-way out of his stupor, but whatever was in that bottle, still has him reeling. 
 
   We jog up the grass at the side of the pathway, this time, along the edge of the oily stream. The ground seems to hold as long as we don’t run, though not running isn’t helping us make great time. Suddenly we happen upon a double fork in the road. 
 
   “Now what?” Urlick asks. He bends and pinches the stitch in his side, his eyes still a little bit squirrely.
 
   “I don’t know.” I pace, working out a stitch of my own. “All of this is just a colossal waste of time. How are we supposed to know how to get somewhere we’ve never been? And what kind of a useless sign is that?” 
 
   Stuck in the middle of the double fork sits a doubly confusing sign. 
 
   “You could go this way or that. Or another,” I read slowly. 
 
   The sign points in all four directions.
 
   “How are we supposed to know which road will lead us there the fastest? Or if any of them even leads us there at all?” 
 
   “It is perplexing at best,” Urlick slurs his words. 
 
   “What you’re looking for is the long cut,” a low, slow voice remarks in a haughty tone.
 
   I whip around to find a huge, mechanical daddy long-legs rising up out of a mysterious plume of unexplained dust. The spider towers over me. So much so, I’m forced to look up. In fact, this is the biggest spider I’ve ever seen. It’s as tall, if not taller, than my beloved brass mechanical elephant back at the carnival. And completely frightening. 
 
   The arachnid stretches its spindly, metal-sleeve legs out across both forks in the road. They extend, unfurling noisily, telescope-like, one chink at a time, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, until the tips of its claws—three per leg, made of soldered on pins—stick into the earth. They surround us from either side, like tiny stabbing knives. Its face, a speculum metal disk, is as big as a gristmill stone. And its abdomen, made of an expanding bellow, billows up the size of hot air balloon. 
 
   Hundreds of cast off clock parts—hands, motors, shafts, dials—make up the inner workings of its cephalothorax. A large clasp from a watch chain forms its fangs. An alarm clock ticks inside its grenade-shell chest.
 
   I’m terrified to know what makes up its parallaxing eyes.
 
   “What do you mean a ‘long cut’?” I finally say, having grown brave enough to speak.
 
   Its pin tip claws needle deeper in the earth.
 
   I wriggle a little in my skin.
 
   “Why the longest way there possible, of course.” It raises a chain-link brow.
 
   I cock my head. “Why ever would we want to do that?” 
 
   “Because that’s the fastest way to get there.” Its incisor-filled mouth, a tiny pair of scissors, clips open and shut. 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Urlick snorts.
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” The creature laughs, falling back on his hind legs and clasping his bouncing belly. 
 
   “Are you telling the truth, or is this just another riddle?” My voice is curt and impatient. I’ve had enough of this crazy world and all it nonsense. We need to find my necklace and leave here. Now. 
 
   “Of course it’s a riddle.” The creature laughs. “Everything here is riddle. Ever since Sir Hatter went mad.” 
 
   How extraordinarily infuriating. I feel for Alice, now. “Please sir,” I twist my hands, losing patience. “Can’t you just tell us how to get to the Castle? We’re told the Black Queen is expecting us—”
 
   “OooooOOoooo,” the creature creepily coos, “the Black Queen.” He draws his right pedipalp gingerly up to his smirking mouth. He taps it vigorously. “That is a dilemma.” His gunmetal grey face pales. “If I were you, I’d take the longest cut there.”
 
   “Enough of this nonsense.” Urlick grabs me by the hand. “We’ll find it in our own way, thank you very much.” He scowls at the spider, and proceeds to yanks me past. “Good day.” 
 
   “Ah, ah, ahhhh.” The spider thrashes out a leg, blocking our path. The tip of his pin leg punctures the earth like a pointed blade of a guillotine. We stare at the place where it stuck and draw back. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The spider gnashes its teeth. “It behooves you to listen to me.”
 
   “Then say something we need to hear,” Urlick seethes.
 
   The spider says nothing, just throws out a leg, extending it sword-like across both forks in the road. It’s pin-sharp tip narrowly misses drawing blood from Urlick’s cheek in the process. The spider appears pleased with himself. “Cut, cut, cut, cut, cut,” he shouts, dancing across the paths on the tips of his toes. He doesn’t stop the madness until he’s cut crossed each and every one. “There.” He turns and dusts his torso with his claws, and clicks all his sets of heels. “You may go now.” He bows. “Give my regards to the Queen.”
 
   Urlick and I settle back on our heels, confused. 
 
   “Well, go on.” The spider motions for us to advance, extending the metatarsus part of his arm in a sweeping semi-circle across all four roads. 
 
   “But—”
 
   “Just go!”
 
   Urlick and I share a quizzical glance. 
 
   “I thought you were in a hurry?” The spider taps his toes.
 
   “We are but—”
 
   “Then GO!” the spider roars.
 
   I take a breath and squeeze Urlick’s hand. 
 
   We close your eyes and take a step. 
 
   Just a small one.
 
   The next thing I know we’ve somehow been mystically transported into the city that just a moment ago eluded us. I open my eyes. “How did we...?” I look back over my shoulder. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Urlick looks around, perplexed. He shakes his head, still a little bit daft from the perfume blast. He blinks. 
 
   “A riddle!” I say, brightening. “It was a riddle.” 
 
   Urlick frowns and rubs his eyes. 
 
   “The long cut was actually the shortest way here, the result of the daddy long-legged spider shortening it, by cutting across our path.”
 
   Urlick scowls at me, then looks again back to where we’ve come. 
 
   “The daddy long legs crossed our path and literally cut our journey short. Get it?” I’m not so sure of what I’ve said myself. This place is starting to make me go bonkers.
 
   I scratch my head. 
 
   “Whatever it was, it worked. Let’s go.” Urlick grabs hold of my hand, and we launch toward the castle. 
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   We arrive breathless and shaken at the castle doors. The streets here are even darker than in the hills. The air is trolling with black gusting factory smoke. I cough, fanning the searing toxins away from my face. 
 
   I feel a small twinge in my lungs.
 
   Shards of soot, feldspar and shale drift through the air, pelting our arms and faces. I step in a puddle and come up with a singed heel tip. Whatever is in that oil-slicked basin has eaten it away. I wave a hand, clearing the smoldering smoke. 
 
   The wind picks up again at our backs. I’ve learned to fear it now. I spin around, caught up in the fierce rolling black ground clouds, now whirling like tiny tornados. 
 
   “Come on.” Urlick urges me forward, up the shale steps, through the spiraling craziness. I bound along beside him, gasping and gulping, trying to breathe in the wind. It tastes of metallic copper and bitter strychnine. 
 
   The muscle in my lower leg begins to seize then jump erratically. I feel the nagging twitch, release, twitch release as I run. At first, I think it’s the beginnings of a seizure again, but the sensation isn’t familiar. I stop, looking down at my leg like it’s a foreign object.
 
   “What is it?” Urlick stares at my boot.
 
   “The top of my calf muscle is jerking and convulsing.”
 
   “Come on, we’d better get inside.” 
 
    Urlick’s hands fall hard on the entrance door. It’s twice the height of a normal one, and almost four times the width. More of a drawbridge-style entrance than a door.
 
   Perhaps this is part of the madness.
 
   An intimidating knocker hangs bolted to the front of it, directly below the cast-iron face of an angry dragon. I reach up to knock, but freeze when the dragon shifts and sniffs my hand. Gears in its neck grind. A spring-hinged jaw snaps open. I shriek and pull my hand away just in the nick.
 
   Urlick bats it in the snout.
 
   The dragon arches its neck and breathes a bout of fire.
 
   Urlick crouches back from it, his sleeve badly burned.
 
   “Oh, my goodness.” I flap out the fire. 
 
   Urlick sucks in a tattered breath. “Seems like getting here is not the hardest part.”
 
   “Seriously, is this any way to treat your guests?”
 
   “Guests?” A guard appears through an exaggerated peephole window near the top of the door. The peephole is only big enough for his head, neck and one arm to show through. “Why didn’t you say you’d been invited?”
 
   Urlick and I stare up at the strange-looking little man with a head twice the length of a body. His normal-sized neck struggles to hold it up. He too is half-automaton, half-human, as everything appears to be in this land. His forehead is disturbingly made of flesh, but beyond that, his skull is constructed of an old cooking pot sitting sideways inside of a strainer. Sprigs of human hair pop through the strainer’s holes. He has one human eye and an aetherbulb in place of the other, with the likeness of an eye painted on its end. It flickers, screwed deep into the receptacle socket anchored into the bottom of the pot.
 
   His high-sculpted cheekbones are formed from flattened sardine tins, hooked together with his still-human jaw by two very rusty, Victorian Steeple Pin Hinges. A finely waxed moustache protrudes from under his rusty spigot nose, curled meticulously into tiny circles at the ends. His teeth are still present, though several are missing. Those that remain are white. For a moment, I think I recognize that mouth, those lips, the infamous curled stash. Livinea’s nightmare guard from Madhouse Brink.
 
   But that’s not possible. Is it?
 
   “What do you want?” the guard barks at us.
 
   Urlick scowls. “I thought we’d just established that.” 
 
   The guard’s voice sounds manufactured, like it’s being projected through some sort of foggy megaphone device. I glance down and notice a hole in his throat near his voice box—a clear stab wound that’s been plugged up with a kazoo. 
 
   His one good eye catches me staring. 
 
   “We’ve come to see the Queen.” 
 
   He raises his bent-spoon eyebrow. “Do you have an invitation?” 
 
   “We just said we did,” Urlick sneers. 
 
   I draw the slimy, golden invite from my pocket. “Here.” I pass the invitation to him. The green goo residue sticks to my fingers.
 
   The guard peels open the invite and studies the contents. He raises a curious brow. “Very well then.” He ducks, disappearing from the window altogether, only to reappear on the other side. 
 
   There’s a churn of a lock. Three separate mechanisms squeal. Hinges, in bad need of oiling, creak as the massive door folds back, and the split down the middle divides into an awkward shaped ‘S’. Along the seam claw-like teeth, which once held it together, now gnash and snap, like snarling wolves’ giant incisors. I duck away from them as we walk through.
 
   “Just a little bit of extra security,” the guard assures me. Foam, from one of the fangs drops on my head. I peer up at the massive, yapping, door-mouth, and shudder. Urlick hovers behind me, never taking his eyes off them. We’re barely through when the guard presses a lever and the doors jolt back. Teeth snap as they swing past my shoulders. A lock drops into place with a stomach-jolting clunk. I whip around, wondering if things don’t turn out as they should, how we’ll ever get out of this place. 
 
   The guard leads us through another strange door covered in silver-black metal scales. The scales flinch when touched, shrinking away. It’s the oddest, strangest thing. Two almond-shaped windows that resemble eyes, quicken. A second smaller pair below them flare like nostrils. It’s as though the door is a living creature. But it can’t be. 
 
   Can it? 
 
   I‘m driven backward by a waft of steam. It pours through the nose holes in the door. A glowing halo of pulsing, violet-coloured, mist engulfs us both. What on earth…? 
 
   “Cleansing steam,” the guard explains. “Her Majesty insists upon it.”
 
    “Urlick?” I panic over the growing size of his pupils. “Don’t breathe it in!” I shout, recalling the purple steam at Madhouse Brink.
 
   “It’s harmless, really,” the guard insists.
 
    “I don’t believe you.” I snap my fingers in front of Urlick’s face. A strange wind whips up, twisting my hair high above my head, like fingers braiding it. “What’s going on?” 
 
   “I told you, cleansing steam.” The guard’s moustache flutters upward. “A must before tea.”
 
   “A must, or not. I don’t like it.”
 
   “You don’t have to like it. It just has to happen.” The guard pulls another lever and the wind suddenly subsides. “Just like, you had no choice but to come here.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   He reaches for the door and the eyehole windows slam shut. The scaly covering shivers. “After you.” He bows, extending a hand, as he pushes the door open, nearly toppling over from the weight of his head. 
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   The inside of the castle is cold and strangely wet. The dark, dank hallways are dotted with puddles. I zigzag around them, watching them bubble and sizzle, rising up like fire water at the mere reflection of my presence. 
 
   Our breath hangs in the air.
 
   There are hardly any light sources anywhere—just the odd glow from the moonstones embedded in the risers of the staircase. They dimly illuminate the way as we climb.
 
   At the top, the guard hands our invitation off to a second guard—a wiry little man who also appears to be half-made out of rubbish. A shiver creeps over me as I watch him shuffle toward us through the darkness. 
 
   Is that half a cheesebox he’s wearing as a head?
 
   The other guard drifts away.
 
   “I am the castle’s concierge. I will take care of things from here.” He fishes a monocle, with shattered lens, out of his pocket, and stares down at the invitation. “Oh, dear.” He gulps. The light-hearted expression on his half-human side sours. “Oh, dear, dear, dear…” He scratches his water faucet nose. 
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong?” I bend to get a closer look at the invitation.
 
   Reaching up, he compresses and decompresses the bladder and bellows affixed to the side of his cheesebox head. The apparatus fuels oxygen toward a cylinder full of quicklime, which in turn, ignites the blowpipe apparatus he wears strapped to the front of his head. I’m knocked backward by the intensity of the flash that occurs. Koniaphostic light, intensely white, like the magnificent follow spots used to track the actors on the stage. It makes a vulgar hissing sound.
 
   “What was that for?” 
 
   “Clarity.” He blinks. The whole corridor now smells of burnt lime and sulfur. “You see, I was right.” He holds up the invitation up, squinting. 
 
   “About what?” He shows me the paper. It appears to be blank. Was it always blank? Or has he just done something.
 
   The concierge looks up through his trembling klieg light eye. He gulps, and sweat beads his anxious half-human brow.  “You’re late,” he announces bold and shrill. 
 
   “We’re what? But how can that possibly be?” 
 
   “See here in the fine print.” He flips the card around. “According to this, you should have been here yesterday.” He offers me the use of his monocle to see the very finely printed words.
 
   “Yesterday? Why, that’s preposterous. We only just arrived today. How can we possibly be late for a party we’ve only just been invited to?”
 
   The concierge laughs. “Anything’s possible where Sir Hatter’s concerned.” 
 
   “What are you saying? What does that mean?”
 
   “It means you should have arrived on time.” The concierge turns his back and clatters away, on a pair of old, clay, factory rollers that form his legs. A conveyor belt spins around the outside of them, propelling his awkward scrap metal body forward. He scuttles on through a set of double, cast, iron doors, which seem even bigger than the last.
 
   I yank Urlick forward, following behind me. As we pass through the doors, I see our distorted images being photographed in the bubbled glass. 
 
   “What was that for?”
 
   “Records.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Uh, uh,” the concierge tuts, as we enter a long, dark, stale-smelling room with badly rumpled, papered walls. Weeds grow through the spaces in the wallpaper. Long black snakes slither through the weeds. Some flop down from the ceiling and twist about our ankles as we walk. I dance about, avoiding them.
 
   The concierge laughs again, and rolls right overtop as if they didn’t exist.
 
   “Why are there snakes here? What is this place?” 
 
   “What time does it say on the invitation?” the concierge says, stopping before a panel of buttons. 
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” I shout. 
 
   The concierge says nothing, just snatches the invitation away from me and inspects it again. “Oh, no.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “There’s no time listed.” 
 
   “Then why did you think we we’re late?” 
 
   “Because,” he laughs. “Sir Hatter’s guests are always late.” His voice slips low and sinister. Unlocking a thin door, he turns us each about and shoves us inside. 
 
   I stumble forward through a turnstile gate and pop out into a cube-like room. Urlick follows after me.
 
   “Here.” The concierge stuffs a giant skeleton key with silver-tipped end through the hole after us. “This is your key to the party.”
 
   “Our key?”
 
   “Yes, key. Now get moving. You don’t want to be late.” The opening where his arm was slams shut. The room grows instantly dark.
 
   “But I thought you said we were already late,” I shout at the opening. 
 
   “Never mind what I said. Just follow the path. And don’t stray from it. The consequences will be grave.”
 
   At that, his voice shorts out, as does all the dim light in the room. 
 
   “What now?” Urlick growls in the darkness. 
 
   A fluorescent painted arrow appears on the floor beckons us forward. 
 
   “We go that way, it appears.” I wince. 
 
   As we move, the tunnel seems to shrink. It’s not long before we’re crawling on hands and knees. “This reminds me of creeping through the ceiling of Madhouse Brink on my way to rescue you.” Urlick grins back at me.
 
   “We seem to find ourselves in a lot of tight places, lately, don’t we?” I scrape my knee on a rivet and stop to allow the blood to clot. Up ahead in the dark, something silvery glints.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Urlick grumbles.
 
   “Shhhhh,” I hush him, remaining very still.
 
   “What?” He hovers over my shoulder, at last seeing what I see. 
 
   The silver rabbit hop-creeps along in front of us, nibbling translucent clover.
 
   “There it is!” Urlick’s arm shoots out past me. She squishes between me and the wall and lunges after the it. 
 
   The rabbit’s ears flop back, and it bursts into a gallop-style gait. 
 
   “Wait!” I shout and chase after them both, dashing up the shrinking corridor and around a sharp corner, the flash of its mechanical glinting back our only light. Urlick gains on the rabbit. The rabbit jags to the right. Urlick goes for the tackle, sliding forward, missing the rabbit altogether and disappearing down a hole in the floor. 
 
   “Urlick?” I speed-crawl after him, skidding to a stop at the mouth of the opening. He hangs below, dangling by his coattails, which have caught on an unthreaded screw. He swings slowly back and forth. “Oh, good Lord,” I gasp, and throw my hands over my mouth, then sit back on my haunches and laugh some. “You know,” I grin down at him, “we really should discuss these things before you go off half-cocked.”
 
   “Ha, ha, hah,” Urlick grimaces. “Now, are you going to help me out of this, or not?” 
 
   I stick my head down through the hole, evaluating the situation. All around him, a black-walled room springs to life, long, large and deep. In seems Urlick was not far off, we were again crawling through the space in the ceiling, as clearly this is a full room below. Suddenly, things are not so funny. A fall from this height could’ve kill Urlick.
 
   Gears churn and engines sigh. I spot the culprit in the corner. The only glowing source of light in the room. A glass, bullet-shaped capsule, containing a floating, cloud-like entity, stands propped up and lit, in the far back of the room. 
 
   “Well, don’t just sit there, give me a hand up, will you?” Urlick calls. 
 
   I reach through the hole and tug at his arm, but he’s too heavy to lift. I lose my grip, and he sways again. Then his coattail shreds, and he drops, screaming.
 
   I wince as he crashes to the floor. “Well, that wasn’t supposed to happen. Coming down,” I announce, and throw my legs over the side. 
 
   “Wait. What? No!”
 
   But it’s too late, I’ve already launched myself, and drop into his bewildered arms. 
 
   “Bloody hell!” He squeezes me tight about my thighs, sloppily catching me, as he stands. “You could have broken a leg—”
 
   “But I didn’t, did I?” I smirk, feeling the buzz of love in the concerned way he’s gazing up at me. The sizzle of adventure in his eyes. 
 
   “You know, we really do need to start discussing these things.” 
 
   “If we had, you’d have only told me to stay where I was.” 
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “What good would that have done? Me up there,” I point, “and you down here.” I let my dropping finger graze his lips.
 
   “What good it is, both of us in this pickle?” 
 
   “At least we’re together.” I grin. “Besides, you should know better by now than to think I’d go anywhere without a plan.” 
 
   He quirks an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Let’s hear it.” 
 
   I run a light finger over his quizzical expression, smoothing out the worried lines. “Well, logically, if the rabbit’s due at the party and he’s taken this route, then surely we’re going the right way.”
 
   “And if he isn’t? Due at the party, I mean. If that’s all just a fable—”
 
   I cock my head. “Well, it’s the rabbit we’re really after anyway, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Point well taken.” 
 
   “Very good, then. If you please.” I tap Urlick’s straining bicep, indicating he should let me down. Urlick smirks as I slip through his tensed arms, sliding slowly down along his muscled frame. Our warm bodies chafe as I’m lowered, every centimetre of me sparking. Like phosphorous being dragged against flint, I helplessly ignite. When at last our lips meet, our breath is heavy. 
 
   He clasps me tight again. “I don’t know about you,” he says, “but I could do without meeting up with a Hatter who’s apparently gone mad, and an unpredictable Black Queen.”
 
   “I second that.” I stare into his eyes. He stares back at me, our breath racing. It’s all I can do to keep myself from kissing him.
 
   “Perhaps we should get on with the chase,” he says weakly. 
 
   “Perhaps.” 
 
   “Before he gets too far from us.”
 
   “We probably should.” 
 
   “Yes, we probably should.” I leave my lips parted. He lowers me to the floor, and I lean in and kiss him, long and slow and hard. His breath hitches when I pull away. 
 
   He stares. “Now, we’ve really got to go.” He backs away. He takes me by the hand and tugs me forward. 
 
   “Wait.” I rock back on my heels, my eyes settling on the large glass capsule tucked in the corner behind us. “What is that?” I walk over to it. The engine gently whirs, keeping its contents moving. Inside, sheets of a roiling grey cloud twist and turn and spill over, like the stygian storm I found trapped within the bell glass jar on the mantelpiece, back in Urlick’s study. 
 
   Urlick stares back at me. “Do we really want to know?”
 
   “Oh, come on, don’t tell me you’re not the least bit curious?” I stand on my toes and peek through the capsule’s window, making sure not to touch the glass. “What do you suppose it is?”
 
   Urlick joins me. His brow crinkles. He stares at the humming gauges at the capsules’ rear, then stalks over. “It can’t be.” He examines them, checking their readings. “It just can’t be.” He looks back to me.
 
   “Can’t be what?” 
 
   “Four hundred and sixty parts per million,” he gasps. 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “That’s over ten times the worry line, that’s what that means.” He jogs across the room to check another set of gauges. “Two hundred forty-nine.”
 
   “I don’t understand. What is it measuring?”
 
   “The Vapours’ deadly scale. If this is what I think it is”—he points to the writhing wind inside the capsule— 
 
   “Vapours. You think it’s Vapours.”
 
   “Yes. And if it is, and it gets loose, we’re all good as dead.” 
 
   “What’s that?” I ask, noting a second measuring device, affixed to the side of the capsule’s main tube. Urlick stalks over, examining it closely. His face is unusually white when he turns. “Radon,” he says, “It’s measuring radon. It’s a radon metre. I’ve seen it in books.”
 
   “As in the off-gasses of radium.” The storm thrashes. 
 
   “As in, that very thing.”
 
   “So it can’t just be the plain old Vapours.”
 
   “Or worse than that, it is.” Urlick presses an alarmed-looking face up close to the observation window. He cocks his neck and peers deep within it. “Look,” he says to me. “The capsule. It’s enormous, extending well on up past this room.” 
 
   I step up beside him to take a look, and gasp at what I see. “It’s bigger than this entire building.” I look up then down. “And it starts below the ground.” I tip up on my toes, accidentally touching the glass. An alarm bell sounds. A shrill, heart-stopping honk, followed by a bellowing beep. We both spring back. 
 
    “We’d better go.” Urlick checks over his shoulder, grabs my hand and turns to run. Below our feet, a trapdoor in the floor gives way, dropping us through it, where we slide belly first down another dark corridor, and out in a checkerboard room.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   Beeeeeep! Beeeeep! Beeeeep! Beeeep!
 
   Livinea’s eyes spring wide. “What is that?” She runs across the room to me. Wanda flies in from the parlour, looking worse for wear than she did when Eyelet collapsed at the swearing in. Iris rushes in from the kitchen. The foyer doors slam shut behind them. The emergency lock down plan, activated.
 
   “Where’s Masheck?” My mind briefly skips to the idea ‘e ‘ad this morning, of goin’ out to fixin’ those last few mills, after Sadar ‘ad ’is vision. “‘Ave any of you seen ‘im?”
 
   “No,” says Livinea. “Not since this mornin’. Why? What’s the matter? What’s goin’ on?”
 
   “You?” I turn to Wanda, then Iris. Both girls shake their ‘eads.
 
   A sharp guilty chill courses through my veins. I should ‘ave gone with ‘im like we discussed.
 
   “What is it? What’s all the noise about?” Livinea shouts.
 
   “Warning bells. An alarm system.” I shout above them.
 
   “Alarms for what?” Livinea twists around, ‘er eyes searchin’ the ceilin’. 
 
   “The Vapours.”
 
   “Vapours?” She claps ‘er ‘and to ‘er chest. 
 
   Iris swallows.
 
   The aether lighting above our ‘eads flickers then dips, spiking fear in me ‘earts. The girls shriek and chatter, as the wind outside slams the walls of the castle like a runaway steamplough. Wanda races into Iris’s arms.
 
   “Listen to me.” I grab Livinea by the shoulders and turn ‘er toward me. I stare deep into ‘er anxious eyes. She looks dazed, somewhat bewildered. Oh, God, no. Not now. This is a terrible time. “Are you with me, Livinea?” I try to capture what’s left of her mind before it exits, completely, and she forgets ‘oo I am again.
 
   Livinea nods, tentatively. The crinkled eyebrows tell me otherwise. “Take the others and go to the bunker at the bottom of the stairs in the basement. Don’t come out no matter what. I’ll be along as soon as I can.” 
 
   Her lips part, ready to object.
 
   “Someone has to go find Masheck.” I shout over the ongoing alarm. “Now be a good girl and run along, will you?” My voice falters. “And take the others with you.” 
 
   She looks completely befuddled, as if my words have not registered. 
 
   “Iris!” I shout. “Come get ‘er!” Iris barrels across the room.
 
   I burst away, then double back to kiss Livinea on the forehead. Iris grabs ‘er by the arm and yanks ‘er away, but Livinea plants her feet solid. She refuses to move, so Wanda sweeps in and scoops her up in her great hairy arms, and they race away. 
 
   “Iris!” I shout back over me shoulder, running. “Find Martin and Sadar and take them with you too.” 
 
   She nods and darts off in the opposite direction from Wanda, racing down the hallway toward the Academy. 
 
   I take the stairs in blunderous twos, then race down the corridor hall. I slide to a stop in front of the whistling barometer gauges.
 
   One hundred and forty-nine parts per million. “Oh, great gazoos,” I gasp. That can’t be right. It just can’t be. I cross meself with a foot, and stare at them again. “They must be broken—” I tap the gauges.
 
   “They’re not.” Masheck shoots up behind me, causing me to jump. “The Vapours,” he pants, doubling over at my side, “they’re ‘ere in rising force.”
 
   “It’s true,” Martin gasps, falling in behind him. “We’ve just barely outrun them.” 
 
   “Where were you two?”
 
   “You’ll know soon enough.” Masheck’s eyes swing to the gauges. “I ‘ope.” I spy the tool belt buckled to ‘is ‘ip. 
 
   The gauges twitch and sputter. Their needles fall’ some… but then rises again, steadily and miserably upward.
 
   “Dammit.” Masheck pounds them with his fists.
 
   “We tried, sir.” Martin pats ‘is back.
 
   A retch-worthy sick creeps up me throat. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
   The alarm upstairs continues to scream. Masheck’s gaze lifts to it then darts back down. “Whatever we decide, we need to do it fast.” 
 
   “What about Eyelet and Urlick?” Martin says, his eyes two dampened flares. “They’ll never withstand this.”
 
   Panic threads through me like a snake. “Pan,” I say, rememberin’ ‘er face this mornin’, after Sadar’s vision. “Where is she?”
 
   Masheck and Martin drop their ‘eads. “She went out to do a sweep of the forest while the winds were low,” Masheck says. “Said she refused to lose a second member of her family to the Vapours.”
 
   “And she’ll be lost to them herself.” 
 
   Martin’s mouth falls open. “But she was so distraught. You should have seen her.”
 
   “And well she should have been. Good Lord in ‘eaven, ‘ave mercy.” I cross meself again.
 
   “Perhaps something’s overridden the system?” Martin offers, looking haunted. “Perhaps it’s not as bad as we think.”
 
   “We saw them ourselves, Martin. Chasin’ up our backs.” 
 
   “Yes, but perhaps…” Martin grapples with the idea.
 
   Masheck’s colouring morphs from tan to grey. He turns and hurries for the side palace door. 
 
   “Where are you going?” I shout over the ongoing alarms.
 
   “To find out how bad this really is.” He throws open the door.
 
   “Are you mad?” I shout, chasin’ after him, but ‘e yanks ‘is shirt up over ‘is mouth and charges out into the blusterin’ winds.
 
   Martin runs for the gasmasks hangin’ on the side of the corridor wall, straps one to his face, tosses me the next, and takes down another for Masheck. He stuffs it under his arm, then lunges out into the storm, where he stands next to the two of us, lookin’ just as completely stunned. 
 
   On the horizon, Vapours dance, thunderin’ down in great wafts of fury over the ridge of the escarpment, crashin’ through the forest in a great tidal wave of white tumblin’ froth, bowlin’ over trees and topplin’ stones, flattenin’ all in its path. 
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   I chase after Masheck up the back, castle, corridor, Martin behind me, after a lengthy battle to secure the side palace door shut behind us. We never should have ventured out in that storm. Together, we catapult the stairs and race out into the foyer, moving at whip-like speed. 
 
   “Summon Parthena,” Masheck shouts, leapin’ up and snaggin’ a steam crossbow from its display mount on the wall. He loads it and draws it back. “Tell her meet me at the square.” He lets the arrow fly. Me eyes follow it ‘till it meets its target, killin’ the alarm dead. 
 
   I hesitate, astonished. “How did you know that was where the alarm wa—”  
 
   “Tell ‘er we need ‘er ‘elp.” Masheck carries on.
 
   “Why? For what?” I scramble after him. 
 
   “Urlick left me in charge in his absence.” Masheck palms the doors to the underground tunnels that lead to the centre of town. “It’s up to me to protect his people.” He turns and sucks in a wary breath. “And I sense I’m gonna need all the help I can to get ‘em to listen.” 
 
   “Right,” I say, and bound toward the communicay box in the corner. I clutch and jiggle all the wires, searchin’ for the one that connects with Madhouse Brink. 
 
   Somethin’ bangs the front doors, stopping short our motion. Masheck draws back into the room, as Martin and I stall. Me stomach drops to the floor. 
 
   The something flogs the doors again and again and Masheck starts toward it. “No! You can’t.” I rush after ‘im, but ‘is ‘ands are already gripping the ‘andle. The slammin’ continue and Masheck ‘hesitates, then throws open the doors. A great, gust of foul-smelling wind thunders across the threshold, carrying a floundering Pan along with it. She crashes to the floor, toppling to a stop across the tiles. 
 
   I gasp, and run to her side as Masheck struggles to shoulder the front door shut. He falls on his knees beside me. “Is she all right?” 
 
   “I dunno.” I stroke ‘er back. “Pan?” 
 
   Weakly, ‘er ‘ead rises. She flutters ‘er eyes, then she drops ’er chin back down. In her beak, she holds the Neo Locator device I’d given Eyelet…Its light has been extinguished—its connection severed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   My chin snaps up from the black-and-white checkered floor of the room we’ve just been cast. Urlick skids to a screeching stop beside me, his eyes as wide as pies. I turn to see a tall pair of playing-card doors—a laughing pair of jokers—slam shut behind us. 
 
   “At last,” a voice booms. Fists slam a table. 
 
   My head jerks around. My eyes travel up the slanted squatty legs of a metal table to the inhabitants that sit around its top—a variety of woodland creatures, all mechanical, engineered from junkyard scraps. 
 
   When my gaze reaches the head of the long, luxurious table, I shudder. Seated on an automated adjustable throne is an automaton in the likeness of Professor Smrt—a reconditioned partially mechanical version of him. His facial features twitch and tick with a modicum of whirling clockwork parts. Repurposed hammers, levers, springs, cogs, and gears, all rudimentarily cobbled together to recreate his missing features. Melted skin seeps from what’s left of his bones, tacked up with clock pins to keep it from sliding completely off. 
 
   I blink, praying my eyes are wrong…that I’ve struck my head and this is all a dream.
 
   He glares at me through a makeshift eye fashioned out of an old carriage lantern, the door flung open to expose the half-shattered, antique carbon bulb that serves as his eyeball, its filament his winking iris. He blinks, and the camera lens lid on his other eye clacks closed, then opens slowly again. Only the eyeball itself on that side is original, along with his cheekbone and half his smile.
 
   “What’s the matter, Eyelet?” He drums a set of fork-pronged fingers. “Not what you were expecting?” He opens his mouth, jaw hanging on a rusty hinge, and uses a prong-finger to pluck a seed from his teeth. He flicks the seed and tweaks his twisted wire moustache, drawing it out into a sharp turned-up end.
 
   In his lap sits the silver rabbit, which Smrt is calmly stroking with his other hand. Around the rabbit’s neck hangs the necklace—my necklace—flashing green in time with my bounding heart. 
 
   I scramble to sit up.
 
   Maniacal laughter fills the room. It reverberates off the red and black paint-splotched wallpaper and shoots back at me, worming through my ears. 
 
   Urlick sits up beside me and reaches for my hand.
 
   “How quaint.” Smrt lurches forward on creaking elbows. “Partners to the end, are we?”
 
   Atop his head, he wears an inordinately tall, tattered black top hat trimmed in a black and red, water-damaged sash. A weather-beaten tag dangles from its brim. Sir Official Mad Hatter, it reads.
 
   I scramble to my feet, preparing to grab Urlick and run.
 
   “I’d think twice about that if I were you.” He snaps his fork-prong fingers and guards pop out of every corner of the room. “The more the merrier I always say,” he laughs, and his non-existent eyebrows jump. “You’re late.” He leans forward and growls in a low, echoing, sinister voice, pursing his buggy spring lips. “The Black Queen does not take kindly to tardiness. Isn’t that right, Queen?” He flits a hand to the curtain behind him, and it unfurls, revealing another two massive playing-card doors. Queens, this time—of spades, of course. They crank slowly open, and plumes of dark black smoke billow out. Along with… The Ringmaster.
 
   I swallow down my fear.
 
   He sweeps out from behind the wall dressed in a pair of women’s high-heeled jackboots, thigh-high fishnet stockings, ruffled black bloomers, and a matching leather corset. His hairy chest pops out of the front, laces screaming over his barrel-sized ribs. Over his shoulder he carries a doubled-headed battle-axe, like those of medieval times. 
 
   “He’s supposed to be dead,” I whisper.
 
   “And so am I.” Smrt laughs.
 
   The ringmaster laughs with him, their inhumane jaws creakily unhinging, clattering up and down. The ringmaster throws back her—his rust-bucket head, revealing jaws lined with metal bolts in place of teeth. He glowers through fuse-box eyes at me and twirls the ends of his melting waxed moustache.
 
    His famous top hat is perched atop his head, sitting sideways due to his metal fry-pan skull plate. Beneath it, what’s left of his brains pulses and gyrates every time he breathes. 
 
   “I’d introduce you to the Princess, but I believe you two have already met.” Smrt laughs again, and I clasp my hands to stop them from shaking. Urlick looks at me perplexed, But there’s no time to explain.
 
    “Sit.” Smrt taps the back of the chair next to him with a long, ebony cane. The skin on the good side of his face buckles then slides from the bones as he smiles. The skin hangs there, dangling, like a bead of wax about to drop from a candle, and I feel sick. 
 
   He reaches up and swipes the chunk of skin away like it’s a pesky bug, and I nearly vomit. His arm clicks as he does so. A lone flywheel attached as a shoulder whirs, activating all the mechanical parts below. Ropes and pulleys complete their duties, pulling his ball bearing swivelling, mechanical hand to his face. The assortment of pulsing camshafts serve as muscles, and rods form tendons, while a brass piston does the job of an elbow. Together, they create the illusion of effortless movement. 
 
   It’s really quite amazing. 
 
   He taps the fingers on his other hand, constructed of long, slender, used filament tubes. They crackle and charge. “I asked you to sit,” he says again. “Or shall I have the Queen seat you?”
 
   The Black Queen grins, tapping the axe on his palm.
 
   My breath momentarily collapses. If we obey, we’re as good as dead. 
 
   If we don’t, we’re dead anyway.
 
   “Come now, before the tea gets cold.” Sir Hatter draws in an impatient breath. His chicken-wire chest armature expands. A pair of rubber tubes form his lungs, and a plasma ball his heart. His missing gut, replaced by an old cast iron radiator, lets out a ghastly hiss. “Both of you.” He eyes us sternly.
 
   “It won’t be much of a party with cold tea, now will it?” He arches his bare brows. Reaching out, he plucks a quill from the back of a live porcupine asleep in the middle of the table. The porcupine jolts awake. It scrambles to its feet in an attempt to leave, but the Queen swoops in and removes its head. “Gawk,” Smrt objects. “Now look what you’ve gone and done.”
 
   The Queen lowers his chin and backs away. Blood drizzles through the cracks in the metal table. 
 
   It’s all I can do not to scream.
 
   “Remove it.” Smrt flits his hand, and a mechanical waiter emerges from a waft of steam seemingly from a recess in the door. The waiter takes a shovel from the back wall and scoops up the carcass. He flings it onto a rotting pile across the room. 
 
   Urlick and I share a stunned glance.
 
   “Have a seat,” Smrt insists. “It isn’t polite to stall, you know. Flossie’s been waiting here a long time.”
 
   From out of the floor, a chair rises up out of trap door. It snaps into place, under the guise of more steam. When the air clears, there she is: Flossie, gagged and bound, her hands and tentacles tied to her chair. She looks at us, and screams. The noise muffled by the rag in her mouth. Her eyes are electrified, pleading with us to save her. 
 
   Like we can even save ourselves.
 
   “Take a seat!” Smrt shouts.
 
   “I’m not here to take tea,” I say slowly, bravely, crazily. “I came for my necklace.”
 
   “Eyelet?” Urlick whispers, his expression worried.
 
   “Did you hear that, Queen? She doesn’t want to take tea; she wants her necklace back,” Smrt mocks me musically, then turns and shouts. “Look around you, Princess! Does it look like you’re in any position to negotiate?” 
 
   I falter, wincing at the sound.
 
   A second set of playing-card doors shuffle into place behind us, blocking our exit from the room. 
 
   “Now, sit down!” Smrt’s voice booms. “Or I’ll let the Black Queen sharpen his blade on your neck.”
 
   The metal creatures ‘round the table giggle.
 
   My skin tightens on my bones.
 
   “We’d better do what he says,” Urlick whispers, yanking me forward. 
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” I pull back. “You know we cannot trust him.”
 
   “It’s not like we have a lot of options,” Urlick says, through gritted teeth. His eyes survey the room. “Follow my lead.” He yanks on me again. “We’ll get what we need, and then we’ll leave.”
 
   I straighten, fear coursing through my clotting veins. 
 
   “He’s right, you know.” Smrt inspects his nails. “The only way out of here is through me.”
 
   Reluctantly, Urlick and I move toward the table, his hand crushing mine. I sit to the left of Sir Hatter, alias Smrt, and Urlick sits next to me, across from the struggling Flossie. Our chair legs scrape the floor.
 
   “Now, I’d suggest we all get acquainted, but that seems silly. How about we just jump right into it.” Sir Hatter shifts backward, snapping his filament fingers. “TEA!” 
 
   The mechanical butler scurries in from nowhere again. I try to see where he materializes from, but he moves with such speed, it’s hard to detect from which corner. He snaps to attention beside Sir Hatter, who looks up briefly. “You know the kind.”
 
   The butler nods. He vanishes instantly, returning seconds later with a silver-domed serving tray. It’s a strange-looking thing, in the shape of a three pronged clover. He plops it down in the centre of the table, and he’s gone again, his whereabouts indiscernible.
 
   Sir Hatter leans in, fork fingers lingering on the tray’s lid. “I thought we’d play a little game.”
 
   “What kind of game?” Urlick snaps.
 
   Sir Hatter draws his hand away. “Why, a game of chance, of course. What other kind of game is worth playing?” Sir Hatter clenches his teeth and lunges forward again. “Winner takes all.” 
 
   “What do you mean by that?” I ask. 
 
   “It’s simple really.” Sir Hatter relaxes, the gears in his face churning. “You have something I want, and I have something you need.” He cracks his filament-bulb knuckles. Steam purges from his chest.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “There is nothing to understand.” He shuttles the silver tray closer and gives it a spin. “It all boils down to choice. Make the right choice, and you take the necklace and go home.” He plucks the necklace from the rabbit’s neck and lays it out on the table like a prize. “Make the wrong choice”—he pushes the necklace just far enough away to keep me from lunging for it— “and you lose. And I get what I want.” 
 
   “Which is?” I ask weakly.
 
   Sir Hatter closes in, his lantern eye flickering. “A little taste of your black magic.” His shutter lid hoods his eyes.
 
   “What magic?” Urlick and I exchange confused, worried glances.
 
   Sir Hatter slides back, dragging the table with him. “Don’t play stupid with me!” he erupts, glowering at Urlick. “Flossie’s told me all about your little secret.” 
 
   Urlick scowls at Flossie. Flossie looks at her feet.
 
   “What have you done?” I say. 
 
   “She told me all about how Urlick injected you with some form of magic that brought you back to the living, from the dead.” Sir Hatter juts his head out over the table. A screw falls from his neck. 
 
   “He tortured me,” Flossie spits round the rag in her mouth. “I had to tell him.” 
 
   Urlick’s eyes swing from Flossie to me, and back. He takes a breath. “I don’t know what she’s talking about.”
 
   “Tell them.” Sir Hatter strikes out, tearing away Flossie’s gag. “Tell them what you told me.” 
 
   She gulps in a great gasp of air, then starts screaming. 
 
   The Queen moves in, tapping his axe on his hand, and Flossie’s scream shuts off. 
 
   “Much better.” Sir Hatter smiles. “Now tell them what you told me.” He rolls his hand coaxing her to begin. 
 
   Flossie shares a brief but bold glance with Urlick. She straightens in her seat, as if a school child about to deliver a winning soliloquy. “I sent the Infirm to spy on you,” she tells Urlick, “after you disappeared into your hovel with your little concubine there.” She points cold eyes at me and sneers. “My ghouls surveyed the procedure from the window mounts and chimneys, where they overheard sordid whispers.”
 
   “You liar.” Urlick grits his teeth. “It’s all a lie. They saw and heard nothing.” 
 
   “They heard what happened. All of it.” Flossie waggles her head. “How you injected her with some sort of serum that brought her back to life from certain death, during some crazed ceremonial dance.”
 
   “I’ve no idea what she’s talking about.”
 
   Sir Hatter narrows his gaze. “Don’t lie. It’s not becoming of you.”
 
   “Huh.” I tsk and fold my arms. 
 
   Flossie turns on me. “It happened and you know it.” 
 
   “I’m afraid you’ve been lied to,” Urlick says. “I know nothing of any of this.”
 
   “LIAR!” Flossie shouts. “You little lying charlatan.” She struggles, trying to lean across the table. “I know you did it. The ghouls told me. She was dying one minute and alive the next.”
 
   Urlick grits his teeth. “It wasn’t me.” His face flushes red. He realizes what he shouldn’t have said. 
 
   “There you are, you see.” Flossie points. “He knows something, he’s just not telling!” She swallows. “Oh my God, they were right.”
 
   The ringmaster brings his axe down between them on the table, driving a bend into the steel. 
 
   “Talk!” Sir Hatter shouts, folding over the table.
 
   “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. I can’t. I swear,” Urlick stammers.
 
   “Then who was it?” Sir Hatter seethes. 
 
   Flossie writhes in her chair.
 
   Urlick swallows hard. “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “You’ll tell me or she loses her head!” Sir Hatter shouts. In a flash the Queen is on her feet, her blade of her axe pressed to my throat. A small shriek escapes my lips.
 
   “It was the Alchemist,” Urlick blurts. “The healer. From the North—” 
 
   “No, Urlick don’t—” I shout.
 
   “He performed some crazy magic I know nothing of.”
 
   Sir Hatter smiles and creaks back in his chair. He steeples his fingers, elbow flywheel whirling as he taps them slowly to his chin. 
 
   “See, just as I told you,” Flossie pipes up.
 
   “Shut up,” Sir Hatter shouts. He stares curiously at the blade against my throat. “So, in effect, the magic courses through her veins.” 
 
   I tremble, cold with fear.
 
   “What? No.” Urlick twists his head. He launches to his feet.
 
   “Sit down!” Sir Hatter shouts. He reaches over to remove the hood from the tray. Beneath it, sit six steaming cups of tea: three red and three blue. “It’s time to play the game.” Sir Hatter grabs the end of the tray and spins it, hard. The room mysteriously shifts.
 
   “What is this? What’s happening?” Urlick’s eyes grow wide.
 
   “Play the game,” Sir Hatter shouts. The room begins to whirl about. “Make the right choice, and you get the necklace. Make the wrong one, I take her blood.” He glares across the table at me. “Places, everyone!”
 
   The Black Queen giggles.  Flossie snorts. The Queen drops the axe from my neck. The room is now spinning as furiously as the tray. Everything beyond the table is a blur.
 
    “Eyes on the tray,” Sir Hatter shouts. “Queen? A little ambience please.”
 
   The Queen scrambles over to a stationary cycle, grabs hold of the handles and mounts. He begins pedalling hard, then harder. The air the room becomes a steady churning wind. It whips the hair around my shoulders and flaps our clothing.
 
   “Eyes on the cups,” Sir Hatter shouts. “Now!”
 
   The tray spins faster and faster still. The room spins the opposite way. Urlick’s head begins to sway on his shoulders, his white skin flushing red. I can’t stop myself from moving either, my whole body rocking side to side. Behind Smrt’s shoulders, the card doors part, revealing the giant, storm-filled capsule.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   The wind is somethin’ awful. It’s never been this strong in Brethren. Brethren is supposed to be a safe ‘aven. Trees bend, fences topple. People run for cover. 
 
   Parthena sent word for them all to assemble in the ‘eart of town, at the band shell podium at the far end of Pinglingham Square, to receive instructions, but most of them seem ‘ell bent on followin’ their own instructions. They race about like headless chickens. 
 
   Despite the confusion, Piglingham Square is packed to the gillet. We couldn’t plug one more person in if we tried. Wisely, the most of ‘em’s wearing scarves and such about their mouths and noses to protect themselves. That much they listened to. 
 
   Masheck scrambles up the back of the podium steps to the stage, wind whippin’ back ’is clothin’ as ’e takes centre stage. He peels off ‘is gas mask to speak. The crowd clings to one another, grumblin’ and moanin’.
 
   Terrified, they is. 
 
   Masheck’s not much better off. I can see the nerves jumpin’ beneath ‘is skin. I wanna ‘elp, but it’s best if I stay back. That’s all ‘e needs right now, for the crowd to catch sight of the likes of me. The support of a no-armed, ex-freak show-sidekick con, and former prisoner, ain’t gonna win ‘im votes of confidence. 
 
   The crowd grows impatient quickly. They buzz and shout. 
 
   “What goin’ on? We demand to know! And ‘oo the ‘ell are you?” 
 
   A rather large brute, with rather large muscles, ‘ollers up from the third row. “What’s going on, ‘ere? Where’s our Ruler?” 
 
   Another twists ‘is ‘head and searches. “Yeah, we ain’t seen ‘im since the day we swore ‘im ‘in. What’s ‘appened? Is ‘e dead?”
 
   This ignites worry-fire in the ‘earts of the people. They jeer and clutch their chests. 
 
   “No ‘e’s not.” Masheck waves is ‘ands in a motion to quiet ‘em—a futile effort. “‘E’s asked me to come and speak to yahs on ‘is behalf,” ‘e shouts over their fussin’.
 
   “Yeah? Well, ‘oo the ‘ell are you?” 
 
   The crowd rumbles again, and Masheck goes cold. He turns to Parthena standin’ in the wings. “What do I do?” ‘e whispers.
 
   Parthena takes up ‘er skirts and rushes toward ‘im. “Tell them you’ve come with orders,” she whispers in ‘is ear. “And be stern. You’ve got to get them to listen.”
 
   Masheck nods and turns slowly back to the crowd, wearin’ a stiffer mask. He opens ‘is mouth to address ‘em, but they’s already shoutin’ at ‘im. 
 
   “Where’s our Ruler? ‘Oo are you?” 
 
   “What in tarnation is happenin’?”
 
   “Why is there so much wind in Brethren?”
 
   “Why aren’t the mills workin’ anymore?”
 
   “That’s what I’ve come to talk to you about!” Masheck shouts.
 
   “Then get talkin’!” 
 
   Masheck’s words are clipped. He looks a might bit ruffled.
 
   “Where’s our leader? You ain’t our leader. We want to ‘ear it from our leader. Not the likes of you!” 
 
   The winds pick up again, sending Masheck staggering along with many in the crowd. They stumble and fall, the women shriekin’.
 
   “Please.” Masheck rights ‘imself. “There’s little time.”
 
   The murmurs dwindle, and the crowd seems to be payin’ attention for a moment.
 
   “I’m here to tell you what to do.” Masheck’s face reddens. I can tell ‘e’s not used to bein’ in charge, and it’s a terrible struggle for ‘im. Everyone else can tell, too. 
 
   “And ‘oo are you to do that?” The brute from row three now raises a pitchfork. I feel his anger pumpin’ all the way behind the stage.
 
   Masheck wrings ‘is ‘ands. “Please… If… You need to listen—” 
 
   “To a fellow peasant?” someone jeers. “You want us to listen to a fellow peasant?” 
 
   Several in the crowd laugh.
 
   “Please, sir. There isn’t time—”
 
   “Where is our Ruler?” a shrill-voiced woman calls. “Why can’t we speak to our rightful Ruler?” She nervously crushes ‘er apron in ‘er ‘ands. “Why has he abandoned ‘is people?” 
 
   “Yeah! Where is the coward?”
 
   “He hasn’t abandoned you,” Masheck shouts. He grits his teeth, as I do mine. “And ‘e no coward—”
 
   “Are you sure? No one’s seen him since the day he took the oath,” pitchfork-man shouts. 
 
   “When ‘e let that stranger inside.” The apron crushin’ woman’s eyes bug. “For all we know, you’re some crazed lunatic who’s overthrown the castle.” She slats her eyes. “Maybe you’re even the stranger—”
 
   The crowd chants in support.
 
   “Maybe you’re that cantationer—the madman from the North.” She points. “We never did see his face.”
 
   The crowd surges. Women gasp.
 
   “I assure you,” Parthena says, stepping into the center of the stage with Mascheck, “he is not a lunatic! He’s nothing of the sort.” She places a reaffirmin’ ‘and on ‘is shoulder. “He’s none of things you been calling him.” 
 
   The crowd falls to a slighter hush. 
 
   “He is the man chosen by your Ruler to deliver you vital a message—a message that so far you’ve refused to hear. Now—” she clenches her teeth— “shut up and listen to him!” 
 
   A wave of gasps and mutters filtrates through the crowd. 
 
   The burly man with the pitchfork snorts and knit his brows, glaring at Parthena. “Well, I for one ain’t about to listen.” He raises his fork. “Ever since the Ruler ran off with that suspected sorcerer, we’ve ‘ad nothin’ but wind in the city.”
 
   The crowd cheers.
 
   “Never before ‘ave we ‘ad wind like this—”
 
   “That’s not true,” Masheck shouts above ‘em. “The wind started before ‘e took the throne, while the former Ruler was still in place!” He glances over at Parthena, lookin’ for support.
 
   “That’s right.” She clutches ‘er ‘ands tightly. “It was she who let unthinkables in.” 
 
   The man ignores ‘er and turns to the crowd instead. “Never before ‘ave the windmill’s busted. Nor ‘ave we been attacked by Infirmed. We crown a new Ruler, ‘oo has the face of a madman, I might add”—he turns briefly back— “and suddenly it all ‘appens!” 
 
   “Yeah!” the crowd shouts and thrusts their arms.
 
   “Doesn’t anyone else find this all a troublin’ coincidence?” The man squares ‘is gaze on Masheck.
 
   “Yeah!” the crowd shouts.
 
   “What you say is not true,” Parthena hollers over their cry. “It was my sister who let in the Infirmed—”
 
   “So why are we listenin’ to the likes of you?” The man glides toward her. “A self-declared traitor’s sister.”
 
   The crowd lights up again. They pump their fists and scream and shout. The winds grow darker, harder, stronger behind ‘em.
 
   “Masheck,” I say, pointin’ to the clouds. 
 
   Masheck’s chin snaps up. 
 
   “Masheck, do somethin’.” Parthena panics, her eyes catchin’ sight of the thread of black in the clouds.
 
   “‘Ow do yah think all this ‘as ‘appened?” Pitchfork man carries on. “I’ll tell you ‘ow.” He paces, pitchfork raised. “We’s got ourselves a new Ruler, who’s brought it all upon us!” 
 
   “That’s not true!” Masheck shouts.
 
   I’ve the urge to jump up and give my two pence, but I know it’ll only make things worse.
 
   “I say we lynch ‘im,” pitchfork man shouts.
 
   “Storm the castle and drag ‘im out!” 
 
   “I say we hang him and dip him in the square.”
 
   “Stop this talk. All of you!” Parthena turns on them. “What’s happening has nothing to do with Urlick!”
 
   “Explain it to us, then,” a young woman snaps. “Who’s the cause of it, if ‘e isn’t?” She squirrels an eye and spreads out her arms, her fingers, hunchin’ her shoulders as if to conduct Wickedry ‘erself. “If not born out of witchcraft, then what is it?” 
 
   The crowd goes wild. They look terrified. There’s no containin’ ‘em. They shout and ‘oller, cursing Urlick’s name. Women fall to their knees in cleansin’ prayer.
 
   “Stop, you must stop!” Parthena shouts, wavin’ ‘er arms up and down. “He is not the evil you think he is!”
 
   “Then what evil is ‘e?” a woman clutches her crucifix. “What evil has caused all of this?” 
 
   Others follow suit, bowin’ their ‘eads and mutterin’ chants. Cleansin’ chants, performed at dippings. Their voices monotone. They demand to have Urlick ‘ung.
 
   “What’s going on ‘ere?” Masheck turns to Parthena, his eyes as round as wheels.
 
   “They’re clearing the air of spirits.”
 
   “Their demandin’ that ‘e be put to death,” I add. 
 
   Masheck’s pupils flash. 
 
   “As soon as he arrived, the trouble started,” the woman cries, her words mingling with the punched up wind. It blusters through the crowd, and the women scream. 
 
   “There’ve been storms and winds and a trace of Vapours. I’ve tasted them on me own tongue!” the woman screams.
 
   The crowd howls again. One woman faints. 
 
   Parthena leans out. “Please! Please! None of this is true!” 
 
   “Are you saying we’re not in any danger?” the man with the pitchfork shouts. 
 
   The crowd falls into a hush. They turn to Masheck, wind rakin’ through their ‘air. 
 
   Masheck hesitates. “No,” he says. “You are in danger. That’s what I’m here to say.” 
 
   “You see!”
 
   “Silence!” Masheck shouts over ‘em. He struts to the front of the stage. “I’ve been sent here to warn you of the danger—to warn you all to take cover—and to offer you safe harbour to weather out the storm. To save you all from it. But it appears you aren’t willin’ to listen.”
 
   Several people lower their ‘eads.
 
   “I can tell you this,” he shouts, “the worst is yet to come!” 
 
   The crowd falls silent. 
 
   He broadens his stance and stares out over top of them. “I’ll ‘ave you know, I stand here on behalf of your Ruler, who has gone to the very brink of Embers to find out what ‘as gone wrong. He is out there”—Masheck points—“prepared to give his life for yours, while you stand ‘ere and call ‘im a madman.” He turns his eyes on the noisy woman, and then stares the pitchfork man down. “This ruler you speak of lynchin’.” 
 
   The crowd becomes breathlessly silent. They gawk and stare at one another.
 
   The man with the pitchfork stands down.
 
   “In the meantime, he’s left me in charge,” Masheck shouts. “And my instructions are to tell you all to take shelter in one of the following locations.” He unfurls a paper shakily and reads from it. “In the underground bunker in the centre of Market Square, or the one on the hill under the Academy. Any overflow can report to the Palace; we have bunkers there, too.” Masheck speeds up, the winds increasing, rolling in through the trees. “Know that the only truth spoken here today is that there are Vapours within our air,” he hollers, raising his arms. “If you value your life, you will take cover from them as I directed, at one of the designated places, until they clear. If you choose not to take shelter, it is on you, not your Ruler!”
 
   “Masheck?” Parthena teeters back, aghast.
 
   Another gust of wind slams our backs.
 
   “Now, go,” Masheck cries. “Before the winds worsen!”
 
   People shout and scream and stir. Some turn and ‘ead for the exits. The wind whips the clothin’ in circles.
 
   Masheck turns and trundles down the stage steps.
 
   “Wait!” Parthena grabs ‘is arm, ‘er gaze pulsing fear. “What if they don’t do as you say? What then?”
 
   Masheck glances at me then back at her. “It is as I said.” He pulls ‘is arm back, but Parthena yanks ‘im back.
 
   “But they’ll perish! The people will perish!” 
 
   He whirls around. “And so will Eyelet and Urlick if I don’t go after them. I’ve done all I can. So now, if you’d please…” ‘E stares down at ‘er ‘and.
 
   She lets go, an’ ‘e whirls around and stalks away.
 
   “Wait!” I charge after ‘im. “You’re not goin’ without me!” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   The weather inside the capsule rages, growing even more violent than before. The wind within pounds the sides with increasing fury as Sir Hatter works a panel of levers in front of him, like a conductor would a symphony. 
 
   My eyes settle on a familiar gauge. One thousand seventy-six parts per million, and climbing. 
 
   “It was you,” I whisper, gasping. “It’s been you all along. It’s always been you. Controlling the storms. Creating the frenzy. You’re the reason the Vapours are out of control.”
 
   “Bravo, my little friend.” The Hatter narrows his eyes. He yanks the levers back, causing the storm to jump and flare before turning back again. 
 
   “How could you? What have you done?” 
 
   Sir Hatter smirks and draws back a silver lever. The storm inside the glass tank rises up into a curl. “It isn’t what I’ve done. It’s what your father did. I’ve just been playing around with his legacy. He was the one who invented this wickedness. All I’ve done is harness it.”
 
   “You lie. My father had nothing to do with this.”
 
   “You father gave birth to the Vapours. The founding father of atomic # 88.”  
 
   “No.” I shake my head. “No, it can’t be true.” Atomic # 88, on the element table. The pages. The warning. Eight, eight, eight, eight, eight.
 
   “It was he who unleashed the radium poison, that’s destroyed our world as we know it.”
 
   “The Vapours—”
 
   “Yes, are made of pure radiation. The very thing that has forever changed our world. The ultimate power has been released. There’s no retracting it now.”
 
   “It was you...the notes were you…all of this, was you…”
 
   “Though, in all fairness, it wasn’t completely all your father’s fault. His father had something to do with it too.” He scorches Urlick with a look. 
 
   “He did not,” Urlick shouts.
 
   “Oh, really? Was it someone else who pushed that button?” He breaks out into laughter.
 
   “Yet, you tried to do it again?” I say. “Tried to recreate the moment, with us at the Core—” 
 
   “The initial damage was already done.”
 
   “And you intended to do more. Just as you do now, with that capsule.”
 
   “At the time, I was after something else. Far more important than the end of the world.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   “The passageway to a better world. The utopia beyond the clouds.” He narrows his eyes. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking. I know you saw it, just as I did. But neither of us will ever get there now.”
 
   Urlick’s head swings to me. “What is he talking about?” 
 
   Sir Hatter grins. “Madness, mostly. I’ve injected this storm with extra poison from all the storms before. When I let it loose, everyone will be dead. No one will be making it to the Promised Land. Not you, not me, not that little wench Penelope. She will not fly my airship creation to Limpidious without me!”
 
   “What?” Urlick’s mouth parts. 
 
   I turn cold eyes on Smrt. “You believed in Limpidious, yet you persecuted my father for exactly the same thing?”
 
   “Of course I did.” He turns on me. “I was the one who found the books first. I was the one who told him of the legend.”
 
   “What books?” Urlick says.
 
   “The gospels by Joseph Faraday,” Smrt says. 
 
   Urlick scowls. “The Chronicles of Hannibal Atticus.” 
 
   “Yes. You know of them?” Smrt arches his brows.
 
   “They’re nothing but fairy tales. Three-hundred-year-old fairy tales.”
 
   “They are not fairy-tales.” Smrt seethes. 
 
   “They are so.”
 
   “Urlick, don’t, please.” I grab his arm.
 
   “There is no such thing as a float world devoid of pain and suffering,” Urlick shouts. 
 
   “Shut up and play the game!” The Hatter pulls up a whip and strikes the back of the Queen, jolting him into pedaling faster. “If you win, you take the necklace. If you lose, you save the world.” He yanks back on the levers, and the storm thrusts against the glass, snarling and snapping like a hellhound. “When I count to three, you’ll make a choice.”
 
   The tray spins ever faster.
 
   His voice sounds like a snake charmer’s. “Choose the red tea, and you’ll get whatever your heart desires. Choose the blue tea, and you won’t, but…the one you love most in the world will get their heart’s desire. The choice is yours.”
 
   “But which is the right one?” Flossie shouts.
 
   “Choose!” Sir Hatter shouts.
 
   Purple plumes of steam rise up from the cups, confusing us. It’s hard to see either the red or blue tea. It’s all a blur. 
 
   “Choose, and drink!”
 
   I stare down the spinning tray, the teas warping in and out of view. Red then blue, then blue in the red. I can’t tell one from the other. A flash of my greatest desire lights behind my swimming eyes. My father, mother, back together. I’m a small child. The Illuminator’s green buzzing ray lifts the callous from my brain so I am no longer defective. A red light, flashes within the scene. 
 
   I hear Sir Hatter voice shouting out. There’s a ticking clock, and a bell is about to ring.
 
   I reach out, hand hovering over the choices of tea, the colours blurred. I try to figure out the pattern. Red. Blue. Blue. Red. Red. Blue. 
 
   But there is none.
 
   They’re spinning. Sloshing and spinning. Steam rising. There won’t be any left to drink. 
 
   Sir Hatter’s singing, demonically. Beside him, the Queen cackles, pedalling as fast as he can. Sparks fly. A blade zings. The Black Queen grinds his axe to a finer edge on the fender. 
 
   I must select. I have to choose. 
 
   “I can’t!” I shout. “I can’t!”
 
   “Pick one!” Urlick shouts. “You’re almost out of time!” 
 
   I stare hard at the swirling silver tray, trying to decipher which is which, then reach in and snag a cup.
 
   “Drink!” the Hatter shouts.
 
   I gulp the potion down. 
 
   Urlick does the same, as does Flossie, though it’s hard to tell who is who, or what is what, with all the whirling and twirling about. Writhing purple steam twists about our heads. All at once the whirring stops. The tray stops spinning. All that’s left is the isolated sound of the Mad Hatter’s chanting, and the fading cackle of the Queen’s laugh.
 
   I grab the edges of the table in an attempt to steady myself, as the blurring world slows down. The air in the room fills with the sound of silence. As at last the room comes to a swift, vomit-inducing stop. 
 
   “Well, well, well…” Sir Hatter says, as my stomach feels flips, my inners cascading upside down. A slight throb in my head pounds. I reach up to end it. “What have we here,” Sir Hatter finishes his sinewy sentence.
 
   I look around. Urlick’s complexion whiter than usual, and his lips are a darker purple-blue. The edges of them are dashed in what appears to be dark ink. 
 
   He must have chosen blue. 
 
   I reach up, swiping my own mouth, praying I’ve done the same, and smile when I see the result. I look up from my inky-stained fingers. Urlick and I exchange grins.
 
   I look to examine Flossie’s choice, a dead giveaway. Her bright red lips are tightly pursed. “Wha-aht?” she says, as if she’s been caught doing something wrong.
 
   Sir Hatter breaks into an evil laugh. 
 
   “What? What is it?” Flossie panics, wiping her mouth. She stares down at her hand and back up at me, as I were the one who made the choice for her. “What is it? What’s the matter?”
 
   “You lose,” the Hatter says.
 
   “I what?” She gulps. “But how can that be I?” she squeals. “I chose the red one. See.” She shows her father her hand. “My heart’s desire fulfilled.”
 
   “Precisely.” He sits back. “The selfish choice.” 
 
   “The What?”
 
   Sir Hatter extends his arms, palms cupped flat out like a pair of balancing scales. He tips them up and down, as he chants, “Selfless. Selfish. Selfless. Selfish.” He rocks in his seat. “Surely, you must see the error of your ways now.” Sir Hatter grins. “I’m afraid you’ve simply made the wrong choice, my child. A fatal one.” 
 
   “A what?” Flossie gasps and gawks our way. “But, you never said—” Her head twist round. “How can it be wrong? That doesn’t’ make sense.” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it”—Sir Hatter cackles and claps his hands—“it doesn’t have to! Hah, ha, ha, ha, ha, haaaah!” He wickedly laughs. He raises his hand in a small wave. “Bye, bye.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   A pair of trapdoors open behind Flossie’s head crank open. A giant hose, like a vacuum’s slithers out. Opening wide, like the mouth of a snake, it hovers noisily above her head, drawing her hair up out of its sweep. “I was going to share the elixir, and then I thought, no. Why should I? I mean, seriously, you’ve never meant all that much to me,” Sir Hatter shouts above the roar of the machine. 
 
   “But—”
 
   Flossie scarcely has the time to let out a scream before she sucked out of the ropes of her chair and up through the hose and out of the room. The power of the gust tears the skin off her flesh, and parts her flesh from her bones—grinding the last into dust. 
 
   I throw my hands to my ears to block out the sound, and turn my face away, as what’s left of Flossie shoots up through the hose, into a transparent tube, and is dumped into the capsule behind us. Sir Hatter’s and the Queen’s laughter riffles about the room as she’s spat out as particles into the roiling, blackening storm. 
 
   The device that destroyed her quickly retracts back into the wall. The trapdoors snap shut. Urlick and I sit breathless and shaking. I look behind our heads, searching for doors of the same, as the Hatter dusts off his hands and draws in a contented sigh. “Now, where were we?” He stares hard at me. “Oh, yes, the choices.” He tweaks his moustache. “Well, would you look at that?” He smirks and stretches across the table like sun-cooked worm. “It appears you’ve won the game.” I heave in a breath “But lost the fortune, in a matter of speaking.” He turns to the Queen and they share a hearty laugh. “A kingdom for a necklace.  Seems fair, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   The Queen vigorously nods, and my brain swirls, confused. 
 
   I spy the necklace sitting on the table. My mind races with ideas how to grab it. But even if I were successful in snagging the necklace, how do we stop him from implementing his plan?
 
   “I suppose if I was fair, I’d hand you this, and you’d be gone.” Sir Hatter leans back. He nonchalantly checks his nailbeds. “But then again, when have I ever been known to be fair?” He laughs again. The Queen laughs with him. This laughter worming like poison through my ears.
 
   “Get ready,” Urlick whispers. 
 
   “What?” I turn my head. I track Urlick’s gaze to the necklace on the table.
 
   Sir Hatter stands up with a jolt, slamming down a hand, capturing the necklace beneath it. “You still think you can win against me?” His voice booms, bouncing off the walls in the room.
 
   With a flick of his wrist, Urlick launches Sir Hatter’s spoon up off the table and catches it mid-air, then hurls it across the room, sticking it in the spokes of the Queen’s cycle, stopping the dance of the Vapours, momentarily. The capsule calms. Sir Hatter swears, then shouts and grits his teeth. “Cease them!” he shouts at the Queen.
 
   Urlick lurches forward, slamming his fist down on the panel of buttons next to Sir Hatter’s plate. He deploys a button and the back doors to the room swing open. “Run!” he shouts at me. Scooping up a cup from the steaming tray, he then flings the contents in Sir Hatter’s face.
 
   At the same time, I lunge for the necklace, the Queen catching me hard about the waist. His steely forearm crushes me. I fight and kick as he draws me in. 
 
   “Urlick!” I scream, as the blade of his axe is again at my throat.
 
    “No!” Urlick shouts, lunging forward. “No. Stop. Don’t!” 
 
   Urlick raises his hands in surrender. “I lied,” he shouts, turning to Smrt’s. “I lied about everything. Flossie was right.” 
 
   “What are you doing?” I yell at him. 
 
   “Shut up!” Sir Hatter barks. His head twists between the Queen and Urlick. “Go on…” 
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “I do possess a magic serum.” He reaches for his pocket. “I—”
 
   “Urlick, please!” I don’t know what he’s talking about, what he thinks he’s doing...
 
   “I’ll give it to you, in exchange for Eyelet.” He pulls out a small leather pouch, bound by a leather strap. He waves it in the air for Smrt to see. Something doesn’t feel right. “I’ll give it to you, if you give me her. And let us go on our way, unharmed.” 
 
   Smrt narrows his eyes and glares at the pouch. “And how do I know it’s real? How do I know it’s not some sort of trick?” 
 
   “Because.” Urlick inches closer. “The Alchemist gave it to me.”
 
   “Why? Why would the Alchemist give over his secret powers?”
 
   “Because he knew I’d need them. Now, here, take it.” Urlick shakes the pouch toward him in his hand. “Release Eyelet and take it.” 
 
   I’ve no idea if he’s telling the truth or not.
 
   For a long moment, no one breathes.
 
   Smrt glares at him and then at the pouch, and back again. He licks his buggy spring lips. “How do I know it can do what you claim?”
 
   “Because, unlike you, I speak the truth. Now, take it. Take it now.” 
 
   The Queen’s hot breath burns my shoulder.
 
   “Here. I’ll show you,” Urlick slowly unravels the leather straps. “See, powder—just as he used on Eyelet.” He shows both Sir Hatter and the Queen, then shifts a wary gaze in my direction, and I think I read the message in his eyes.
 
   “Are you ready?” he says, glancing back at Smrt. 
 
   I brace myself, prepared to run. 
 
   In one fluid motion he whirls around, hurling the powder into Smrt’s face. Then he continues the arc, striking the Queen. 
 
   The powder explodes into flash when it hits its targets, then breaks into sparkling particles that expand ten times their size. They whip around the room causing the perfect smoke screen. The Queen drops his axe to grab his face, and I bolt away, then double-back around him for the necklace.
 
   Urlick does the same, diving for it across the metal table. The table tips slightly under his force, and the necklace shimmies and rolls, and then topples from the table.
 
   It shatters on the chequerboard floor.
 
   All the blood in my body stops.
 
   “No!” Urlick shouts. He falls to his knees, cupping his hands around the broken pieces, frantically sweeping them across the floor and trying to collect the liquid back up in them. “No, no, no, no, no…!” The liquid seeps through his cut and bloodied fingers, through the joints in the tiles. 
 
   I stand there, unable to move, unable to breathe. 
 
   My father’s precious antidote. 
 
   Gone. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” He lifts his head, tears streaming from his eyes. “I’m sorry. So sorry.” 
 
   “Don’t be.” I grab him by the hand and yank his to his feet. 
 
   Together, we scramble from the building. 
 
   “Bleed her!” Sir Hatter shouts at the Queen. “Cut her down and bleed her body out!” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   WE RACE DOWN THE stairs and out the main doors, past the fang-snapping doors, and the wiry, long-faced guard, slinging a bumbershoots holder and parlour tables into the paths of our pursuers.
 
   Eyelet smacks a panel of buttons, springing open the front gate. We rush through and I immediately lose sight of her. She’s bolted off in the opposite direction, toward the centre of town.
 
   I give chase. “Where are you going?” 
 
   “To find where that buried capsule’s kept, and disarm it!”
 
   “Oh, God.” I suck in a breath and run like thunder after her, shouting, “Though a noble quest, I don’t believe there’s time.” 
 
   I catch up with her at city square, where a scaffold of pipes projects up from where they are buried in the ground. Beside them, familiar gauges flutter, measuring, what we now know to be suspected amounts of radium.
 
   “What are you doing?” I shout to her.
 
   “Destroying. This.” She kicks at and pounds, trying to smash the pipes. “That’s, what!” 
 
   “You’re never going to win this. Now, come on!” I grab her arm as she kicks one of the smaller valves, denting it. 
 
   “We can’t just leave knowing what he has planned.” She yanks her arm away. 
 
   A whistle blows just beyond the fog. “Stop!” someone shouts. 
 
   My head cranks around. So does Eyelet’s.
 
   “We either leave now, or we never leave here.” I implore her to reason with my eyes. “I promise you, we will return, but first we must get home in time to warn them.” 
 
   A second whistle blows. Boots tromp the ground.
 
   I scoop her up by the middle, toss her over my shoulder, and run, guards closing in.
 
   “Let me down,” she shouts from above.
 
   “I’ll put you down, when at last we’re safe.”
 
   “But the capsule—”
 
   “We’ll have to come back for it.” I high step it through the streets toward the outskirts. “And we’ll bring an army.”
 
   I race on, not quite knowing which direction is the right to run, considering how we got here. The wind is wild. It whips at our backs, sending black smoky soot spiraling around us. The trolling grey cloud cover moves like a coiling snake. The atmosphere has suddenly become angry. 
 
   “It must be Smrt,” Eyelet shouts. “He must be at the controls.”
 
   My heart falls to my stomach. “If he is, we’ve no time to waste.”
 
   Metal leaves break loose from the trees, pelting our bodies and nicking our skin. One becomes lodged in my forearm. I tear it out and continue running. 
 
   Smrt’s terror-slathered voice loops through the trees, his laughter crackles thick. His wickedness pours through the hidden gramophonic speakers. I look, searching the treetops. 
 
   “Go ahead, run,” his voice calls out. “I love a good chase.” He laughs again, and the sound snakes across the sky like low thunder. 
 
   I drop Eyelet to the ground and grasp her hand. “Come on!” I tug her forward. We run. I head toward the only gate. Eyelet stops and bends over, coughing.
 
   “What is it? Are you all right?” I double back.
 
   “I don’t know,” Eyelet gasps. “Something’s suddenly changed.”
 
   The powder. I wasted the powder. Worse than that, I told the secret. The Alchemist’s secret. He warned me never to share what happened there, or everything would change. “This is my fault. All my fault.” I rub her back.
 
   “Don’t be silly.” Eyelet clutches her knees. She looks up, searching the grounds. “We need the path to lead us back. And quickly.”
 
   Another round of Smrt’s pursuing laughter shakes the ground beneath our feet.
 
   I scan the horizon, but see nothing. Nothing but black, whirling, angry wind, and bending metal trees. 
 
   The sound of their clacking leaves grates my bones. I duck as a giant mechanical flower crashes over nearly swiping close to my head.
 
   Eyelet bursts into another fit of coughing and falls to her knees.
 
   I drop beside her, patting her back. When she stops choking, her palms are trickled with blood.
 
   My heart slams against my chest. It’s happening again. I suck in a breath, reality dawning.
 
   It’s me. I’ve done this to her. 
 
   I broke the Alchemist’s promise.
 
   Her coughing quickly worsens, and I use the heel of my hand to pound her back. “No.” I turn my eyes to the sky, searching. “No, please.” 
 
   Frantic laughter crackles through the speakers again.
 
   Eyelet sucks in her breath, her windpipe wheezing. 
 
   “Come on,” I say, pulling on her hand.
 
   “I can’t.” She looks up with desperate eyes, then hangs her head, again coughing. The chambers of my heart contract. “Eyelet?” I turn her face to me.
 
   Her skin is a sickly grey. She gasps, coughs, and gasps again, trying to draw in breath. I think about our pack of supplies with Bertie J. back up on the ridge, the gasmask among them. Why hadn’t I thought to bring one?
 
   I scoop her up into my arms, feeling her heave, her lungs seizing, and run. The metal trees tumble around us. 
 
   “I’ve got to get you out of here.” I race onward, neck bent against the storm. “And fast.” 
 
   A boom goes off. The earth around us crumbles. The assault is coming from beneath the earth. It’s as if someone has tugged a rug, and flipped us from it. I feel the energy building again under my feet, rumbling toward us underground. The metal earth swells—and then it tears apart, blowing the guts of the earth out high above our heads. A shower of rubbish falls—bits of broken this, and severed that—gears, tools, wheels. 
 
   I duck under a tree for cover, but the tree threatens to give. So I stumble on through the carnage, my boots slipping on the discards, the bizarre new earth melting beneath my boots. Everything has become oily, slippery. Smrt’s horrendous laughter chases after us, increasing in both volume and intensity. 
 
   Eyelet claps her hands to her ears. I duck to the left and then the right. Around us, the limbs of metal trees snap and crash, sticking into the ground. I don’t know where to run.
 
   Eyelet shrieks, struck by a flying stray bolt. 
 
   “Are you all right?” I holler, running.
 
   She nods and rubs her arm. “Look!” She points ahead. A black wall materializes through a break in the toxic plume. “The escarpment!” she shouts, launching forward, nearly flipping out of my arms. I bend my head and charge toward it, as another boom strikes. The ground divides and I race right of the split. The land behind us rises up and flicks, knocking me off my feet. 
 
   We roll together down a hill toward an oily river. It bursts into flames. We slide to a stop at the river’s edge. I scoop Eyelet back up and start running. Smrt’s laughter rages. 
 
   Beyond the river, a storm roars. Or is that an engine? 
 
   Out of the roiling smoky mist, a new monster rises. A steaming, belching, metal beast. “Oh, good Lord!” Eyelet gasps.
 
   I keep running, glancing back over my shoulder through the whirling, mysteriously darkening wind, struggling to make out what the monster is. 
 
   A massive glass bubble rises up on a pair of expanding accordion legs.
 
   “What is that?” Eyelet shudders.
 
   “I don’t know,” I shout.
 
   My heart jags as the thing pushes up from the surface, rising, ever rising, tearing out of the ground. 
 
   I don’t wait to see it fully emerge; I snap my head back and run like hell. 
 
   Eyelet bounces along in my arms, clinging to my neck. I stumble and she nearly spills. Struggling to right myself, I push on for the wall.
 
   “Alle, alle, auch sind frei!” Smrt’s voice explodes behind us, crashing up my spine.
 
   I clutch Eyelet hard and hurtle a log, stretching my legs as far out in front of me as possible. I land on the pathway we were on before, worried it’ll come to life again and spin us backward. 
 
   “Turn back!” The metal centipede leaps out into the middle of the road. It stands on its hind feet. “Turn back! You’ll miss the party!” It hisses at me. 
 
   I gather up speed, fake right and dodge left. 
 
   “You can’t leave,” he shouts in a demonic voice after me. “No one ever leaves!” 
 
   The spider appears next, legs extended, steely fangs bared. 
 
   Eyelet shrieks as I duck my head and slide through the creature’s legs and out the other side. 
 
   I scramble to my feet and race on, my heart a mad-dog thumping. 
 
   To the right, a geyser blows. 
 
   “The wall!” I shout as we approach, dropping Eyelet to her feet when we finally reach it, running my hands along its sides. “It’s too smooth,” I shout back. “We’ll never be able to climb it.” 
 
   Eyelet balls her fists, and pounds it. The wall conks. “It’s hollow. It’s not real.” She turns. Her eyes are desperate. “It’s not the right one. There must be another.” 
 
   “It has to be.” I pound again. 
 
   “It doesn’t have to be anything,” a smoky voice says. “Not here, anyway.” 
 
   Eyelet turns. She narrows her eyes. 
 
   The lady-of-the-night automaton slinks out from behind a rock. She clanks, and squeaks and folds her legs, crossing them leisurely at the ankles. She gazes at me, eyes smouldering. “You’ll find a ladder over there.” She flicks her cigarette ashes to the right. “It’ll take you to the top. Or so they say.” She takes a long drag of her cigarette. “No one’s ever tried it.” 
 
   “Why haven’t they?” I step toward her.
 
   “Death,” she says, puffing out four perfect, mushroom shaped-clouds. 
 
   “But aren’t you already—Isn’t everyone already—” Eyelet doesn’t complete her sentences.
 
   “It’s all a matter of perception, isn’t it?” She winks a sultry eye. 
 
   “She’s lies.” Eyelet turns. “It’s a lie. Don’t believe her. It’s some kind of trick.”
 
   “Fine, then. Don’t believe me.” She flicks her ashes. “Stay and burn with me and the others for all eternity, for all I care.”
 
   The tree behind her explodes into fire, slowly melting into a puddle. Grasses burn and seep down the hill.
 
   “It’s begun. You’d better leave.”
 
   The automaton slinks behind the rock again, without flinching, puffs her cigarette and fades away, as ghostly as she appeared. 
 
   The earth rumbles beneath our feet, another sonic-warping boom. 
 
   I grab for the wall to steady myself, and catch hold of Eyelet. “Come on!” I scoop her up and charge up the rock face, jumping over the crevasse that’s just torn open, slamming down on the rock on the other side. The end of a rope dangles down the rock face through the black curdling mist. I race toward it, dropping Eyelet to her feet. 
 
   “Please, Urlick, don’t do this,” Eyelet gasps, chasing after me. “She lied to us once before. She’d do it again. She put you under a spell, remember?”
 
   I loop the end of rope around my arm, preparing to climb, and it frays in my hands. Sick invades my stomach. “What do you propose?” I snap at Eyelet. “We stay here and let you become Smrt’s personal serum?” 
 
   I yank on the rope again. This time it holds, so I risk it and throw myself up. Eyelet scowls, and I try to mask my reservations, drawing her reluctant body into my arms. She’s right: this plan is not optimum. But it’s the only one we’ve got. And very little time to implement it. 
 
   “Let’s go.” I draw her to me, crushing her tight to my chest, and stare her hard in the eyes. “I vowed to get you out of here, and I’m not going to stop until that’s done. Now, prepare yourself to climb this rock face with me, before the very ground we stand on crumbles to nothing.” 
 
   She opens her mouth as if to object and I kiss her, rendering her speechless. Then I begin to haul us both up on the rope one tug at a time, securing my legs around it for extra leverage. Eyelet buries her face in my chest as I shinny us up.
 
   “Whatever you do, whatever happens, don’t let go!” I whisper.
 
   Another sizeable boom goes off, cutting a jagged path up the rock face. 
 
   I leap up the rope at breakneck speed, hands, knees, feet, hands, knees, feet, looking back over my shoulder as the burning ground beneath us. 
 
   Trees and earth and rocks fall away, giving way to a bottomless pit. A veil of smoke belches up from the cut. Trees tumble in. 
 
   We’re thrust aside by the wind. My boots slip off the rock face, and we swing out wildly. “Hang on!” I shout to Eyelet. 
 
   I kick and squirm and fight my way back, struggling not to lose my grip. The rope frays and begins to unravel. We drop down a body’s length.
 
   “Urlick?” Eyelet screams, her grasp around my neck slipping.
 
   I risk all, letting go of the rope with one hand to haul her back up. 
 
   She clings to me, a new and desperate clutch to her grasp.
 
   I kick out, digging the toe of my boot hard into a channel on the rock face, and lurch up. My boot slides. I can’t find traction. 
 
   It’s no use. We’re stuck.
 
   A black swirl of cloud cover closes in. It wreaths our heads, impairing our vision. 
 
   “What now?” Eyelet whimpers.
 
   We slip again, dangling precariously. 
 
   Eyelet coughs violently. Something has changed. I feel it. The air has grown suddenly thin. It tastes of stannic oxide.
 
   The strum of a frightened heart beats next to mine. Her lips brush my ear.
 
   “When we get back to the castle, I will fix you,” I say. “I will conquer the formula and create the serum to fix you.”
 
   “First, you must save the people. Now that we know, what we know. That must come first.” Eyelet’s breath is slow and measured. Her skin has turned an icy blue. “Then you will come back for me.” She smiles, then gasps and presses her face to my chest, wheezing uncontrollably.
 
   Her lungs labour against the palm of my hand. I’ve got to get us out of here before she stops breathing all together. I stretch out, grabbing hold of the rope, and find it tethered tightly to a net. I dig my feet into the weave and climb. 
 
   Smrt’s distorted laughter shoots up the rock face behind us. I look back to see the machine is gaining. 
 
   What are we to do? It’s not like we can grow wings and fly out of here.
 
   Wait….
 
   I peer up through the roiling black mist.
 
   “Bertie Junior,” I gasp. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Bertie Junior. Didn’t C.L. say he’s equipped with a memory?”
 
   Eyelet nods.
 
   “Didn’t he say he would come to his name?”
 
   “Yes! Yes, he did.” 
 
   “So, theoretically, if we’re even halfway to the top, he might be able to hear us.”
 
   “It’s certainly worth a try!”
 
   Both ours chin snap up together. “Bertie J.!” I shout. 
 
   “Bertie J., Bertie J., Bertie J.!” Eyelet joins me.
 
   Our voices echo off the walls, streaming all through the ravine.
 
   “He’ll never reach you,” Smrt’s voice shouts. “I’ll see to that.” 
 
   “Bertie J.! Come quick!”
 
   The monstrous glass bubble pops out of the black mist below us.
 
   “Oh, good God?” Eyelet gulps. “It’s right behind us.” 
 
   I tip my head back and holler again. “Bertie J. Come to me NOW!” 
 
   My voice booms throughout the canyon, piercing both our ears. A high-pitched squeal takes over where it leaves off. The persistent sound of a sticky flywheel. 
 
   Eyelet’s eyes flash. Her breath quickens.
 
   The winds pick up again, and we flutter on the threadbare rope. I pump my way back to the sidewall. The wind increases, drawing us downward. The strength in my arms is no match for the force. 
 
   Something descends upon us, spiralling around us at whip speed. 
 
   “It’s him,” Eyelet shouts, gawking up through the wind. “Bertie J.! We’re here!”
 
   The cycle dips soaring toward us, slicing through the turbulent air like a giant machete. The great whoosh of his wing ruffles the shirt on my back. I duck, feeling the pressure of him moving next to me. 
 
   He angles his wings and circles over us, his giant, black, bumbershoot-covered-wings floundering, as he struggles to keep upright in the violent wind. He bobbles on a gale and is sucked downward, and my stomach sinks. 
 
   “Bertie J.!” Eyelet screams.
 
   The cycle struggles back upward, furiously flapping his wings. The Nogard device between the headlamp eyes blinks, desperately trying to register our voices. 
 
   “Here!” Eyelet shouts. “We’re over here!” She waves an arm in the air. Her voice echoes out from us in a vibrating cone. The Nogard device locks onto it.
 
   Bertie turns in our direction and drives toward us like an eagle after prey. 
 
   “No, Bertie!” Eyelet waves him off as he soars too dangerously close to the rock face. “Not so close.” 
 
   His device blinks confused. He circles again. In his second pass, his pedals narrowly miss becoming tangled in the fluttering netting we’re clinging to. 
 
   “This isn’t gonna work,” Eyelet shouts. “He’s never going to reach us.”
 
   “Then we need to reach him, don’t we? Jump when I tell you.”
 
   Eyelet’s eyes bulge.
 
   “Look at me.” I grab her by the chin and stare deep into her darting, caramel eyes. “How much do you trust me.” 
 
   “No, please.”
 
   “We’ve no other choice, Eyelet. Now come on,” I tighten my grip on her. “We do this together. On three. Ready? One… Two…”
 
   Bertie J. swoops deep, cutting past us, and spirals unexpectedly back. I spring from the netting, bicycling through the air as though I’m a cycle, fighting my way toward him, just as Bertie J. twists under us. I land, bouncing wing-to-wing, knocking him momentarily off balance. Our weight sends Bertie J. into a sidelong soar, which he struggles to recover from. Eyelet loses her grip on me. She slides down the wing and off the side, falling and shouting, then screaming. 
 
   The sound of her voice shreds me.
 
   “Eyelet!” I scuttle my way off the wings onto the seat, grab hold of the handlebars and yank Bertie J. around. “Eyelet!” I push the cycle after her, diving and peddling, launching it into a wide circle. Eyelet tumbles through the middle, hollering and screaming.
 
   I stand and throw myself forward over the handlebars, urging Bertie J. down, down, down. I throw him into a tight right curl, and he dives past her. He’s dove too deep, we’ve gone too far— 
 
   “Backward!” I shout. 
 
   Bertie J. reverses the motion of his wings. He draws them out, then flaps crazily backward. The cycle steadily backs up, up, up. Reaching out, I snag Eyelet by the back of her clothing as she topples past, and reel her to me, her back slamming hard against my chest. The impact near knocks us both off the cycle, as I struggle to pull Bertie J. out of his reverse nosedive. He shudders and beats his wings hard, turning us right side up, then soars off on a current. 
 
   “You all right?” I ask Eyelet.
 
   Her eyes are as wide swallow’s eggs. “Much better now, thank you,” she gasps. 
 
   I can’t help myself. I kiss her. Then I draw up on the handlebars and pedal hard. “Let’s go, Bertie J. Up, Bertie J. Up! Up! UP!” He flaps and strains and fights against the wind that seems to be growing stronger and stronger.
 
   I pedal onward, my heart racing, Smrt’s manic voice calling at our backs, harder, faster, up, up, up, toward the silvery cloud-cover, glass bubble beast gaining on us—Sir Mad Hatter’s eyes lurking behind the glass. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
   C.L.
 
    
 
   We race straight from the square to the doors of Masheck’s old factory without waitin’ for the winds to die down. Near as we can figure, they’s not gonna. These winds, they mean business. 
 
   If we wait, they could even get worse.
 
   Sadar and Martin stitchin’ along behind us, struggling to keep up. 
 
   “Are you sure the girls are all safely tucked away?” Masheck shouts through the blusterin’ wind. His voice sounds otherworldly through ‘is gas mask ventilator. 
 
   “Positive,” I shout through the whirl of the white whippin’ wind. 
 
   “And they’ll have enough food ‘till we return?” 
 
   “Absolutely,” Martin says. “I saw to that myself.”
 
   “Well then, boys,” we barrel around the final corner, up the street that the factory’s on, along the outskirts of Brethren, “we’re all set.” 
 
   Masheck slows to a stop just outside the factory gates, Martin and I and Sadar, fallin’ into place behind ‘im. He grabs the lock then hesitates, gazin’ through the iron bars at the dishevelled pile of tin. I can tell by his eyes, he’s rememberin’ bein’ ‘eld captive there, goin’ over ‘is ‘istory, which was nothin’ but grim. It’s gonna be ‘ard for ‘im to walk back through those doors. I reach up and pat ‘im with a reassuring foot. His Adam’s Apple clicks in his throat, then ‘e lowers ‘is ‘ead and picks the lock clean in seconds.
 
   “I’m not sure about all this.” I scratch me head. I don’t like the looks of this storm. Even under the ringmaster’s mad guise, we never needlessly journeyed out into known Vapours. At best, this plan seems ludicrous. But then again, this journey ain’t needless. 
 
   Masheck unravels the chains, lettin’ the lock falls to the dirt. “What do you mean, you’re not sure?” 
 
    I glance back toward the castle. “It just don’t feel right leavin’ the girls behind with all this goin’ on.”
 
   “Are you mad?” Masheck scowls. “You’d rather we drag them into battle with us.” 
 
   When ‘e puts it that way... 
 
   “You realize we be could facin’ down thousands of Infirmed when we get there—at the very least, hundreds. That could be the reason they ‘aven’t returned.” He stares at the bars. “When Pan brought that dead probe back…” He swallows.
 
   “I know, I know. It’s just—” I roll my toes together. 
 
   “Don’t tell me. It’s Livinea.” Masheck grimaces. 
 
   “No, actually. It’s Iris.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   I look to ‘im, pained. “I promised ‘er a long time ago we’s would always look out for one each other. And now I’m goin’ off like this into the darkness, not tellin’ ‘er—” I glance up the road and back. “It just feels wrong, you know?” A betrayin’ worm crawls through me guts. I’ve never not been ‘onest with Iris.
 
   “Wrong or not,” Masheck pushes on through the gate, “it’s gotta be done. You ‘onestly think she’d let you go if she knew what you was up to?”
 
   “No.” I ‘ang me head. 
 
   “Then it’s settled. No more talk of the girls.” Masheck thunders up the gravel walk to the door of the factory. “Besides, they’s safer ‘ere,” ‘is gaze streams back over’ is shoulder toward the castle. “The whole damned lot of ‘em.” He grabs hold of the massive factory door. “We all don’t need to die.”
 
   Slowly, muscles strainin’, Masheck shoves aside the massive slidin’ box car. It rattles across the hangin’ track above. 
 
   We step inside. In the faint light streamin’ through the grimy windows, three willowy images appear. I falter. A blast of cleansin’ steam rises up from the floorboards of the threshold.
 
   Masheck falls back against the rattling train door. 
 
   “Livinea?” I slap on the lights.
 
   Aether torchlight sconces flicker on one after the other, in a continuous loop around the side walls of the perimeter. One by one, the intruders are exposed. 
 
   “What are you doin’ here?” I squint.
 
   Livinea’s big baby blues flash under thick batting eyelashes. “I could ask you the same thing.” She punches forward, and pokes me in the chest. “You—you—were going to leave me. And right after you proposed.”
 
   “I what?” I swallow.
 
   “She’s confused again,” Masheck whispers.
 
   “I am not,” Livinea snaps. She pinches ‘er ‘ips an’ narrows her saucer-sized eyes. “I can’t believe I trusted you with me ‘eart.” She stuffs ‘er nose into the air.
 
   “But I—”
 
   “Did you think you were going to get away with abandoning us?” She closes her eyes and cocks her chin.
 
   “I…” I stutter, looking at Masheck. “W-we, ah… I never—” 
 
   A second figure emerges out of the steam’s shadows. She glares through bug-eyed visors.
 
   “Iris?” I gulp, tremblin’.
 
   She smalls ‘er gaze and crosses ‘er arms firmly over ‘er chest.
 
   “I can explain…”
 
    They’re both dressed, peculiarly, in battle gear, as if they’d already known what was ‘appenin’, an’ men’s ridin’ trousers and aviator frocks, though Iris wears ‘er skirts overtop. 
 
   Livinea wears a scanty corset, with what appears to be nothin’ below it. “You thought you could just leave me behind and forget all about me.”
 
   I stare at the laces. “Not a chance of that.”
 
   She adjusts the aviator’s ‘elmet she wears on ‘er ‘ead.
 
   Wanda creeps out from the furthest corner dressed in a warrior’s breastplate, armoured headgear, heavy boots, and gentlemen’s chainmail pants.  
 
   “Oh, good God,” Masheck groans. “Not you, too.” ‘E claps a ‘and to ‘is ‘ead. “We can’t ‘ave this.” He turns and paces, walkin’ off ‘is excess energy, then whirls back around. “Oo told ‘em?” Masheck huffs. He turns mean eyes on me.
 
   “It wasn’t me.”
 
   He shoots an accusin’ look at Sadar and Martin. 
 
   “We’re not stupid; we figured it out ourselves,” Livinea states, proudly.
 
   Iris elbows ‘er in the ribs.
 
   “And Parthena sent an Insectatron,” Livinea adds.
 
   “An Insectatron,” Mascheck says, his eyes settling on me. “‘Ow did Parthena get one of those?”
 
   I shrug. “Couldn’t very well leave them ‘ere without a comunicay device.”
 
   “Gaah…!” Masheck turns and slaps ‘is ‘head. “They can’t come with us. It’s far too dangerous.” He turns and throw ‘is arms out at ‘is sides. “Where we’s going is no place for ladies.” 
 
   Livinea winces. “You don’t seriously think at this point you can win a battle without us?” She crosses ‘er arms over ‘er ample laced-up chest. 
 
   Iris widens ‘er stance and flips ‘er chin.
 
   “Urlick and Eyelet mean just as much to us as they do you.” Livinea squirrels her big blue eyes. 
 
   Masheck flashes me a stern look, imploring me to do somethin’.
 
   “Look, girls…” I start, movin’ awkwardly toward ‘em, a good bit of nerve spillin’ into me gut. “We understand your position. It’s just—”
 
   Iris daggers ‘er eyes. As long as I’ve known Iris, I ain’t never won an argument with ‘er. She whips out a pad of paper from ‘er pocket and starts furiously scribbling somethin’ down. She rips out the page and stuffs at me, glarin’. 
 
   We had a deal.
 
   “I know we did, but—”
 
   More writing. Another rip.
 
   A deal’s a deal. 
 
   I bite my lip and turn back to Masheck. “What can I say? She’s got a point.”
 
   “Gaah…!” Masheck shouts again.
 
   “You said yourself it was going to take an army,” Livinea slides her stern gaze onto Masheck.
 
   “When did I say tha-at?” Masheck’s ‘ead twists.
 
   “Last time I checked, four men doth not make an army.” She smirks and cocks ‘er ‘ead. 
 
    “Oh, and I suppose the addition of four women does.” Masheck crosses ‘is arms. 
 
   Iris turns to the wings and snaps ‘er fingers. 
 
   “Gentlemen?” Livinea calls.
 
   Out of the shadows step the cook, the butler, a footman, and the groom… and a housemaid, in manly battle gear.
 
   “You’re not serious?” Masheck claws ‘is ‘ead. 
 
   The butler shrugs. “There wasn’t anyone left to look after.” 
 
   “Or cook for,” the cook chimes in.
 
   Masheck turns his gaze on the maid.
 
   “And I’ve made all the beds,” she says.
 
   “You brought the only ‘orse with yah,” the groom chirps up.
 
   “And you?” Masheck addresses the footman. 
 
   “Since the Matriarch died, I’ve got nothin’.” He shrugs. 
 
   Masheck growls again. 
 
   “Well, at least now we got ourselves enough for cricket team.” I smile big at Masheck, who promptly squashes it. 
 
   “Well isn’t this just grand?” He paces, burnin’ with frustration. “Now we can all go off and get ourselves killed.” 
 
   “Aren’t yah bein’ a tad bit dramatic?” Livinea cocks her gun. 
 
   “You do realize there could be hundreds, maybe thousands of Infirmed out there waitin’ for us.” Masheck shouts. “Not to mention the Vapours.”
 
   Livinea gins. “All in a day’s work.”
 
   The other girls say nothing, just cock their eyebrows.
 
   “Look,” Masheck says, clutchin’ his hands. He strides toward them, reason in his eyes. “Nobody’s doubting anybody’s loyalty ‘ere. It’s just that…” He works his gaze over the group. “What we’s about to do is about the most dangerous thing we’s ever done.”
 
   “All the more reason to have us with yah.” Livinea tips ‘er ‘ips. “Now, do you want to lead, or shall I?”
 
   The other girls sprout defiant smiles. The cook, the butler, footman and groom all follow suit.
 
   Masheck turns to the castle’s maid. “Do you really want to die this way?”
 
   “Yuh’s askin’ a woman oo makes beds for a livin’. This is the most excitement I’ve ‘ad in me life.” 
 
   “Fine.” Masheck whips around. “Then I order you all back to the safety of the castle!” He slings a mighty arm. 
 
   Iris scribbles something in ‘er note pad and flips it over. 
 
   “Sod off?” Masheck looks to me shocked. “Did you see that? She just told me to sod off.” 
 
   He turns, fumin’ and snatches a ring of keys from the wall, and marches deeper into the factory where ‘e throws open a second box-car door. It rattles back, revealing the same stockpile of flame-throwing, bayonet-wearing, cannon-launching steam-war elephants we discovered ‘ere before. Along with ‘em, a row of special forces air machines—mechanical bugs equipped with burly bombs and side cannons—we didn’t see the time before. 
 
   Masheck strides around them, strippin’ their storage tarps off one by one then turns back to us, steam cannon in ‘and, and strikes a manly pose. “Don’t say I didn’t warn yahs.” 

 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   “Give me your hand!” I shout to Eyelet hanging below me over the side of the ravine. 
 
   “I can’t.” 
 
   “You must.” 
 
   I reach for her, my shoulder socket aching, having taken the brunt of both our falls. The pain is so staggering.
 
   Bertie J.’s undercarriage scaled the sidewall as he pulled around in a circle attempting to land, trying hard to not to tip over in the wind. He failed and we hit, and Eyelet and I tumbled off as Bertie J. skid to a precarious, rumpled stop, my legs still tangled in the cycle’s demise. I managed to snag hold of a root at the edge of the ravine, stopping me from sliding completely off, but Eyelet didn’t fare as well, and now here we are—my shoulder popping from its socket, as I hang face down, holding onto Eyelet who dangles over the edge of the cliff below me. 
 
   Her worried eyes lock on mine. “Give me your hand!” I shout.
 
   She swings it up.
 
   “Now pull yourself up!”
 
   Eyelet’s gaze widens.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that. I know you’re a swashbuckler. I saw your antics in that balloon.”
 
   She looks down, then quickly up, then swings back her legs and lunges. Grabbing onto my elbow, she digs in her fingers and climbs. My shoulder socket screams from the pain, as she shinnies up me. I grit my teeth and hang on. 
 
   Below her, Smrt’s machine advances, metal legs unfurling toward the top, screeching, chafing, screaming. 
 
   Its rumbling has taken over my heart. I feel nothing else.
 
   “Hurry, Eyelet,” I call to her. “Hurry up!”
 
   Once she’s on firm ground, she turns back for me, her eyes popping. 
 
   Smrt stares up at us through the beast’s advancing glass bubble window, not far away. He breaks into a wry smile. 
 
   With all the strength I have left, writhing and growling from the pain, I swing myself back up, and spring to my feet, grasping Eyelet by the hand. Together we sprint at lightning speed into the forest of the Follies. 
 
   Eyelet falls, but I yank her back up, shoving on ahead of me. She collapses in front of me again, knees bleeding, gasping for air. She cannot breathe. 
 
   Her eyes bulge with fear as she rasps and chokes. She falls into a spasm. The skin at the base of her throat tucks in. It’s never done that before. She gasps for air, but the spasm won’t let go. 
 
   “Eyelet?”
 
   She looks to me. Her eyes are desperate. Behind us the machine peaks the ridge. 
 
   “Shite!” I scramble to my feet, toss Eyelet over my back, and scramble headlong into the forest, hearing Smrt’s machine groaning up side of the ravine. I stumble, trip, and nearly fall, but then find my own stride again. Glancing behind me, I see the glass bubble face of the machine break the surface of the murky pit, its long accordion-legs extending up until it towers over the treetops.
 
   “Bloody hell!” I turn and pour on the speed, shooting glances back over my shoulder as I run., as the machine screeches and grinds, rising up, up, up, engine howling, straining like an animal being skinned. Inside a protective glass bubble, at the center of the legs, sits the crazed Hatter, manning a set of electronic controls. He yanks on a lever and the great glass and metal beast claws the ground at lip the ravine, shredding the earth beneath its raven-like talons, as it fully emerges from Embers once and for all.
 
   I gasp, as attached to the machine’s side it an egg-shaped metal container, with the Ringmaster peering out between the sidecar’s shattered glass window. He yanks back on a rudder and an array of guns protrude from the belly of the beast, all aimed at me. “Oh, good God!” I crank my head back and run.
 
   “And you thought you could win against me,” Smrt’s distorted, gramophonic voice shouts out into the forest, through a slatted speaker in his glass, bubble cage. “Not this time.”
 
   Two snub-nosed, rapid-fire steam-powered machine guns, capable of hitting long-range targets, growl as they rise. I gasp and trip over something, toppling to the ground in shock. 
 
   Eyelet lands with a thump ahead of me, narrowly striking her head on a rock. “Look!” She heaves in a breath, staring past me at second something rising out of the mist. It causes the earth beneath us to shudder with so much rage that we are momentarily tossed apart. Clawing our way back together, we cling, and tremble as out of the inky mire at Smrt’s back, an even more deadly contraption shows itself, expanding up out of the black, pit of Embers. A second, mechanical monster, even larger than the first—Smrt’s version of the Great Illuminator. 
 
   It is in every way, exact, minus the original’s shattered Crooke’s Tube. Cobbled together out of junk, it pushes skyward, toward the heavens— a rusting, rattling heap.
 
    Soon it’s dwarfs the trees.
 
    In place of the missing Crooke’s tube sits the dreaded weather capsule, the deadly one from Sir Hatter’s mad tea party—the perfect glass conductor. Inside, churns a world-ending nightmare, itching to explode  
 
   “No.” Eyelet gasps shaking her head, her eyes filling with tears. “No, no, no, no, no!” 
 
   The structure groans and screeches, riffling upwards as if it has no end, chafing as it breaks through the cloud on its massive expandable legs. Two brass bars protrude from the front of it, electrified current snaking between. The great glass capsule shifts in its cradle, tilting toward the sky. 
 
   My eyes shift to Smrt, inside the bubble, a fuse box in his hand, the plunger looming just outside his thumb. 
 
   “No.” Eyelet gaze lights on him too. She tries to rise to her feet. 
 
   Smrt plunges the button and a set of giant snaggled wires stretching the length of the creaking Illuminator crackle and spark. “Good, God, what has he done?”
 
   Metal disks inside the steel cabinet spin. They whir, and moan and whistle. The metal monster trembles in place, as Smrt’s laughter booms. I haul Eyelet to her feet. 
 
   “Run!” I shove her ahead of me on wobbly feet. 
 
   “That’s it,” Smrt hollers at our backs. His grainy voice chills my spine. “Run! Like the insignificant mice, you are. Run, run, run!” 
 
   Over my shoulder, the Ringmaster’s gun shifts into place. He yanks back on the controls.
 
   I grab Eyelet’s hand, and burst sideways through a tangle of the trees hoping they create enough cover, as the robotic beast jerks forward, and stomps across the ground. A shower of bullets tears up the path behind us. “Go!” I shove Eyelet ahead of me through the thicket of trees. “Run that way!” I shout, and go the other.
 
   The ringmaster deploys another round of ammunition. He’s trained his guns on me. I dodge the spray of bullets, high stepping over them. 
 
   Smrt and the ringmaster’s chorus of static-stilted laughter grates my spine. Bullets fly, puncturing the earth all around us. What’s he doing? He could kill us if he wanted to. Instead, he’s just toying with us.
 
   “Eyelet!” I twist my head seeing her streak through the trees next to me, coming dangerously close to being hit. She turns and doubles back, narrowly escaping his next strike. But still he doesn’t hit her.
 
   She’s what he wants. He needs her blood. 
 
   “Dance!” Smrt shouts. “Dance, my little puppets, dance!”
 
   Bullets fly at my heels. They ricochet off trunks of trees, preventing me from getting to Eyelet.
 
   “Urlick!” Eyelet shouts, ducking.
 
   The ringmaster hangs out his window of his protective bubble, a weapon trained on her back. A steamtaser. They’ve no intention of killing her, just capturing her.
 
   No! My throat constricts. No. No, no, no, no! I hurl myself forward, toppling over my own feet and down onto my knees, then pop back up again. “Eyelet!” I shout, through the blur of uncoiling wire. 
 
   She turns to face me. A spark of white light crosses her gaze. 
 
   “Nooooooo!” I race faster, as the sailing pronged-probe closes in on her. 
 
   Eyelet jerks left then quickly forward. The deadly prongs of the steamtaser lodge into the side of a sapling, sizzling its bark black. 
 
   “Confound it!” Smrt fills the air with angry bullets, his fists raging, as Eyelet runs on. Bullets bounce off the trees, turning the bark into lethal shrapnel.
 
   I throw an  arm over my head and race toward her. “This way.” I catch her by the hand and drag her away with me.
 
   Debris ricochets off a limb, catching Eyelet in the thigh. She groans and drops to her knees.
 
   I yank her back up. “Come on.”
 
   “I can’t,” she shouts. Blood trickles from the wound. “I can’t do it.” 
 
   Smrt lays down another round of gunfire behind us. He could easily just light up these trees with one round of mortar fire and kill us both—he has the power—but he chooses not to. I know what he wants. He’ll be upon us soon. I will not let him have her.
 
   I apply pressure to Eyelet’s thigh. Blood bleeds crimson through my fingers. I drag her in behind a tight row of trees. “We have to keep moving. You have to get up.”
 
   “I can’t.” She coughs, then gags until she throws up. She looks at me with worried eyes. “I can’t run. I can’t breathe.” A wheeze overcomes her. She coughs again. Bending over, she breaks into repeated spasms, until there’s blood. Lots of blood. What is this? How has this happened?
 
   Eyelet looks up, all the fire gone from her eyes.
 
   “It’s all right,” I say—
 
   “No. It isn’t.” She’s shaking. “You have to go on without me.” 
 
   Bullets graze the bark again, causing us both to jump. I look toward Smrt and back to her. “Never.” I scoop her into my and toss her over my shoulder.
 
   “You’ll never be able to run fast enough carrying me,” she shouts.
 
   “Ye have little faith, woman.” 
 
   I wait for a lull in the bullets and bolt through a thicket of more densely growing trees. Though I’ve no idea where I’m running to. 
 
   Another round of gunfire lights up the clearing beside us. I veer to the left. Bullets riddle the tree trunks, igniting them into a firewall behind us.
 
   They must have upgraded their ammunition.
 
   Flames engulf the forest now. The smoke makes it hard to breathe. It helps to conceal us though, which infuriates Smrt. 
 
   He cusses over the megaphone.
 
   Using the smoke’s rolling curtain to our advantage, I stay tuck in behind a sprawling oak, and stop to rest. Struggling for breath, I catch sight of something on the horizon ahead. 
 
   Something strides toward us, glinting silvery-blue, through the rolling black, tendrils of smoke.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   THEY BARREL TOWARD US, Masheck in the lead. The rest of the crew flank his sides, C.L. on cannon-wielding rhino, Iris on a charging elephant next to his side, and Lavinia next to her. Another row of deadly, trumpeting pachyderms follows close behind. It’s unclear who’s aboard them at first, but then as they get closer, and the swirling ground fog parts, it becomes vehemently clear. It’s the footman, the cook, the groom, and the butler aboard a second row of grunting rhinos. 
 
   Behind them, riding high in the sky, are the maid, Sadar, and Wanda. The girls—
 
   hovering just above the treetops in their lethally-injected mechanical wasp bombers— and Sadar operating the lone mosquito fighter. 
 
   Masheck raises the trunk of the great steam warrior elephant he’s riding. It bellows, sounding magically tinny, yet dauntingly fierce. He reaches down, deploying a lever at its side, and the massive beast shoots a pair of cannons from its mighty tusks. Cannon fire rockets past Eyelet and I, still hidden among the trees, clear cutting the forest. It lands just short of Smrt in his robotic monster, exploding spectacularly at its feet. 
 
   I duck as dirt showers over me and shrapnel pummels the glass bubble front of Smrt’s robotic contraption. This stops him dead in his tracks long enough to allow me to run. “Are you ready?” I shout to Eyelet, not leaving time for her to answer before I hoof it out into the open clearing, bursting headlong toward the shielding circle the crew has formed.
 
   The circle is still a good hundred strides head of me, while Smrt’s about a league behind. My head flicks back and forth between the two as I keep running.
 
   “Hurry!” Eyelet shouts.
 
   Smrt pelts the forest ahead of us in bullets, and I slam to a jagged halt. The bullets sink into the earth all around us, stealing my breath. I don’t move again, until I’m sure he’s out of ammo and must stop to reload, then I dash again at the circle, legs trembling beneath me, barely able to keep upright. 
 
   “This way!” C.L. calls us in as I dodge another peppering round of gunfire. Masheck raises his elephant’s trunk and lets off another deadly blast, sending Smrt’s robotic monster wheeling backward again. 
 
   A laugh ripples through my chest seeing Smrt waffling in retreat, over my shoulder. I pour it on and charge the last few feet into the safety of the circle—breathless and thankful.
 
    “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” I slide to stop at the foot of Masheck’s mighty elephant.
 
   “Not a bad sight yourself.” Masheck smiles. 
 
   A spray of bullets zip past my shoulder and I duck as they ping off Masheck’s elephant’s head. Eyelet lets out a shriek.
 
   “And a day earlier than planned,” I say. 
 
   “A good job I am too, isn’t it?” Masheck looks up, firing off another round of stilting artillery, gaining us another few moments of time. 
 
   “Truth.” I smile, dumping Eyelet down onto her feet.
 
   A mortar shell finds its target and explodes, rocking a nearby tree. Leaves, bark and dirt rain down over us. 
 
   “I see you brought everyone,” I say through the shower.  
 
   “Under much protest.” Masheck eyes the girls sternly.
 
   “Let me guess. Iris?” 
 
   “She told ’im to sod off, she did.” C.L. speaks up, looking around him, his eyes round as turnips.
 
   “Good girl.” I wink at Iris, pulling Eyelet close as more artillery fire explodes on the ground.
 
   “Do you have one of those for me?” I gesture to Masheck’s firepower.
 
   “Sure do.” He tosses me a steam-cannon and a flame-throwing javelin. 
 
   “And a steed?” 
 
   “I saved you an elephant, sir.” C.L. pulls one up beside him.  
 
   “Perfect.” I slap its steely hide. “I’m feeling a little pachyderm power at the moment. And for Eyelet?” 
 
   Iris drags Clementine out from behind her mount, fully dressed in artillery armour. “Clem,” Eyelet breathes. She whinnies and nods her head. 
 
   Another spray of bullets rifles through the trees cutting off their pleasantries.
 
   “What is all this anyway?” Masheck looks to our attackers. 
 
   “That, my friends, is the wrath of Smrt re-incarnated,” I say. 
 
   “Or should we say, his evil robotic twin,” Eyelet adds, her gaze sliding onto C.L. “And his sidekick is an old friend of yours.” She jerks her head toward the glass bubble-topped sidecar.
 
   C.L. squints, his chin jittering. “Bloomin’ blasphemy,” he gasps.  
 
   “Yeah, that about sums it up.” Iris reaches down for Eyelet as I lift her up into the saddle. The two of them share a short sweet moment. 
 
   “She’s been hit.” Livinea cries out, spotting Eyelet’s obvious injury. 
 
   “It’s nothing really.” Eyelet slaps a hand over the wound on her thigh, as she drops down in the saddle. “Just a bit of a nick.” 
 
   “Bleedin’ a lot for a nick,” Livinea looks to me.
 
   “I’m fine, really,” Eyelet snaps, then breaks into a heavy bout of coughing. 
 
   “Don’t sound fine to me.” Livinea’s voice wobbles.
 
   Eyelet eyes Livinea hard and takes up Clem’s reins. “I’ll be fine, honestly.” She coughs until she’s gagging again. “Now, let’s get this over with, shall we?” she gasps and snatches the flamethrower from my hand then dons her gasmask. “Ready?” she shouts through the muffler. She looks to me— determination seething from her eyes.
 
   “Never been more.” I smile and take my mount, but inside a part of me is screaming. I don’t know how she’ll do this. How she’ll ride through this battle like that.
 
    “Then let’s go kick some greasy automaton ass!” Eyelet shouts and she’s away before I can stop her, raising a victorious arm in the air. “For the people of the Commonwealth!” 
 
   “For the Commonwealth!” I jab the heels of my boots into my pachyderm’s sides, triggering my mechanical elephant’s charge mechanism. Together, we bound across the forest floor, Masheck and the rest close behind, headlong into the battle. 
 
   Eyelet rides in close and leans over, threading her fingers through mine, clasping our hands tightly together, then letting them drift. “To the future.” She tips her chin and smiles wide, then rides on, our hands torn apart. 
 
   For a moment I’m struck hard by their vacancy. The palm of my hand shivers cold without hers. I’m overcome by a strange feeling that maybe, just maybe…we may never have a future—then shake off the thought and chase after her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   I gallop alongside EYELET, trampling brush and branches beneath our feet, great plumes of dust rising at our backs. Livinea thunders along on her elephant to Eyelet’s left. C.L. bounds next to Masheck on his steam-cannon rhino, flaming crossbow poised and ready. Iris flanks Eyelet’s other side, racing along on her elephant, a well, poison-bayonet in her hands. Something about Eyelet being cocooned between us makes me feel better, but I’m still not completely sure of myself. 
 
   “Keep your heads low and your eyes open!” I warn, shouting back over my shoulder to the others, above the zing of incoming artillery. “See that.” I point ahead of me, to the huge storm-filled glass capsule cradled within the massive look-a-like Illuminator that stands at Smrt’s back. “Therein lies the future. Everyone’s future. Whatever happens that capsule must not break.”
 
   “Right sir.” C.L. answers for all of them. 
 
   Masheck gallops up beside me, his eyes fixed on something else. “What the hell are those?” 
 
   I swing around. Uut of the smoky pit of Embers crawls an army of robot insects—heavily armed, mechanical spiders, and gun-packing millipedes. Hundreds flood up and over the side of the black, belching ravine. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, slowing slightly. 
 
   The spiders cock their heads and spew globs of shining spinnerets from their creaking mandibles, casting them at the ground and the trees in front of them, criss-crossing the lines, forming a slimy, tightly knit, basket-woven web.  
 
    “Do you suppose they’re poisonous?” C.L. asks. 
 
   “They are spiders.” Masheck, turns wide-eyed.
 
   The millipedes rock back on their haunches peppering us in rifle fire.
 
   We duck and weave, avoiding the onslaught, taking cover behind thick, half-moon, metal-plate shields that rise up from the pommels of our mechanical animal’s saddles. Thank god for that. Bullets that ping off in every direction. 
 
   A cold breeze threads through me. Eyelet’s not on a pachyderm. I look back, our gazes connecting.  She smiles, bullets bouncing off her handheld shield.
 
   “Incoming!” C.L. shouts, drawing my attention away.
 
   Masheck raises his elephant’s trunk high and yanks back on a lever, blasting the insects with a flaming torch strike. 
 
   “Smrt’s brainchild!” he shouts to me, catching me staring. “Wonder how ’e’s likin’ bein’ on the receiving end of his own invention?” He grins. 
 
   Ahead of us, Smrt’s army of insects advances, filling the sky with their webs. On the ground, metal centipedes pummel us in more bullets, shot from rapid-fire weapons. Our animal’s armor deflects most of it, but some zing dastardly close. 
 
   I swing my head, checking on Eyelet. The bullets are too much for her shield.
 
   I dive into action, driving toward her, circling in front of Clem to create a shield. “Are you all right?” I shout. 
 
   “Never better.” She ducks as bullets ting. 
 
   “You should turn back.”
 
   “No way!”
 
   I wait for a lull in the assault, then straighten in my saddle, activate the crank gear on my elephant’s helmet, sit back, and spray the insects in a round of flaming dynamite missiles. The missiles zig and zag then burst into fire, confusing the idiot bugs all to hell.
 
   “How you like that, you bastards!” I shout. It feels so good to be on the dealing out end of things for a change.
 
   “Look at the movement of their eyes!” C.L. shouts, riding up. “They’s operatin’ on a trackin’ system! As long as they can’t size you up clearly, they can’t kill us. If they can’t, they’re ’armless.”
 
   “So, we need to keep movin’. And not in straight lines.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Did you hear that!” I holler back. “Keep it erratic, everyone!”
 
   One of Smrt’s robotic creatures rises, draws back a bow, and fires. I deflect the arrow with my handheld shield, then take him out with a direct hit. 
 
   A second one tries, and I blast him, too. It’s pumped full of holes, and sways, then regains its balance. He’s tougher than I expect, not so easily taken down. I reload and shoot again, blowing the bug to smithereens. 
 
   A spider tries to eliminate me next, flogging me with bullets. A stray comes close to doing me in, whisking past and nicking my ear. I reach up to deflect the blood. The spider casts a web over my head. I dodge sideways just in time to escape its sticky clutches and instinctively raise my gun, firing off a round of ammo, missing the spider altogether, but make a direct hit to the right foot of Smrt’s mobile fighting unit. My bullet blows a hole through one of its talons and rips open its leg. Steam wafts from the mechanical monster’s insides, hissing and sparking as the machine falters, tips over, and nearly falls.
 
   Inside his bullet-proof bubble atop the legs, Smrt looks severely shaken. He’s far too close for my liking. One of the exposed wires on his beast’s lower leg bursts into flame and flashes up, engulfing Smrt’s protective bubble in flames. Manning the controls, he’s quick to stomp it out, wide eyes glaring at me through the scorched glass.
 
   It’s definitely game on.
 
   “You think you can destroy me?” he shouts. “Well, think again!” His distorted voice warbles grainy through his contraption’s gramophonic speaker, shaking the entire forest. I turn, putting distance between me and his rising weapon, as he whirls his monster around and gives chase. Behind him, hundreds more poison-spewing spiders crawl over the top ridges, glinting silver through the rising black filth.
 
   “Engage!” Smrt shouts.
 
   I turn around.
 
   The monster machine bounds after me, hovering just at the tops of the trees, hunched forward in its propulsion so I can clearly see the expressions of my attackers. 
 
   The Ringmaster yanks back on a throttle in his bubble. The guns on the front of the mount, activate, jutting out from the base of the sidecar. Three snub-nosed cannon-launchers and two rapid-fire steam machine guns, rise up into position, squaring me up in their sights. 
 
   More spiders flood over the ridge in front of me, forming a solid chain on either side of Smrt’s machine, blocking me from escaping. I don’t know who or what to keep my eyes on. The insects form an arch and move inward, surrounding all of us.
 
   We’ve no choice but to turn back.
 
   “Eyelet!” I shout, seeing her cornered by a couple of large pedes.
 
   I raise my cannon-launcher and fire, launching a strike straight through the one pede’s head, not wanting to shoot too close to Eyelet for fear of hitting her, and leave the other pede unharmed. Eyelet lurches right, reacting to the explosion, narrowly escaping a flame throwing strike from the other pede.
 
   The Ringmaster squints and takes aim.
 
   “Fire!” Smrt shouts.
 
   I’d all but forgotten about him. 
 
   A volley of bullets sprays my way. “Hyah!” I turn on a jewelet and outrun them.
 
   Gunfire smoke wreaths the Ringmaster’s sidecar. He grins and loads again.
 
   The centipedes aim again, launching flaming arrows into the air that drop and set the forest ablaze in pockets all around us.
 
   “They’re trying to trap us,” Livinea gasps, looking back. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
   Iris slows her elephant.
 
   The spiders take aim, casting long, sticky, never-ending lines of gunk-laced spinnerets over our heads, quickly creating a cross-hatched pattern across the forest, though most get caught in the trees.
 
   “They’re creatin’ a web,” C.L. shouts.
 
   I look up, dodging a line as it falls, catching sight of another sticky projectile streaming past in my peripheral. “Masheck,” I holler, seeing it fly over him. He skids to a stop before it hits him, earth curling beneath his pachyderm’s feet. 
 
   The spiders spew line after line coating the grasses in webs. 
 
   The butler retreats, but his steam elephant’s leg gets caught up in one of the webs and brings the great beast down. “No!” he shouts. 
 
   The spiders move in with lightning speed, casting spinneret after spinneret, pinning both he and the elephant down. 
 
   The butler scrambles from his mount, trying to escape, but the sticky webs won’t let him go. He’s trapped beneath the growing web, his arms and face covered. A spider quickly bundles him up in its thread. He struggles, emitting violent screams as the spider laces him tight to the ground. 
 
   He blinks out from beneath the thickening web. The web latches to him, driving thousands of tiny spine-like spears into his skin, injecting him with poison. He thrashes and screams, his desperate, brittle voice echoing through the forest, until eventually his cries cease. 
 
   “God, no,” Livinea shrieks, yanking back on her charge.
 
   More spiders attack.
 
   Smrt’s laughter booms throughout the forest, crackling through his short-circuiting gramophonic speakers, like the haunting reaction of a demented god. “And so you will all die, as he has,” he rasps in his low, garbled voice. “Every last one of you! Die! Die! Die!” 
 
   I whirl around to find myself bone-chillingly close to him, his vengeful eyes locked on me. He holds his hand, a fuse box in it, high enough for me to see, his thumb hovering over the box’s plunger. 
 
   “And you thought you could win this one.”
 
   I track the wire attached to the bottom of the box, through the side of his mechanical carriage, to a nest of sparking, snaggled wires, weaving up throughout the bottom of the structure of the great, rusting Illuminator. A long length of sulfuric cable connects the two. All he needs to do is light the charge. 
 
   “No!” I slam my heels into my elephant’s sides and ride crazily toward him. “No, this can’t happen!” 
 
   C.L. and Masheck spring into action beside me, joining in the charge.
 
   I look back, seeing Eyelet swinging around. She sees what I see: it’s in her expression, in the terror of the sound she makes. She lays into Clementine’s sides and races toward us, as the Ringmaster raises his guns. My heart collapses in my chest. “No!” I shout, urging her to hang back.
 
   Maniacal laughter pours through the metal slats in Smrt’s glass bubble.
 
   I look to her, then to him, and back.
 
   Thoughts of the tea party ignite in my brain. The capsule, the laughing, the game, his madness. If only I’d been able to save the necklace. If only I’d overthrown him in the end. None of this would be happening. None of it.
 
   It stops now.
 
   I set my sights on Smrt and push my elephant to his capacity, closing off the last few strides that separate us. Bearing down, I grit my teeth, drawing my steam-cannon launcher from my hip, and focus him in my scope.
 
   A flashing red sensor pulses from the base of the capsule, and my attention jerks to that. 
 
   Smrt’s jaw flies open. Laughter again. “Did you really think I’d let you get that close? Did you really think I’d let you kill me?” He stares at me through his last good eye, narrowing it to a slit. “You had your chance to save them back at the party,” he shouts. “All of them!” His voice booms low and demented. “But you made the wrong choice, and now you lose.” 
 
   He makes no sense. It’s all just madness. My eyes flit between him and his artillery. 
 
   Something tings. A red pulsing light ignites on the side of the great Illuminator. 
 
   The massive machine rumbles as it wakes. A countdown begins.
 
   Forty-nine,
 
   Forty-eight,
 
   The storm inside the capsule rages as the mighty machine’s frame shakes.
 
    “No.” Eyelet hammers Clementine in the sides and races faster. “No, no, no, no!” 
 
   “Don’t, Eyelet, wait!” I draw back on my elephant’s reins and whirl around, thundering after her, pushing my animal to top speed, seeing the Ringmaster’s intention in his eyes, down the barrel of his gun. Eyelet is to be his victim, not me.
 
   “That’s it, darling, come to Papa,” Smrt calls from his mount, his dastardly voice etching up my spine.
 
   Eyelet cocks the hammer of the flamethrower in her hand, draws it back and launches a weak round, barely meeting and scorching the face of Smrt’s protective bubble. 
 
   “That’s it, that’s it…” The ringmaster coos training her in his sight.
 
   “Eyeeeeeelet!” I shout. 
 
   She turns to me just as he fires. Smoke billows from his massive gun’s snout.  Everything slows to an unbearable pace as Eyelet makes the connection. She stares back at me, fear flashing in her eyes, as she wheels Clementine around in an impossibly tight circle and rides back toward me, horror etched across her grimacing face.
 
   “Hyah!” I kick my elephant’s sides. Charging forward, I take aim, releasing the first of a double-barrel cannon strike from my elephant’s tusks, the biggest ammo the animal packs. I must deflect their strike. The first of my hits takes Smrt’s mighty contraption out at the knees. The huge machine staggers, its feet grinding into the earth as it tries to maintain balance. Even from here, I can see Smrt being tossed about inside.
 
   It grinds to a sobering stop on its massive talon-gripping feet. 
 
   The second cannonball sails and hits, detonating just short of its target, blanketing Smrt in a shower of dirt and debris.
 
   Thirty-Seven,
 
   Thirty-Six,
 
   The ringmaster takes aim from his side car bubble, peppering the ground around Eyelet in bullets. Clementine jolts to a sliding stop. She prances and screams, not knowing what to do, how to flee, as the bullets that hit the ground, erupt all around them trapping them behind a fence of spears. They spring up from the ground into pointed end, forming a solid circular corral, five hands high.
 
   “Urlick!” Eyelet shrieks, looking up at me over the tips of their ends.
 
   They’re trapped.  She’s not getting out of this.
 
   Eyelet turns on Clementine, working her in circles. The horse balks and whinnies. She refuses Eyelet, as she demands the horse pick up speed in the tiny space they’re trapped. She pushes her, forcing her to reach within to try and leap the fence of spears. 
 
   “No!” I gallop at them.
 
   She looks to Smrt, then frantically to me.
 
   “Don’t!” I shake my head. 
 
   “Prepare to bleed,” Smrt laughs again, catcalling from his machine as the ringmaster takes aim.
 
   Eyelet leans back, forcing Clementine to rear. The horse whinnies and kicks out her front feet. 
 
   Clem can’t possibly clear those spears. There’s not enough room. “No!” I shout at Eyelet, as she forces the horse to leap.
 
   Somehow, Clementine manages to clear the trap, but not by much. The spears graze her skin. Blood springs from her hind flanks as they land, and Clementine snaps forward into a full-out gallop, blood streaming down her hind legs. 
 
   Smrt cusses and shrieks. “You shouldn’t have done that!” 
 
   I glance back over my shoulder, to see Eyelet on Clementine, galloping as fast as she can.
 
   Smrt raises his launcher and lets off a round of fire power, blowing the cook to bits. I shudder watching her drop from her mount.
 
   “One,” Smrt shouts, sizing up his next victim. 
 
   A scream slices through the air behind me. I twist around in time to see the groom blown from his mount. “Two,” Smrt moves his sights onto Sadar.
 
   Sadar. “No,” I breathe, as Smrt takes aim, plucking him out of the sky. 
 
   I turn my head as Sadar ejects. 
 
   Sadar shouts out, then strikes the ground, breaking his neck. The bone crushing sound is unmistakable. His mosquito roars on, engine whining as it spirals through the trees and to the ground, exploding into flames on impact. “Four.” Smrt takes aim at another.
 
   Livinea cries out and pulls her steed to a stop, as Martin attempts to bail from his wasp. But he’s struck mid-air by a bullet and falls, pile-driving his wasp into the ground. Several spiders scurry in, devouring Martin whole, as Livinea shrieks and covers her eyes.
 
   I turn away, as the bloody carnage plays out all around me. The maid, the footman, and the others, all now dead.
 
   You will pay for this, you son-of-a-bitch. I will see to it!
 
   I whirl around on Smrt, abandoning my chase just as the Ringmaster’s gun sizes up Livinea in its scope.
 
   “Noooooooooo!” C.L. shouts and blazes toward her. 
 
   My stomach pulls up into my throat. 
 
   “C.L!” I charge forward, Masheck bolting toward him as well. 
 
   Leaning back in my mount, I spray the ringmaster with bullets, hoping to throw off his aim, too afraid to deploy anything more lethal with C.L. ahead of me, so dangerously close in range.
 
   Wanda zooms down from the sky, peppering Smrt and the Ringmaster in another round of rapid steam-bullets. C.L. draws back in his saddle, loads his steam crossbow, and shoots. His arrows clip the Ringmaster’s bubble. 
 
   The ringmaster glares at him through the glass.  
 
   Spiders shoot from their posts. I blast their mechanical guts to bits, taking them out in droves. I stop to reload, and shells rain down on us. 
 
   C.L. lets off another crossbow shot, gutting the offender straight through the heart. The giant mechanical millipede falls with a nerve-racking thud to the ground. Another shot comes from the side, threatening Livinea.
 
   C.L. takes another crossbow shot. He destroys the culprit. Livinea darts left in time to escape another incoming round of gunshot, then slows, and squints her eyes, aims her rifle and fires, pummeling the undercarriage of the Ringmaster’s side-car. “There you go! That’s what I'm talkin’ about!” 
 
   Smrt launches a fire bomb, lighting up the forest to our left. 
 
   “Masheck!” I shout in warning. 
 
   He looks up just in time to bolt away from the artillery fallout, then gives me the sign that he’s all right. 
 
   My eyes light on the storm in the glass capsule. Arcs of radium now flicker within its rage, growing stronger, darker, more violent by the moment. 
 
   Twenty-five, 
 
   Twenty-four,
 
   Somehow I’ve got to stop this.
 
   Tracking the snout of the ringmaster’s gun, I realize its Eyelet, he now has set in his sights. She gallops with her back to him, unknowing, Smrt smirking. I lunge forward in the saddle and give my elephant the charge command, but it’s too late. 
 
   Bullets knock her from her mount. 
 
   I swallow the scream that rises in me, and ride toward her like the Vapours, my mind suddenly trudging through water, everything in the world around me blurring. 
 
   Eyelet lands on the ground a good rock’s throw from her weapon. She tries to stand but stumbles, then tries to crawl. He’s hit her clean through the leg. Her hands are covered in blood. She lunges, her fingers straining, but can’t reach her gun. 
 
   “Six,” the Ringmaster shouts, laughing. Smrt joins in. Their voices wail from the speakers, fragmenting up the forest all around us. 
 
   Eyelet looks suddenly up, her eyes pleading. They urge me to turn back. 
 
   I glance over my shoulder, and see why. 
 
   I’m to be Smrt’s next victim.
 
   “Seven.” Smrt laughs wildly, calling his target like a pool player would his next ball in the pocket. 
 
   “Watch out!” Livinea screams, and takes aim at Smrt’s glass carriage, blasting it with her elephant’s steamharpoon. It sails through the air like a missile, hitting the glass with a loud crack, knocking Smrt temporarily off balance. I flinch at the sound of his gun being deployed anyway. Bullets whistle, cutting the air, winging past me so close, they steal the breath from my lungs.  
 
   I look back. I’d have no head right now if it weren’t for Livinea.
 
   I gallop on as fast as I can. Over my shoulder, I sense something. I turn to see Smrt hanging out the side of his bubble’s window, bow in his hands, its quiver aimed at Eyelet. 
 
   It wasn’t me, it was never me he was after. It’s her he needs. He needs her blood.
 
   The world spins out in front of me. 
 
   Eyelet lies coughing on the ground, as Smrt pulls back his bow.  
 
   I dig my heels into my animal and drive forward, as the air at my back warps with the sound of his releasing bow. The arrow rushes past me and my world slows to half-beat time. A lump strangles my throat. The quiver slices through the air with the utmost of ease. A red-tipped arrow. 
 
   Reaching to my hip, I draw my cannon launcher, sit back, take aim and shoot—in an attempt to clip his arrow. But the arrow’s too quick. The cannonball falls short of its target. The arrow whistles on. I’m helpless to stop it. 
 
   Eyelet looks to me, blood on her lips.
 
   I freeze, unable to breathe—
 
   “Look out!” Wanda shouts, diving down from the sky, pulling her great mechanical wasp into a low sharp turn. She streaks across the air in front of Eyelet—taking the arrow meant for her straight through the neck. 
 
   “Oh, God!” Eyelet shouts as Wanda falls, her wasp flying on without her, nose diving through a thicket of trees and into the ground, where it explodes into fire. Wanda drops to the ground, her lifeless body rolling to an abrupt stop against the trunk of a tree— rumpled into ball of mangled bones and flesh.
 
    “No,” Eyelet shrieks, and claws at the earth trying to reach her, but cannot move her legs. “No, no, no…” She sits back, splattered in Wanda’s blood.
 
   Livinea screeches and bails from her mount, racing to the two of them. 
 
   C.L.’s gaze jerks from Wanda to the Ringmaster. He lets out a sound like a wild animal. His face becomes stone-like. His body rigid. His eyes hollow.
 
   He hollers at the top of his lungs.
 
   Then turns and charges toward Smrt with a sick blaze in his eyes, and sprays them both in bullets. Rising to a stand on his rhino’s back, he draws back his steam crossbow, cracking the window of the Ringmaster’s bubble with its force and driving the bow straight through his skull. 
 
   C.L. whoops in victory.
 
   Smrt retaliates, spraying C.L. in steam machine gun fire.
 
   C.L. drives his rhino on, headed straight for Smrt. He throws out the nubs of his arms and tosses his head back joyously, shouting as Smrt lets off a round of ammo, riddling his chest in bullets. His body waves and shakes in time with the hits. 
 
   I shout and scream and crumble.
 
   Livinea shrieks and scrambles back up onto her mount and rides toward C.L. 
 
   C.L. falls backward in a spray of bullets, his skull hitting the ground. Livinea drops from her saddle and races to his side as his rhino charges on. Its massive arsenal of artillery explodes upon impact, taking Smrt and the ringmaster down. Smrt’s face engulfs in flames, his wild eyes screaming, a torrent wave of his faltering voice jags throughout the forest as the protective layer of his bubble melts and the fire slowly devours him.
 
   I stop my pursuit, watching the flames as they burst and lick the sky. 
 
   Livinea sobs at C.L.’s side, collecting him up in her arms. “No, no, please, no.” She uses a handful of skirt to mop up his blood. “Please, please, don’t die…” She wails, flinching at each new segment of explosion, rocking C.L. back and forth in her arms. 
 
   My heart anchors itself in my throat. I ride in with plans to drag her away. 
 
   C.L. eyes flutter open. “Kiss me.” he rasps. 
 
   “What?” Livinea lifts her weeping head. 
 
   “Kiss me, I said. Let me die with the taste of yuh on me lips,” C.L. wheezes. “It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted.” 
 
   Choking back her sobs, Livinea lunges forward and kisses C.L. long and lush and hard, and he falls still. “No,” she cries, falling into a heap over his chest. “No, no, no…” She pounds the ground.   
 
   Fifteen,
 
   Fourteen,
 
   My chin snaps up, seeing the roiling storm brewing inside the glass capsule. A deep wound has begun to open in the sky above it. The murky cloud cover has pushed aside.  It’s too late now. 
 
   I can’t stop this. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   Eyelet
 
    
 
   Urlick rides toward ME, wind racing through his hair, energy snapping all around him, the great Illuminator’s rustic frame shaking at his back. He slides from his elephant and scoops me up in his arms. “We’ve got to go.” He pulls me up. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
   “No,” I whisper. 
 
   “What?” He strokes the hair from my eyes and kisses my cheeks. 
 
   I feel cold—so cold—and drained, like my blood is somehow evaporating.
 
   “Come on now. You can do this.” Urlick cradles me against his chest and tries to lift me to my legs— 
 
   “I can’t,” I rasp, searching his bewildered gaze with my tear-filled eyes. My lips are numb. My chest aches as though it’s collapsing. “This is the end, Urlick. I can’t go on.”
 
   “Yes, you can.” He shakes his head. “Don’t talk like that.” He tries to lift me again.
 
   I grab his arm, stopping his motion. “It is,” I whisper, and pull back my jacket, revealing the wound. Blood gushes from a hole just below my heart, where I’ve been hit. “It’s over.” My lips tremble. “There is nothing left you can do. You must go on without me.”
 
   “No, I-I-I won’t. I-I can’t.” He shakes his head furiously. 
 
   “You must.” I touch his lips. “And take the rest with you.”
 
   An eerie green glow lights the sky above our heads. Urlick’s gaze shoots up.
 
   The rent in the cloud cover spreads larger, opens wider.  A flock of ravens swoop through the rip in the sky. They funnel downward, cawing, calling, and circling, winging toward us amid the crackling chaos of the giant machine, soaring in and out of this world and the one above us. I finally understand.
 
   That’s where the ravens have always gone. 
 
   That’s how Mother knew it was true.
 
   “Do you see them?” I smile, watching them weave in and out of the tear. 
 
   Urlick tracks my gaze. 
 
   My breath is but a whisper. It is all I can do to force it out. “That is the way. It is the answer. It has always been.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Urlick frowns.
 
   “The ravens have always known the way.” I sputter, blood seeping up my throat and flooding my teeth. “You must follow them. Follow the ravens. They will lead you back to me.” 
 
   “What are you saying? You’re making no sense.” 
 
   “Don’t you see it?” I grow desperate for him to understand, my teeth chattering, the cold growing deep.  “Tell me you see it, Urlick? Tell me you see what I see.” I gaze up at the rent in the sky, my vision glazing over. Smrt’s dream. My father’s quest. My destiny. I shift my dimming gaze to Urlick. “It’s just as the steammap in your study promised it would be.”
 
   Urlick’s eyes shoot up again. He squints. A floating plot of land pulls into view, backlit by a golden sky. The bottom of his chin quavers.
 
   The countdown on the machine barks.
 
   Eleven,
 
   Ten,
 
   I reach up with what little strength I have left and cup Urlick’s beautiful, marred face in my hands. His cheeks are warm and glorious to the touch. His eyes are wet and pleading. “Get on Clementine and go.” I stare deep into his soul. “Take the rest and leave me. Escape to Limpidious. Before we both run out of time.”
 
   “I could never—” His brow creases and his eyes fill. “I could never leave you—” 
 
   “You must, Urlick,” I rasp. “It’s the only way. Now go. Please. For me. Go there—”
 
   “No. I go nowhere without you.” He crushes me in my arms. “You’re coming with me. I won’t leave without you.” 
 
   His mouth quivers. His brave mask falls apart. He glances back over his shoulder at the roaring, crackling, out of control machine. “There must be a way—”
 
   “There isn’t.”
 
   “Then I die here with you. I lie down and we die here together.” There’s a grave longing in his eyes. 
 
   “No. Urlick. Please…you don’t understand. You must live in order for us to be together. Now, go please, leave me here, and go.” 
 
   His breath hitches, catching in his throat. He sinks back onto his haunches and sobs uncontrollably, the machine at our backs, counting.
 
   Seven, 
 
   Six,
 
   Through the rip in the sky Pan swoops in. She tunnels toward us, landing next to me, pressing her head to my cheek. Tears flood her eyes. “Do as she says,” she squawks, struggling to find her human voice. 
 
   “I can’t.” Urlick trembles. “I can’t leave her alone—”
 
   “She will not be alone.” Pan spreads her wings. “I will stay with her.” She looks at him, her green-blue flecked eyes glassy with sorrow. “Go. Before you can’t.”
 
   Urlick’s head jerks around.
 
   Four, 
 
   Three,
 
    “Look at me.” I reach out, taking his hands and squeezing them. “Listen to me.” I stare hard in his eyes. “You are the key to the future. Everyone’s future. Run. Ride. Live!” 
 
   Masheck gallops in aboard Clementine, Iris and Livinea riding at his back. They clamour to a grinding, chaotic halt in front of us. “We have to go,” Masheck shouts. He twists toward the capsule and back again. “Get Eyelet. We have to go. Now!” 
 
   The machine at our backs rumbles hard, shimming and rippling the earth.
 
   “She’s not coming,” Urlick shakes his head, dazed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Take him!” I shout, with what little strength I have left.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Take him and RIDE!” I glare at Masheck.
 
   I push Urlick away from me and he scrambles backward, reluctant to take to his feet. “Go!” I shout at him. “Get out of here!” 
 
   Urlick rises awkwardly, looking hurt, stunned, dazed. The expression on his face, like a knife cutting through me. 
 
   Urlick’s gaze snaps from me to the rattling Illuminator and back. “How much do you trust me,” I say.
 
   He looks at the machine as its snaggled wires twitch and jump, preparing to fire.
 
   One.
 
   I stare hard at Masheck, praying he can read my eyes. “Go!” I shout. “Get him out of here!”
 
   The machine surges and snaps. Count down complete. 
 
   Masheck leans down, strong-arming Urlick onto Clementine’s back, flinging him in behind Livinea and Iris, then whirls around and thunders away. Clementine bows her majestic head, spreads her wings and gallops, loping her way toward flight. 
 
   I close my eyes and concentrate on the sound of her hooves pounding the earth, the swoop of her wings as she lifts off. The force of the Illuminator shakes the ground under my back as Mother’s voice coos in my ear. She nuzzles in tight against my cheek and I close my eyes and think of Urlick, all our days together—the happiest days of my life.
 
   Engage.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   MASHECK STEERS CLEMENTINE THROUGH the rim of the green glowing light, up, up, up, winding through the center of the wild, roaring, rattling Illuminator, pushing hard toward the flickering, sun-drenched rent in the sky. 
 
   I don’t look back. 
 
   I can’t look back.
 
   I can’t bear to.
 
   I bury my face in Iris’ back. The machine snaps and screeches. Bolts of green lightning snake about our heads. The mighty rotating metal plates inside the structure creak and clang. The storm inside the capsule roils. It is all Clementine can do to keep us aboard, there’s so much friction. The closer we get to the top of the sky, the more the draft winds of the machine draw us down.
 
   Clementine battles the pull, her head bent to the wind, galloping, grunting, groaning in a strained and rhythmic pulse. Froth beads her coat. Foam forms at her mouth.
 
   “We need to pick up speed,” Masheck shouts. He looks frantically back over his shoulder, his head backlit by the fiery storm going on below us. His eyes are like burning suns. His voice is lost to the ever-increasing Vapourized-winds that churn about us.
 
   The pump on the ventilator slurs as our gasmasks strain. Warning signals flash and beep on the sides of them, alerting us that the atmosphere is growing dangerously thin. 
 
   The air inside the masks grows too dense to pump properly. I gasp and gulp and toss mine away, my throat feeling as though it’s burning inside out.
 
   “What are you doing?” Masheck shouts, his expression wired.
 
   “Just keep going,” I shout back to him. “Come on, Clementine!” I dig my heels into her sides and strike her from behind. “Hiyah!” 
 
   I’ve never struck her before.
 
   She obeys, stretching her legs wider, lurching, lunging, increasing the breadth of her stride, working hard to lift us up. Her wings flap at double speed.
 
   “Higher!” Masheck shouts, standing in the stirrups and leaning out, trying to assist her with the climb. Iris shinnies forward, jutting out her neck.
 
    Livinea and I do the same.
 
   “We’re not gonna make it!” Livinea hollers, her voice a soggy mess. “She can’t do this. She can’t. It’s too much to ask!”
 
   Electricity lashes like whips about our heads. Heat coils out from the structure, raising and rippling the skin off our bones. 
 
   The hair on Clementine’s hide begins to fizzle and singe. It curls back, revealing deep gouges of weeping skin. She throws her head side to side, writhing in pain. Her face is burning, the skin melting away.
 
   She whines and kicks on under Masheck’s relentless insistence. 
 
   I don’t know how much more of this she can stand. 
 
   How much more I can stand. 
 
   Livinea cries out, holding out an arm. Her flesh ripples over her bone like liquid. 
 
   “Higher! Higher!” Masheck pushes Clementine. 
 
   Her metal wings begin to melt and curl. The heat is too intense. 
 
   The monster machine crackles. 
 
   I lift my eyes and see the promise of the future through the tear.
 
   A future without Eyelet.
 
   “We’re too heavy!” I shout ahead to Masheck. “We’re not gonna make it!”
 
   I look down. 
 
   The ground is inviting. 
 
   Eyelet is there.
 
   I close my eyes and dream of her that first day she hijacked my carriage—the warmth of her smile, the light in her eyes…that cheeky expression on her face. I think of how her unexpected presence turned my whole life around. 
 
   A life no longer worth living without her.
 
   “I see it!” Livinea shouts, pointing to the sky. “I see it! I see it! We’re nearly there! Just a little bit further.” She pushes up with her knees, as if helping Clementine reach for it, angling her chin. Her skin glistens in the vibrant glow of the sunlight streaming in.  
 
   Iris curls her limbs inward, pressing tight to Livinea’s back, making herself less resistant to the wind. She utters something prayer-like as the structure trembles around us. Fissures tear apart the ground.
 
   Behind my lids, Eyelet’s sweet face comes to me,her creamy, caramel eyes, staring back at me longingly. I push thoughts to her across the universe—hoping, praying, she hears these final declarations of love for her—and that somehow, somewhere, we will see each other again. 
 
   I release my grasp on Iris and lean back. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Masheck shouts over his shoulder.
 
   Iris lunges back and grabs me by the scruff, letting out a warrior-sized cry as she hauls me back in. She anchors me into position behind her, locking me there in a deadly stare, as Masheck demands the last resources out of Clementine. 
 
   The capsule shatters. 
 
   Shards of glass pelt our skin, rupturing into spiralling circles.
 
   Sparks fly and radium jumps through the air. Arcs of snake-like energy leap the length of the structure. Clementine draws in her neck and bursts for the rent. 
 
   I duck my head and beg for mercy.
 
   To the side, I witness a flash so big, so bright, it fills my head, the forest, the entire Commonwealth. A growling roar of an explosion follows. I gaze back as a strange, mushroom-shaped cloud of noxious gasses billows up from the earth, engulfing the sky. 
 
   The energy within the capsule has struck its chord. 
 
   Bitter, pungent, radium toxifies the air.
 
   I hold my breath and look away as we’re thrust forward on the shockwave of the flash, up through the rent in the sky at a staggering speed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   Urlick
 
    
 
   “Urlick? Urlick!” Something shakes me. “Urlick, yuh all right?”
 
   Livinea’s bug-sized eyes hover over top of me. Though a seriously blurry version of them. Her long, lashes flutter with worry. She fans my face with a piece of metal from Clementine’s wing.
 
   Clementine.
 
   What’s happened?
 
   My mind wheels shakily backward. A blurry fast-track of the crash comes to me. The pop through the rent. The awe in my heart. The sudden suck of gravity, and then the fall. 
 
   My head hurts where I must have thumped it. I reach up, rubbing the spot. “How long have I been out?” 
 
   “Quite a while,” Livinea says, her voice a considerate whisper. “Nearly a day, we think.”
 
   Masheck’s bleary, oversized face pulls into view next. Both of them look colossally distorted. 
 
   “That was quite the crack you took.” He smiles down at me, his golden locks aflutter next to his brawny cheeks. His voice sounds as though he swims beneath water. Come to think of it, so do the birds in the trees. 
 
   “Got some boulder for a noggin, you do.” Masheck lightly taps my head, his face streaming in and out of focus. “Shoulda split open like a melon considerin’ ’ow ’ard you landed.” 
 
   I lift my head up and see what he means. The world takes a nasty dip. “Yeah, well, what can I say.” I rub the bump again. “Must be good genes.” I rest my head in the grass again.
 
   Wait a minute. Grass.
 
   I turn my head, noticing the sprawling blanket of green. It extends as far as my eyes can see.
 
   Iris pops into view next. Her long face, levitating over me, is even more distorted in my dizzy state. Great droplets of water spring from her sad-dog eyes and pelt my chest. She’s getting me miserably wet.  
 
   “Stop, now, please, before you drown me.” I reach up and pat her hand. “I’m perfectly all right. It’s just a bump.” I turn to Masheck. “Help me up?”
 
   He offers me a hand, and then jerks me up to my feet.
 
   I don’t know whether to thank him or not.
 
   I’ve no sooner stood up than Iris accosts me, swooping me into a chest-crushing hug. She sobs in my ear, and my brain does a full spiral in my skull. 
 
   “You ’ad us mighty worr-ied.” Livinea twists her hands, waiting her turn. Iris clears out of her way, and she leaps at me, squashing me hard against her billowy chest. “It wouldn’t be paradise withoutchu.” She sniffs.
 
   Paradise? That’s right, we’ve landed in paradise.
 
   Or some form of it. 
 
   Minus Eyelet.
 
   My heart pulls in my chest.
 
   I gaze past Livinea’s shoulder out over the lawn, beyond the white picket fences, and it all floods back to me: the blue skies, the golden sun, the endless green grass.
 
   Limpidious.
 
   It’s truly as grand as Eyelet always insisted it would be.
 
   It’s then that I remember everything—the full extent of the tragedy, the battle, the explosion…the loss of my precious Eyelet.
 
   I burn inside. 
 
   For a flash, I yearn to be dead. 
 
   A floating plot of land meanders past, magically suspended in the air like some marvellous, unexplained carnival ride. I blink as the people on it stare, waving from behind white picket fences. Behind them, the most glorious little thatch-roofed cottages sit, painted colourfully in canary yellow, Baltic blue, lime green.
 
   The people shimmer.
 
   I gaze around me.
 
   Everything’s ashimmer here. The trees. The sky. The people. 
 
   I grimace. 
 
   But only some of the people. 
 
   I twist my head, noting the dull sheen of some people walking next to the shimmering ones.
 
   That’s strange.
 
   I look out past the plot of land on which we stand, at the grandeur that is Limpidious—a world made up of floating islands of dirt, all suspended mid-air like hot air balloons, tethered together by long, swinging plank and rope bridges. Some of the bridges stretch out for leagues. And all of this is set against a never-ending backdrop of sea-blue sky dotted with rambling cotton-white clouds, and drenched in golden sunlight.
 
   We are certainly not in Brethren anymore.
 
   Other floating plots of land dot the sky around us, each equipped with a paddlewheel affixed to its underside. The paddlewheels act like engines, cupping the air, catching hold of the airstreams within the troposphere, and keeping the plot afloat—just like I read when I was a boy. I squint as they pass, raising a hand to shield my eyes. And here I thought it was all just a fairy tale—some madman’s musings, copied down in book form to amuse a child.
 
   To think, all this time,The Chronicles of Hannibal Atticus were real.
 
   I turn my eyes to the horizon and gasp aloud, my hands shaking.
 
   If only I’d known.
 
   If only I’d believed.
 
   If only Eyelet had made it here.
 
   Every lawn has a white picket fence. Every house, a chimney. Every chimney pours clear smoke. 
 
   There is not a smudge of toxin in this world. 
 
   I breathe in deep, revelling in the sensation of air devoid of Vapour.
 
   Perhaps if Eyelet had made it here, her lungs would have cleared.
 
   I raise a hand to my eye and steer away a tear.
 
   Some of the flying plots feature waterfalls, trickling down over jagged rocks. Others carry azure pool-like ponds, fat with fish that jump in the heat of the day.
 
   And above it all, shines a golden sun. 
 
   An honest to goodness, golden sun.
 
   Eyelet was right. It was hiding just beyond the cloud cover. 
 
   I turn my face upward and bask in its warmth. I’d long forgotten how that felt. Against the sun’s golden hue, the ravens play, filling the air with their voices.
 
   I lower my head, overcome with guilt for not believing in Eyelet’s vision, and overwhelmed with the reality that she’s not here with me.
 
   How am I to go on without her?
 
   I turn my tear-filled eyes toward the tear in the sky, baffled to see that it’s repaired itself. Just a tiny scar remains where it was.
 
   I half wonder if this all really happened. 
 
   “Beautiful id‘nit?” Livinea catches me deep in thought.
 
   “Yes. Yes, it is.” I turn and share a brief smile.
 
   It’s hard to be happy when my heart is so very unhappy.
 
   I can’t imagine it ever becoming lighter.
 
   The din of tittering children’s voices draws my eyes away. I turn to the orderly street in front of our picket fence. Ladies stroll past in big gilded hats, twirling sun parasols on their shoulders. A group of children laugh and chase one another up a fresh cobblestone road, pushing a wheel with a stick. There’s a strange and luminescent quality to their skin—just as I’d seen on those others. Their clothing, too, is shockingly vibrant.
 
   I wonder for a moment if things just look vibrant because I’ve struck my head. Will everything turn dull again once it stops throbbing?
 
   But then I look back to Livinea, who appears very dull. Not in character, but in colour. Her skin tone is downright bland compared to the ladies strolling on the other side of the fence, and yet in Brethren she’d been a breathtaking beauty. Even her normally flashy clothes appear mundane in this place. 
 
   Ordinary even.
 
   What’s going on? I rub my eyes with my fists. What’s happened to me?
 
   A little girl on the street shrieks with joy. She throws an arm out and waves to me. Her sparkling hand blurs in the air, like it takes a moment to catch up with itself, like a picture flick movie running at an odd speed.
 
   “Who are these people?” I look to Iris. “Why do they look like that?” 
 
   Iris pets my arm.
 
   “We’re not rightly sure ourselves.” Masheck steps closer. 
 
   “But they’s awfully nice,” Livinea blurts. She wriggles her fingers, waving back at the child. The girl grins, then bounces away again, her image struggling to catch up with her movements. 
 
   “They’s all friendly like that,” Livinea continues. “All the time.” She looks to me with astonished eyes and whispers. “It’s really quite amazin’.” 
 
   “What are they doing here?” I ask, watching a couple stride along arm in arm up the road. Unlike the others, these two are as dull-looking as Livinea. I look down at myself, noticing I’m the same, and so are Iris and Masheck. We are all dull.
 
   Are we dead?
 
   My heart takes a turn in my chest. 
 
   “Dunno.” Masheck shrugs when my questioning eyes land on him. “They just live here, I guess. All of them together, sparkly ones and the non-sparkly ones.” He moves his hand in the air like he’s mixing something. 
 
   Iris nods.
 
   “Yes, but, how did they all get here? Considering, you know…” I squint back to where the tear in the sky had been. 
 
   “Dunno that either.” Masheck squints along with me. 
 
   Clementine whinnies behind us.
 
   I swing around, half expecting to see her severely injured or dead. My heart aches remembering the sight of her burning face. “Clementine?”
 
   I brace myself for the worst.
 
   She looks up at me, with her long face and big sad eyes, from where she feasts on green grass. She whinnies again. She’s perfectly all right, indulging herself in a little well-earned treat. There’s not a mark on her lovely hide.
 
   “What happened?” I stagger back. “What is it? What is all this?” I blink and rub my eyes.
 
   “What do you mean, all this?” Masheck asks.
 
   “The closed up rent, the shimmering beings, and Clementine uninjured.” I turn apprehensive eyes on Masheck, pulling my hands through my hair. “How can this be? How can Clementine be fine? I saw the wounds with my own eyes.” I tap the edges of my eye sockets.
 
   Iris steps up, grasps my arm and rubs it, trying to quiet me.
 
   “Isn’t anyone else disturbed by any of this?” I turn to her, and she shakes her head, her eyes telling me to relax.
 
   “I ’ave to admit, the shimmering beings make me a bit nervous.” Masheck tilts his head.  
 
   “That’s it? That’s all you’re questioning?” My voice lilts.
 
   “I mean, ’oo are we to question?” Livinea bats her blues. “Look at this.” She spreads her arms wide and twirls. 
 
   A raven flaps in, dropping down to rest atop the fretwork fence in front of us. It joins the rest of the flock that sprawls the length of the fence line on that side. 
 
   It’s the first I’ve noticed them, and now I can’t stop. A conspiracy of ravens.
 
   All staring at me. 
 
   They cock their heads and blink their wide eyes. 
 
   “How long have they been here?” I whisper out the side of my mouth to Masheck.
 
   “Ever since you ’it your ’ead, I’m afraid. It’s like they’ve been sittin’ a vigil, waitin’ for you to wake up, or die.” He turns to me.
 
   “Good job I didn’t then. Shoo!” I flit my hands out in front of me like a flapping apron, hoping to encourage them to move on, but they don’t. They don’t even so much as ruffle a feather. “Shoo!” I try again.
 
   “It ain’t no use; we tried that early on. They ain’t goin’ nowheres .” Livinea pinches her hips. “It’s like they’s waitin’ for the second comin’ of the Lord or somethin’.” She rolls her eyes and then stares at me, silent.
 
    “So, what do we do, just…wait for them to leave?” I whisper.
 
   “I think it’s best, sir,” Masheck whispers. 
 
   “Perhaps we could tell them they can go now.” I dash him with a sideways glance.
 
   “You tell them.” Masheck’s brows leap.
 
   One of the ravens, the darkest feathered of the bunch, flaps his wings and caws ridiculously loudly. He spreads his wings and floats toward me, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
   My heart takes a little start. 
 
   The rest of the flock hop and dither and lift from their roosts, winging in tight, continuous circles above our heads.  I duck as they weave around us.
 
   The chattering is crippling. 
 
   My throbbing head can’t stand it. 
 
   “What do you suppose is wrong with them?” 
 
   “I dunno.” Masheck balls his fists.  
 
   Livinea moves close and clings to one of my arms, Iris to the other, as the lead bird dips dastardly close to our faces. 
 
   All at once the flock draws back, creating an opening like curtains drawing back from a stage. They flutter sideways as a single, hovering bird emerges in the middle, its beak a startling crimson red.
 
   A scar travels across the base of the bird’s entire throat. 
 
   The story of Eyelet’s mother’s death floods back to me. 
 
   “Pan?” I say, weakly. “Pan, is that you?”
 
   She nods, her sparkling, green-flecked eyes set on me. 
 
   I squint, still not fully believing what I’m seeing. 
 
   As I step cautiously toward her, she lands on the fence’s gatepost and adjusts her feathers.
 
   “But I thought I left you—” 
 
   She drops from the fencepost and throws herself into a turn. Around her body glows a blinding halo of white light. 
 
   I raise a hand against it, shielding my eyes as she spins faster, shedding her feathers like a whirling waterspout. 
 
   I blink, unbelieving, as slowly she increases in size and dimension and her legs become human legs and her claws become feet. I draw back, afraid, my heart a cataclysmic bumping.
 
   Silver light bursts from her beak. 
 
   The flash is so bright I must close my eyes. When I open them again, black feathers whirl about in a circle, slowly drifting to the ground. Out of their middle steps a woman, immaculately dressed in a sparkling crimson gown. Feathers spiral away from her fingertips. Her glowing red beak, morphs into a warm, inviting smile.
 
   I scramble backward blinking 
 
   If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it was…
 
   “Eyelet?” I gasp, taken aback. 
 
   Her eyes are wide, like Eyelet’s, only flecked blue-green. 
 
   Her hair is the same color, too. Her build, the shape of her face, her chiselled jaw.
 
   “Close,” the woman says, strands of cinnamon and nutmeg hair fluttering about her shoulders.   
 
    “Would yuh look at that.” Livinea’s mouth falls open. 
 
   Iris crushes my hand and whimpers. I can tell by her eyes she sees the likeness, too. 
 
   “Who are you?” I say, thinking I know, and I should greet her, if she is who I think she is, but part of me is still unsure.
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” she whispers, her voice a soft thin line. She cups her hands in front of her and steps toward us. “I’ve come to help you understand.”
 
   “Understand what?” I stumble backward.
 
   “Where you are. And why you’re here.” She smiles and turns to Masheck, her sleek, shimmering face lagging in time with the rest of her image just as the child’s hand did before when waving. Masheck scowls, and looks skeptical. 
 
   She glows oddly luminescent. 
 
   There’s a strong scent of lavender in the air. Her ghostly appearance flashes in and out, as if it’s a bulb short-circuiting in a weak socket. 
 
   I’m not that sure of any of this. 
 
   “I’m here to help,” she says, and extends a hand. 
 
   The scar on her throat shimmers in the sunlight, and I want to ask to be sure it’s her, but for some reason I feel I shouldn’t. I don’t want to break the spell and see her go away. 
 
   She’s the closest thing I’ll ever know to Eyelet in this world.
 
   “Where is she? What’s happened to Eyelet? I left you with her as she lay dying. You promised me you wouldn’t leave her—”
 
   “And I didn’t—” 
 
   “Then what are you doing here?” I glance around. “Unless of course, you’re not who I think you are.” 
 
   “What happens to Eyelet is all up to you, now.”
 
   “What do you mean, up to me?” I scowl. “What are you talking about? This is a trick. You’re a trick, aren’t you?” My blood rages. I do not like be toyed with. I begin to suspect I’m right. That she’s just a conjured up image left over from Smrt’s other world, sent to rip my heart out.
 
   The woman unfolds her hands and smiles deeply again. “You see, here in Limpidious, the sacred rule applies.” Her voice trills archangel-like.
 
   “What sacred rule?” Masheck snaps.
 
   “Perhaps Eyelet shared it with you?” She tilts her head, inquisitively, turning first to Livinea, and then Iris.
 
   They both look blank. 
 
   She moves onto me and lingers there.
 
   “If you really mean well, get on with it,” I say through clenched teeth.
 
   Masheck shuffles beside me.
 
   Iris’ gaze fixes on something past the woman’s shoulder, off in the distance near the edge of a lush forest. Her pupils light like candlewicks, sparking to flame. She abandons her grip on my hand and begins running off through the long grass, her skirts rustling.
 
   “Iris?”
 
   She hesitates, bringing trembling hands to her mouth, then sobs and keeps running. 
 
   “What is this? What have you done?” I turn on the woman. 
 
   “Iris!” Masheck hollers, chasing after her. “Iris? What is it?”
 
   “It’s all right,” the woman shouts. “Let her go. You will see!” 
 
   Masheck scowls and continues his pursuit.
 
   Iris scoops up her skirts and races toward something I cannot see, her arms held open wide. 
 
   “What is it? What does she see?” I spin around on the woman.  
 
    “Oh, my Lord…” Masheck whoops and hops into a run. “Oh my Lord, oh my Lord, oh my Lord.” 
 
    “What is it? What’s going on?” I track their gazes to the horizon—to something, to nothing. There’s nothing to see. Something that brings this big burly brute to tears. 
 
   “What is it? I see nothing. What wickedry have you cast upon them?” I charge after the woman, my arms trembling. “What have you done? What have you done to them!”
 
   “I have done nothing.” She shakes her glistening head. “They’ve done it all themselves.” 
 
   “Done what?” Livinea wrinkles her face, looking utterly confused. I’m not the only one that doesn’t see what’s going on.
 
    
 
    “Oh my Lord, oh my Lord!” Masheck bursts into a gallop, loping through the long grasses at the edge of the forest—a forest that was not there just moments ago. 
 
   Iris claps her hands and squeals with delight as Masheck joyfully bounds up behind her.
 
   I glare at the woman. “I demand to know what is going on here!”
 
   She nods. “Look.” 
 
   Out of the forest races a child, leaping through the long grass at the forest’s edge. Her dress is a flutter of green ruffles. Her hair is as red as fire. Wild curls float back from her shoulders, twisting in the breeze. The image of her body lags, just as the woman’s did, her feet and hands flickering in and out, moving not quite as quickly as her pace. She springs from the vibrant grasses into Iris’ outstretched arms.
 
   “Cordelia?” I breathe, finally catching a glimpse of her face. Her eyes dart up, spotting me over Iris’ shoulder. She smiles. “Cordelia!” I blink and she does not go away. “Cordelia!” I break into a run to join them. 
 
   Iris hugs the little girl tight, laughing and spinning. 
 
   “Cordelia, Cordelia, Cordelia.” I scoop them both up in my arms. I stroke their heads and kiss them both softly. “My sweet, little Cordelia. But how?” I turn back to the woman. “How can this be?” 
 
   “It’s just as Eyelet told me.” Cordelia’s voice is thin. “The ones we love most in life never die, as long as we keep them alive in our hearts. You kept me here.” Cordelia touches my chest. “So here I am.” She throws her arms up. “And as long as you do, I live.” She smiles. Her chocolate eyes glint in the sparkling sun. 
 
   “Is this true?” I swing around to the woman. 
 
   But she’s disappeared. 
 
   Beyond where her figure stood, something on the horizon shimmers into view. The figure of a small boy—the ghostly likeness of the child I buried not long ago.
 
   “Sebastian?” I grimace, fighting back tears as he catapults forward, his knotted hair tussling in the breeze, his ragged clothes flapping. He launches into my waiting arms. “Sebastian, Sebastian,” I swing him in a circle, crushing him tight. 
 
   The sound of his laughter lightens my chest.
 
   “Sadar!” Masheck shouts, and he dives headlong into the woods. 
 
   I look up to see Sadar’s crooked body slink out from behind a tree. He is whole and shimmering.
 
   Masheck scoops him up into a bear-like hug. Sadar laughs and claps his back, gasping. 
 
   “You’re back,” Masheck says, lowering him to the ground.
 
   “Of course I am.” Sadar pulls away, cupping Masheck’s astonished face in his hands. “It is our destiny.” He smiles and stares at me. “Just as I told her she would be.”
 
   Martin walks out next, followed by Wanda, the cook, the butler, the footman, the maid and the groom—all looking better in resurrected death than life. They are all greeted with a sloppy kiss and a hug from Iris, followed by rib-cracking hugs from Masheck. 
 
   I join them, Sebastian in my arms, clapping each on the back, drawing them to me for long one-armed hugs, one after the other. 
 
   Livinea stamps her feet. “What is it? What’s going on?” 
 
   I look back at Livinea, scowling furiously. “My goodness, what?” She strains, scanning the trees. “What do you see?” 
 
   I lower Sebastian to the ground. “What about Eyelet?” I ask the group. “Where’s Eyelet?” I grow frantic. “Did you see her? Where is she? Did you see her in the wood?” 
 
   “Over here, silly.” Her voice threads through the trees, all cocky and precocious-like.
 
   I swing around to find her leaning with one boot-heel raised against a tree trunk. She’s shimmering from head to toe, like a cool lake on a warm summer’s day. Her eyes especially glisten.
 
   “Eyelet?” I break into a run, tripping and stumbling in the long grass.
 
   Eyelet laughs.
 
   I gallop toward her, grinning. “Eyelet!”
 
   “Urlick!” With a skip and a jog, she meets me halfway and throws herself into my open arms. “Eyelet!” I spin her, crushing her tightly to my chest, our mouths falling on one another. 
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again,” I whisper between kisses.
 
   “I told you to trust me.” She kisses me again, hard, then pulls back, giggling. “You were so busy remembering everyone else, I honestly thought you’d never get around to me.” She threads her arms about my neck and lightly kisses me on the nose. “Honestly, Urlick Babbit-Winslow, if I wasn’t dead, I’d be jealous.”
 
   I kiss her again, with meaning this time, parting her teeth with my tongue.
 
   Her gaze travels over my back. “I see you’ve met my mother,” she says around the kissing.
 
   I pull away. 
 
   The woman has appeared again. She’s right behind us.  
 
   “In a matter of speaking, yes,” I say, flushing red. 
 
   Her mother smiles, waving my embarrassment away.  She blows her daughter a kiss.
 
   “And my father?” Eyelet’s gaze swings back toward the horizon. 
 
   Walking in from the forest is a great mass of a man, his dark curls drawn back by the breeze. He’s dressed in a modest white shirt, vest and pants with his sleeves rolled up to expose his arms. He strides up, kisses his daughter on the cheek, and then takes his place next to Eyelet’s mother, wrapping his arms tight about her waist. The sun reflects off his bronze shimmering muscles. 
 
   “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.” I extend a hand and Eyelet’s father shakes it, vigorously, then pulls me into a back-patting embrace. “Your Highness.” He adds, and bows his head.  
 
   I laugh.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Eyelet gasps. She twists around in my arms and looks around with fretful eyes. “Aren’t we missing someone? C.L.? Where is he?” She bites her lip and looks frantically at her mother.
 
   Her mother’s face stiffens. 
 
   “No. Oh, no,” Eyelet gasps, her voice cracking. 
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter?” I stare into her tearing eyes. 
 
   “He must be reimagined by the person who most loved him in the former world, before any of the rest of us can see him.” She turns her gaze to a still baffled-looking Livinea who is scowling at the woods. “She must remember him first, or he—” Eyelet claps a hand over her mouth and turns to her mother. “What do we do?” 
 
   “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do.” Her mother lowers her head.
 
   “What if she can’t?” Eyelet says. “What if she’s physically unable?” 
 
   “I’m afraid those are the rules, my dear.” 
 
   Eyelet’s expression crumbles. “So if she can’t remember him, he simply never returns, is that it?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, darling.” 
 
   Eyelet and I share a strained look. 
 
   Her bottom lip quivers. She steers away a tear. “Then remember him she must.” Eyelet pulls away from me and starts across the grass. 
 
   Livinea stares through her, bewildered. 
 
   “Livinea?” she calls, approaching her. “Livinea?” She snaps her fingers in front of her face. “Look at me.” She takes her by the cheeks and pulls her close.
 
   Livinea scowls, searching the air for something to see, but clearly coming up with nothing. 
 
   “Livinea?”
 
   “What?” Her eyes dart aimlessly.
 
   “Can you see me?”
 
   “I ’ear yuh,” Livinea says, her gaze still searching. Her face sours, and then at last her eyes focus, straight ahead. “Eyelet!” She beams and throws her arms around Eyelet’s neck. “Oh, Eyelet, yuh’ve come back!” She hugs her, swaying foot-to-foot.
 
   “Yes. Yes, I have!” Eyelet giggles, peeling herself away. “Listen.” She takes Livinea firmly by the hands. “I need you to think about something. I need you to think very, very hard.”
 
   Livinea’s head bobs. She chews on her tongue.
 
   “Livinea.” Eyelet stares intently into her vacant, squinting eyes. “Aren’t you forgetting someone?” 
 
   Livinea arches a brow.  She checks the sky, pondering the thought, her tongue poked in her cheek. “I don’ think so,” she finally says.
 
   Eyelet scowls. “Come, on, Livinea, think. I need you to remember someone very special. Someone near and dear to your heart. To all our hearts.” She looks behind her. “Look around, Livinea. Who’s not here?” 
 
   Livinea’s scans the woods.  Her eyes dart nervously over each and every one of us, her cheeks reddening. She looks back, completely lost. “I’m sorry.” She bites her lip, and sniffs. “But I dunno what you’s talkin’ about.”
 
   “Livinea, please.” Eyelet squeezes her shoulders, her eyes starting to fill with tears again. “Please, you have to try harder.”
 
   “I’m sorry, mum.” She shrugs. “I dun’t know.” 
 
   Eyelet clutches Livinea’s hands in her own and presses them to her heart. “Please, Livinea. You must remember.” Her voice is stern, almost cross.
 
   “She can’t, Eyelet.” I pull her away.
 
   “No.” Eyelet springs back. “I refuse to believe it. Livinea, look at me.” She glares into Livinea’s eyes, her hands on her shoulders. “The kiss. Do you remember the kiss?” She shakes her, and Livinea’s head bobbles.
 
   She scowls hard, pouting. Slowly, her creamy, doll-like skin releases its distress lines. The corners of her lips begin to curl. She stares past Eyelet, toward the woods, and bursts into the biggest grin. “C.L.!” she shouts and starts running.
 
   Through a glimmer in the trees, a man walks out, missing his upper limbs.  “Thought you could pull off this caper without me, did yuh’s?” C.L. shimmers.
 
   “C.L.!” Livinea shouts, racing toward him. She staggers and trips on her skirts, tearing a hole in her flounces. She bends down, tears off her flounce, then flings herself at him, wrapping her legs tight about his waist, and coats him in noisy kisses. “Mmmwahhhah, mmmwahhhah, mmmwahhhah, mmmwahhhah.” She pinches his boney face between her hands.
 
   Thank you, C.L. mouths to Eyelet over the back of Livinea’s shoulder when at last they come up for air. 
 
   Eyelet floats back to me and folds herself back up in my arms, pulling them snug around her.
 
   Livinea drops her head back, and throws her arms up. “Happy New Year!” she shouts. “To everyone!”  
 
   “Happy New Year!” The rest of us laugh.
 
   Eyelet turns to me. “Happy New Year, Urlick Babbit Winslow,” she whispers, stroking my face and looking deep into my eyes, her fingers lingering over my marks. “May we enjoy countless more.” She draws me to her, kissing me like I am her life supply—though truth is, she is mine. 
 
   “Happy New Year, Mrs. Winslow.”
 
    
 
    
 
                             The End
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   Wait! There’s more!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Parthena
 
    
 
   “All right, everybody, let’s get a move on.” I swing the lantern in my hand, directing the townspeople from the bunkers down the long, winding stone path that hugs the side of the escarpment, on the way to the secret underground airship docked beneath the Academy. 
 
   Many are reluctant to leave the safety of the bunkers, which is understandable, considering the winds above ground are still raging. 
 
   I myself wonder how we’re going to make this trip. I swallow down the thought and move to the front of the line. No time for worry now. 
 
   Besides, if the ravens can do it, so can we.
 
   I straighten my dress and set my chin. 
 
   “Now remember, the majority of you must fit in the lead-lined hull below the deck,” I shout, yanking the lever that lowers the gangway. “Those of you who choose to remain on top must be in full diver gear and gas masks.” As the townspeople file past, I check off their names on the passenger’s log. A worried-looking little boy passes, and I pause to run my fingers adoringly through his hair. “It’s all right,” I tell him. “Everything’s going to be wonderful. We’re on our way somewhere wonderful.”
 
   When the last citizen has passed, I cross my heart, say a prayer, and then take my place behind the wheel of the massive airship. I look back, seeing the interior of the airship in its entirety for the first time, and suck in a breath. What a monstrous beast this is. It looks even more massive than it did from the ground. I swallow. So much is resting on my shoulders. I stare out at the sea of faces all depending on me, bite my lip, and turn around. 
 
   “Check the balloons, please,” I tell the crewman on my left, then reach down and tuck my skirts into the tops of my boots. “Make sure the pressure’s optimum. There’ll be no second starts.” 
 
   I pull a gas mask down from the keep and adjust it over my face. Once it’s secure, I pull the rip-cord to make sure it’s snug, then check the gauges again, not once but twice. 
 
   “We’re a go!” the crewman shouts, his voice causing me to jump. 
 
   “Very well then.” I step up into my position on the high box, and clutch the wheel with nervous hands, deploying the button on the panel below to raise the gangway. My heart startles at the clunk as the gangway folds back and airlocks into place. 
 
   No turning back now.
 
   Glancing down at the Insectatron in my hand, I check Urlick’s message, one last time, then prepare a return message of my own. 
 
    
 
   Message received. Will follow raven escort as instructed. Be home soon. Parthena.
 
    
 
   I spread the Lady Bird’s wings and insert the message, careful not to damage the whorl of stamped tin, then raise my hand and let it go. It flutters from the ship through a seam in the docking bay, and beyond. I heave a confident breath, then extract the necessary glass tube from its hiding place inside the ship’s cupboard, along with its corresponding map, and hold the tube out at arm’s length. Balancing it overtop of the map’s missing quadrant, I strike the tube hard with a small hammer. The glass cracks and out of it seeps a coil of steaming, grey-coloured cloud.
 
   Limpidious, here we come.
 
    
 
   Now, it’s… The End
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   Dear Reader:
 
   I can’t thank you enough forselecting Soleil asyour most recent read. I’m so thrilled you’ve stayed with my series! You have no idea how much knowing that has made me happy. I hope you enjoyed reading the trilogy as much as I did writing it, immersing myself daily in the world of the Commonwealth, journeying along with Eyelet and Urlick and the rest of the crew. The series is now finished, I CAN’T BELIEVE IT! I’m sad to say goodbye to the characters, BUT watch for some upcoming novellas—The Epitome of Eyelet and others, coming soon— featuring the same cast from these books. 
 
   To learn about upcoming releases and other cool things, join my Elite Reader’s Group. Sign up for it HERE and receive a FREE READ. 
 
   Jacqueline… 
 
    
 
    
 
   Did You Enjoy Soleil?
 
   I do hope you will consider posting a review!
 
   Reviews help keep Indies Authors like me in the game and writing. With all the competition out there, every review helps, no matter how small. Just a few lines will help me secure the ad space necessary to remain visibility in today’s very crowed market. I very much appreciate it.
 
   This link takes you directly to the reviews page!
 
    
 
   Want to Join Jacqueline’s Special Reader’s Group?
 
   Sign up to be included in Jacqueline’s Elite Reader’s Group HERE. 
 
   And receive If Only I Had… - A contemporary paranormal romance mystery
 
   Book One of the If Only Series, as Jacqueline’s gift to you. 
 
    
 
   Check out my website www.jacquelinegarlick.com for more cool reads.
 
    
 
   Thanks again for showing interest in my books! I (heart) readers,
 
   Jacqueline!
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   I’m Jacqueline Garlick. Author of YA, and Women’s Fiction Classic Romance. I love strong heroines, despise whiny sidekicks, and adore a good story about a triumphant underdog. Don’t you? I love to read, write, and paint (on walls and on paper), and have a love/hate relationship with chocolate, grammar, and technology. You will always find a purple wall (or two) in my house and a hidden passageway that leads to a mystery room. (Okay, so you won’t find a hidden passageway but a girl can dream, can’t she?) 
 
   Oh, and tea. There will always be tea. Learn more about me on my website www.jacqelinegarlick.com and join my special readers group to get a FREE READ. 
 
    
 
   Join me on my radio show, Page By Page, on Authors On The Air, starting August, 2016!
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